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      Erik.

      Five years ago - Afghanistan

      Heat shimmers in the air around me, but despite it, I’m still cold.

      It’s a feeling I’ve gotten used to, being cold to the bone even with the intense heat that pervades the swollen air.

      It’s as though my body’s senses are in disarray, my synapses firing the wrong information so that heat becomes cold and cold becomes heat. Nothing feels right anymore.

      Nothing is clear.

      My head is foggy, both from intense pain and from something else...

      My fingers reach automatically to the back of my hand and a cannula that’s inserted there. It hurts, at least I think it does. I yank at it, feeling the trickle of blood but not caring. I know it shouldn’t be there.

      It’s why I feel so wrong… so out of myself.

      She’ll only put it back in. Punish you for disobeying her again, a voice tells me.

      My only question is; who is she?

      I realise I’m listening to a voice in my head, but I don’t question it. His voice comforts me. I cling onto him, a man who seems in control, far more with it than I feel. There’s strength in his voice I lack. Groaning, I push up against the hard mattress, only to find that whilst my arms are free, my body is strapped down across my chest and thighs.

      A dull throb in my brain keeps me from understanding why that is.

      I don’t even know why I’m here, only that I am.

      I don’t even know where here is. Only that I am here.

      Hell, this is fucking Hell.

      They’ll come for you soon, survive until then.

      Who will come?

      Just survive.

      “I’m trying,” I mutter.

      The sound of my voice is raspy, unrecognisable. Is that really me speaking? I have no concept of time. I’ve no idea how long I’ve been strapped to this bed. I can barely remember my own name. Come to think of it…

      What is my name…? I have no idea. All sense of self stripped away. I’m just a body that feels, and even that isn’t going so well. Peeling my eyes open is proving difficult, and I realise that they’re swollen, so much so that when I finally force my eyelids apart real pain lashes against me.

      Now that I feel.

      I groan loudly, cutting off the sound midway through. I don’t know why I must curb the sounds of my agony, only that it’s important that I do. Lifting my hands, I gently press my fingertips against my face. It isn’t just my eyelids that are swollen, but my cheeks too.

      Pain erupts everywhere, though strangely it’s caught between hurting and nothing, as though my body feels it, but my brain refuses to acknowledge it. Still, I persevere, feathering my fingertips lightly against my skin towards my nose. It’s crooked… is that why I can’t breathe so well?

      Despite the white pinpricks of light that threaten to draw me under I continue to check my wounds, somehow knowing there are more even when I know nothing else.

      I lift my hands up to the top of my head, wincing when I reach a deep wound that stretches from my hairline back to the centre of my skull. When I pull my fingers away there is blood. A lot of blood.

      A vague memory of being punched in the face dances across my thoughts, followed by something hard smashing across my skull before it’s ripped back and locked behind a door inside my head.

      Not now. She’ll be back soon, and you need to be strong, the voice tells me.

      I know he’s right. I’m happy with not remembering. Not remembering is good.

      So, instead, I mentally assess all my injuries. I know now my face is a pulpy mess, that I can breathe better if I open my mouth, but if I draw in too deep a breath it hurts, a lot. My hands press against my torso delicately, and I wince when I feel the strange pain of several cracked ribs. I can’t sit up to check the rest of my body, but I move the lower half of my legs as much as I can. Nothing broken, I don’t think. Though it’s hard to tell for sure beneath the dense fog within my mind.

      Turning my head from side to side, I try to take in my surroundings. There’s no artificial light, nothing but the tiniest crack that must be coming through the bottom of a door. I’m not sure how to explain how there is light in that spot otherwise. Definitely a door in that area.

      A memory tries to sneak back in, but it’s forced away, almost involuntarily, given I don’t seem to have any control over it. I have the sudden urge to call out. To ask where the fuck I am. But that voice inside my head stops me once again.

      Better they think you’re still passed out. You need more time. She’ll only come if you shout. You don’t want her here. Take a few minutes more of peace.

      “Peace? You call this peace?” I ask myself quietly, the faint stirrings of madness not far from my mind.

      But I don’t call out. I heed the warning, allowing myself the silence of this tomb.

      Tomb…

      Fuck!

      Like a missile splintering my heart, everything comes back in one vicious attack. I’m a prisoner of war. I’m at the mercy of a sadistic fuck, a woman with beauty beyond compare but a heart made of stone. She intends to kill me, but not before she’s tortured enough information out of me.

      The thing is, I won’t talk. Ever.

      I will die before I betray my country.

      She can go to fucking Hell…

      As though hearing my internal thoughts, the door to my cell slams open and in my torturer walks. She is dressed in the clothes of a businesswoman and has a steel glint in her eyes to match the knife she holds up. Nothing about her appearance is any less than perfect. Her shirt is crisp, her suit tailored and sharp. Even her hair is pristine, long black curls fall way past her shoulders. She’s stunning and fucking deadly.

      All of this I see between the slits of my eyes. Better to pretend I’m out cold, it may give me the precious time I need to barricade myself against her and her wicked hands.

      “Do not pretend to sleep, darling. I know you too well by now,” her voice drawls. The heavy thickness of her accent dragging over my skin.

      There was a time when that voice felt different. I’m pretty sure we’ve fucked. In fact, as she approaches, the gentle sway of her hips reminds me of a time they were unclothed and alluring. A glimpse of a memory skitters across my mind, but I lose it before I’m able to grasp hold of it.

      It’s better that way.

      She laughs, the sound is unforgiving. “You men are all the same, so enamoured by beauty you cannot see what lies within. Why is it always so easy?” she asks, grabbing hold of my flaccid cock. She squeezes and I flinch, bile rising up my throat.

      Don’t fucking touch me.

      Anger ripples in the tenseness of my muscles. I’ve never hurt a woman. But right now, I would kill her if I had the chance.

      Laughter erupts from her perfect lips, before she lets me go.

      “Why was it so easy?” she muses, a light laugh bursting from her lips.

      I’m not fool enough to answer.

      Instead, I begin to lock myself away in the dark recesses of my mind, shutting off feeling and emotions like I’ve been taught to do. Like I’ve had to do since she brought me here drugged and helpless. What a fool I was to be captured by her. With my job there was always this risk. I can only hope she kills me soon, or my comrades extract me without getting us all killed in the process.

      Then I remember, they’re all dead too.

      Hope sinks beneath the bottomless ocean of my despair.

      She sidles up beside me, flicking her wrist. I know what comes next…

      Music, my music. My heart fucking cracks.

      The notes filter into the room through speakers I cannot see.

      It should soothe me. It doesn’t.

      I’d played for her, making the mistake of trusting someone I thought was an ally… how fucking foolish. I’d given her a piece of myself and now she’s using it against me. She’s been doing that for a while now.

      “You are so very talented, Erik. It’s a shame you’ll never be able to play again, hmm,” she says, nodding to a man who walks into the room holding a syringe. With a sharp nod of her head, he strides over, stabbing the needle into my thigh.

      Within seconds I’m unable to move.

      But I’m sure as hell able to feel as she runs the tip of the blade over my right hip. Pain lances through me as she slices open my skin.

      “Get out,” she says, not bothering to make eye contact with the nameless man as he exits the cell. She leans over, her perfume repugnant now to me. I try not to flinch as she brushes her lips against my swollen and bruised cheek.

      “You were such a good fuck. Shame I’m going to have to kill you…”

      Her voice trails off as her lips lower against my mouth and she pushes her tongue between the barrier of my lips. Chuckling she withdraws.

      “I must say, I like this Erik. It’s been so much fun breaking you.”

      As my rendition of Mazurka in A Minor reaches its crescendo, I realise something I wish I didn’t; my love for playing the violin has been twisted into something hateful, dark, something to fear.

      And that, that’s what finally breaks me.
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      Rose.

      Present Day. Kirkwall, Orkney.

      The hotel is tiny, quaint. In fact, I’m not even sure a three bedroomed cottage can be classed as a hotel, but here we are anyway. It’s way past midnight. Ivan paid good money to ensure the hotelier stayed awake for our arrival. I’m pretty sure Douglas would’ve stayed up without being paid to do so. He seems like a genuinely nice man. Kind.

      In fact, everyone we’ve met so far has been nothing but welcoming. It’s a little surprising that this is where Ms Hadley comes from. I’m tempted to ask him about her. I’m pretty sure he’d answer all my questions. Well, perhaps not all. I’m not sure he’d appreciate me asking him why she’s such a bitch…

      “Thank you, Douglas. We appreciate you staying up,” Ivan continues. He bends down to pick up his weekend bag, grabbing mine too.

      “Ach, it’s no bother,” he responds with a warm smile, wafting his hand in the air. His watery blue eyes sparkle a little. I think he quite likes the company.

      “Regardless, we’re grateful,” Ivan persists, casting his gaze at Anton who’s staring out at the marina, a frown drawing his eyebrows together.

      “Your friend, he seems troubled. He okay?” Douglas whispers, nodding his head towards Anton.

      “We’re all pretty tired, it’s been a long day,” I respond, smiling.

      “Then I won’t keep you awake any longer. Please, let me show you to your rooms,” he says, bending down to pick up Anton’s bag.

      “Hey, you don’t need to do that,” Anton says, stepping towards Douglas, attempting to take the bag from him.

      Douglas grins, showing a set of perfect false teeth. “I might be a fair few years older than you are, laddie, but I can still manage to carry a bag.”

      “Sure, no offense meant,” Anton responds, holding his hands up.

      He glances at me, a smile creeping into his eyes. I breathe out a sigh of relief, it’s the first time since we realised Erik was gone that he’s smiled, albeit briefly.

      “None taken. Come, follow me,” he says, twisting on his feet and striding towards a door at the back of the small reception area. “You’re lucky we’re out of season, all three rooms are free. Not many people head up this way this time of year. Much too cold for most folks.”

      “I bet,” I agree, shivering a little still despite being inside. Though, to be fair, I think it has more to do with the fact that for the last twenty-four hours my thoughts have been filled with nothing but Erik. Finally arriving here in Kirkwall knowing he’s close by is doing strange things to me. I try not to think too much about what that means.

      Douglas stops at the first door at the top of the stairs. Turning the knob, he pushes it open. “Either one of you gents can take this room. I’m saving the best room for this beautiful young lady here. It’s smack in the middle of both of yours,” he says, giving me a cheeky wink.

      I grin, but the smile fades when I glance at Ivan, then at Anton. He may have forgiven Anton for locking me up, but he sure as hell hasn’t forgotten.

      “I’ll take this one,” Anton says, schooling his emotions behind an expressionless face. Grabbing the bag from Douglas, he glances at us both. “Goodnight then,” he responds, after a moment of awkwardness.

      “Goodnight, Anton,” I whisper, swallowing down the feeling that despite what happened between us, we are still in uncharted waters. We’ve not discussed what happened in that locked room beyond his studio. There hasn’t really been the right moment. We left Browlace the moment we had our bags packed. Travelling here wasn’t exactly filled with conversation either, each one of us unable to broach the subject of Erik’s disappearance and what’s happening between us all. Anton steps inside the room, closing it gently. I can feel Ivan’s gaze on me.

      “Well, now. You next, Miss,” Douglas says, opening the next door along the hallway. He leans inside, flicking on a light switch.

      Inside is a pretty room with a surprisingly large bed. It’s decorated with chintzy décor, which isn’t exactly to my taste, but it looks comfortable enough. I can deal with flowery wallpaper for a few nights. Ivan raises an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed but thoughtful enough not to comment. He hands me my bag.

      “Thanks,” I say, stepping into the room and finding my feet sinking into the thick, pale pink carpet.

      Douglas points to a door in the far corner of the room. “There’s a connecting bathroom between this room and the next along. If you don’t want to be interrupted whilst in the bath, I suggest you lock the door,” he says, with a devilish grin.

      I look over my shoulder, my cheeks warming. “I’ll bear that in mind. But honestly, I just need to sleep.”

      “Aye, you look beat. Breakfast is usually at eight but I’m happy to start it at nine if that suits?”

      “That would be great, thank you.”

      Douglas nods, before retreating, leaving me looking up at Ivan. His dark eyes survey me. I’m pretty certain there are things he wishes to say, but given Douglas is hovering, doesn’t.

      “Sleep well, Rose.”

      “You too,” I respond, turning away from Ivan’s intense stare, then head on over to the bed and sit down heavily.

      Outside, the lights from the harbour wink at me, taunting me with their beauty. Reminding me of Mousehole Harbour and the remains of Cerulean Blue that rots there. I used to love the sea and the endless possibilities it represented. Not anymore.

      Ever since setting foot on the island I’ve felt off.

      Why do I feel so wrung out? On edge?

      Because of Erik. Because there are two men in rooms either side of you that you want to lose yourself with. Because for the first time in forever you let a shard of love in…

      My fingers curl into the bedspread and I look at my white knuckles, fighting to regain control of this feeling inside. It’s unfamiliar, frightening. I’m so fucking scared.

      You’re scared because… maybe…

      “Stop!” I say loudly.

      My mouth slams shut. I can’t do this right now, I need sleep. I’ll feel stronger in the morning, and once we find Erik and get him back home to Browlace, maybe then I can try to unravel the churning feeling in my stomach and the tightness in my chest that I can’t seem to shake.

      Breathing out a long steady breath, I remove my coat and shoes placing them on the chair in the corner of the room. Slowly, I ease out of my jeans and jumper, wincing at the sharp pain in my hips and lower back. The journey here, though comfortable given that Ivan spared no expense, has wreaked havoc on my body.

      Maybe a bath is a good idea after all.

      Walking into the bathroom, I turn on the taps, eying the door to Ivan’s room.

      I don’t lock it.

      Instead, I perch on the edge of the bath waiting for it to fill. As soon as the water hits my preferred level, I remove my underwear and step into the bath, sliding under the surface with a groan. God, it feels good.

      Closing my eyes, I relax into the warmth and allow my mind the freedom to wander. I’m not surprised that my first thoughts are of the men of Browlace Manor. How could it be anything else given they consume me as much as I appear to consume them?

      Ivan and his stormy eyes… I’ll never forget the look on his face when he held the knife against his skin and cut himself. His pain, his guilt and despair were so raw, so utterly breathtaking. Most people would’ve been horrified to see him harm himself.

      I wasn’t.

      I’d seen someone whose pain was real. I’d seen someone who, in that moment, hurt more than me and for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel so alone. As fucked up as that is, it’s the truth. That night I’d claimed him as my own without fully comprehending what I’d done. His love wasn’t something I’d wanted or needed then…

      And now?

      Now, a small piece sits inside my chest. Even my demon has gotten used to it. She might be giving it a wide berth, but she hasn’t forced it away, and neither have I. He accepted me for who I am and in return I’ve accepted him.

      The memory of that night, and those that followed make way for Anton and his studio full of colours… He’s still a mystery in so many ways, and even though I know about Amber I still feel as though there is so much more to uncover about him. I’d reached into his darkness and made it my own. We’d wrapped ourselves in each other’s pain and somehow found peace there. I may not have brought colour into his life like he’d wanted, but together we’d dived into the pitch black and survived. I can only hope it’s enough for us both.

      Hope?

      Where is Erik’s hope? A man who believes he can only live a life behind glass walls. Always looking out, whilst everyone else looks in. Trapped.

      He's trapped.

      I groan loudly, feeling his pain as though it’s my own. His bitch of a mother has a lot to answer for, perpetuating his need to remain locked away rather than finding a way to release him from the memories that keep him there.

      “Rose?” I hear a light tap on the door. It’s Ivan.

      I knew he wouldn’t be able to stay away. I knew that I didn’t want him to, given the door remains unlocked.

      “Can I come in?” he asks, uncertainty clouding his voice.

      “Yes,” I respond.

      I want to see him. I’ve missed him, that’s another truth. It’s been too long since we’ve been together. Ivan hovers in the doorway, eying me with undisguised lust and trepidation.

      My demon snaps awake, ready to be his Domina once again.
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      Erik – Present Day

      I can hear my mother talking to someone in the kitchen below. An old farmhouse with no carpet and thin walls means nothing is secret. It’s Tim, one of the workers who’s currently putting together my glass room in the outhouse. She deflects his questions with no nonsense answers.

      “... I suggest you stop asking questions if you mean to keep this job,” she remarks, when Tim questions her what the room is going to be used for.

      “It must be finished by midnight tonight, that was our agreement…”

      “No excuses. You said you could deliver; we are paying good money for a speedy build…”

      Who are we? Viktor perhaps? I guess that’s the most likely person. I’m pretty sure neither Anton nor Ivan would be agreeable to this given they were none too keen about the idea at Browlace. Besides, they know how I feel about Kirkwall. They know that I wouldn’t come back here unless it was a matter of extreme importance. The fact is, Rose has become too integral to their healing for me to ruin it with my violent tendencies. I love them enough to give them a chance at happiness, and despite my own wants, I’m not selfish enough to ruin it for them.

      I sit on the hardwood floor straining to hear more. The distraction is better than my own thoughts and the memories that have been plaguing both my waking moments and my sleep.

      “I don’t care that your men are tired. You’ve had enough time to plan and execute this build. Deliver or don’t get paid, it’s as simple as that…”

      Enough time? We only arrived yesterday, how the fuck is that possible? My back stiffens as I push against the wall straining to hear more.

      “Over a week now,” she continues.

      Unless…

      Of course. Mother went missing for almost a week whilst Ivan was away in Moscow and Anton was out of it on heroin. When she brought Viktor back to Browlace, I’d assumed that’s where she’d been. But now I understand. She’d come back here to get my glass room built.

      The fact that it didn’t take much to persuade me to return to Kirkwall had made it easy for her. I wonder, briefly, how long she’s been planning our return. Much longer than a week I imagine.

      Then I realise, it doesn’t fucking matter.

      I want in that glass room as much as she wants to put me in there.

      And she knows it.
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      Rose – Present Day

      “Ivan, I said come in,” I repeat, sterner this time.

      “Yes…?”

      “Domina,” I remind him. Though I know his unspoken question is more to do with the fact that he’s checking if I still want to dominate him, rather than he’s forgotten how to address me.

      “Yes, Domina.” A small smile pulls up the corner of his lips.

      He’s changed into a pair of tracksuit bottoms and a loose t-shirt. His hair is rumpled, and he looks beyond exhausted, but there’s a fire in his eyes despite it all.

      Inside my demon paces restlessly. Ready, willing, wanting Ivan’s submission as much as he wants my dominance. She’s held back these past couple of weeks with Anton, and now she needs release, just like Ivan does.

      “Get in,” I demand, Domina taking over now.

      Ivan doesn’t hesitate. He rips off his t-shirt, revealing his defined pecs and abs, and the light dusting of hair across his chest, then pulls off his tracksuit bottoms.

      He's already hard. His thick length is beautiful and brazen, and mine. I own every part of him, including his heart, it would seem.

      Shifting forward in the bath, I give him room to slide in behind me. He settles back, his muscular legs either side of mine. He doesn’t try to touch me or pull me back against him. Ivan simply waits. Needing my command as much as I want to give it to him.

      “Wash me,” I say eventually.

      “Yes, Domina,” he responds, his voice full of longing and desire. The deep timber of his voice an aphrodisiac all on its own.

      Leaning forward he grabs some shower gel, which smells of patchouli and blossom -a nice touch for an old man who looks more like a sailor than a hotelier- and starts to rub it onto my shoulders. I shift backwards a little and am rewarded with the hard length of his cock resting against my lower back. He’s gentle, but gentle isn’t what I want right now.

      I want to feel… more.

      “Harder,” I bite out.

      “Domina?” he questions.

      “Firmer,” I correct myself, knowing that Ivan likes to receive pain, but doesn’t want to dish it out. That’s who he was, not who he is now. He obliges, his strong fingers massaging my aching muscles and working out all the knots I’ve gathered on the journey here. For long minutes he soothes me with his touch, unravelling the stress I’ve held in my body worrying about Erik, about them all. I let out a low moan, rolling my head forward as his fingers work on the small knots in my neck and in the base of my skull. My eyes roll back in my head when his fingers work their way into my hair. I melt under his touch. When I’ve had my fill, my body relaxed and my head swimming full of wicked thoughts, I turn in the bath to face him.

      “Make me come and I will give you what you crave, Ivan,” I say, realising too late how that sounds.

      He drags in a laboured sigh, but keeps his eyes lowered and his mouth firmly shut.

      “Look at me, speak,” I order, though not unkindly.

      Just because I command an answer, doesn’t mean I should be cruel. That is not what our relationship is about. There’s mutual respect and understanding. I refuse to step over the boundaries we’ve agreed upon. I won’t hurt him again like I did, no matter how much he says he can take it.

      We both know he endured for me… like I did for him.

      He raises his gaze to meet mine and my fingers grip onto his thighs at the adoration I see in them. I don’t look too deeply. I can’t repeat what happened in his room before he left for Moscow. I won’t lose control like that ever again. Thank Christ, Anton had been there to hold me back. I don’t even want to think about what would’ve happened if I had been alone with Ivan.

      “There are times I wish that were true, that you could truly give me what I crave, Rose.”

      “Is this not enough?” I ask, my own vulnerability showing briefly before I lock it away once more. Inside, my demon snaps at me, drawing me back.

      “It’s enough. I’ve said that already. I’ll take whatever you can give,” Ivan admits, though I know it pains him to do so.

      I nod tightly, wishing I could give him what he truly wants, but knowing I can’t. “Make me come, and then I’ll give you what I can.”

      Ivan’s jaw ticks with the words he’s holding in, but like a good submissive he doesn’t voice them. Instead, he pours more shower gel into his palm and then cups my breasts. My mouth parts as the pad of his thumbs roll over my nipples. He spends ages massaging me just right, drawing out soft moans, then he lowers his hand beneath the water finding my parted folds and the warmth within. His fingers move expertly between my legs as his mouth finds mine. I didn’t ask him to kiss me, but I let that go because it’s what I want, what I need. He knows this.

      His kiss is electric as much as his hands are. Ivan’s tongue and his fingers know my body better than I do. There is something so visceral about his touch. He submits to my wants entirely with no regard for his own needs in the moment, and as much as I don’t want to admit it, I know that he’s loving me with his touch.

      This time I lean into it… just a bit.

      Ivan seems to sense that tiny bit of give and he grasps hold of it like a drowning man, anchoring himself to me. His arm circles my waist as he pulls me towards his lap. Unfortunately, the bath is small and makes it almost impossible for me to straddle him. I know that he desperately wants to sink his cock inside me, but though I might’ve given him permission to make me come, at no point have I said he could fuck the orgasm out of me. It’s a distinction that he knows only too well, and one at the moment he seems willing to ignore.

      “Ivan,” I stutter out, losing some of the control I must have around him, always. “Ivan!” I say, more sharply this time. He loosens his hold but doesn’t let go. I force him to look at me, the three day old stubble rough beneath my fingertips.

      “You know the rules. Why are you so intent on breaking them?”

      His gaze flicks from my eyes to my mouth and back again. “You know why…” his voice trails off as his fingertips make languid circles on my arse. He’s pushing it, and he knows it.

      “I do,” I say, understanding his need to be dominated, punished with pain and pleasure. He’s provoking my demon on purpose.

      A wicked glint sparks in my eyes and I grasp his chin roughly in my fingers, squeezing tightly. His eyes light up with barely repressed hunger.

      “I’m here. Your Domina is here, so make me come and I’ll make sure your whole body is covered with my mark.”

      “Thank God,” he breathes out.

      Guilt constricts my throat as understanding dawns. We’ve been apart for too long, he’s missed his Domina as much as he’s missed me. His needs become my priority.

      “You can fuck me now, Ivan.”

      “Yes, Domina.” He grins, lifting me beneath my arms and hauling us both upright. I’ve no idea how he doesn’t manage to fall over. But that thought is gone the second he has me pressed up against the vanity unit and is entering me roughly from behind. His hips slam against my arse as he rams into me, giving me what I want. Knowing this is what I need.

      “Fuck me fast and hard, Ivan. I need to come,” I groan out, my hands slapping against the mirror in front of me, whilst my stomach presses into the cold edge of the sink. What I don’t say in that moment is that I need to garner some control and coming quickly will get me one step closer to dealing out the punishment he so craves. That I crave. Without that punishment, without my need to dominate and his need to submit this fucking becomes something very different.

      Ivan doesn’t hesitate. He rams into me, fucking me just how I want it. His wet skin slaps against my arse as he drives himself deeper. With every thrust I feel my orgasm building, tightening within my stomach. In the mirror I catch the rawness of his desire and lust behind the misted glass. He’s so beautiful, so powerful and vulnerable all at the same time. His strong arms flex with tension as he grabs my hips, his own orgasm builds within him.

      “That’s it, fuck me like that!” I cry out fiercely.

      His cock thickens as I press back against him, wanting more, needing the connection of skin on skin, of our mutual escape. I arch my back lowering my body forward so I’m bent over the vanity unit as he fucks me from behind. My legs are shaking from the force of his thrusts. He might not be able to tell me how he feels with his words, but he sure as hell is showing me with his body as his fingers curl into my skin and releases all the pent up tension with a long groan.

      “Make me come, Ivan,” I order, on the cusp of an intense orgasm that swirls inside my belly and warms every inch of my skin.

      “Rose!” he roars, lost within the orgasm that overtakes his body as I tighten around him.

      I follow him shortly after, my own orgasm spiralling out of control as he reaches around and presses his finger against my clit, drawing out my pleasure with every circle of his thumb.

      We remain joined together, pressed up against the vanity unit until our laboured breathing becomes steady once more. Ivan’s forehead is pressed against my shoulder, his arm wrapped around my waist. I feel his strength in that hold and his complete surrender.

      My heart thumps loudly, the aftermath of my own orgasm making me weak-kneed. After a minute joined together, neither of us quite wanting to let go, Ivan eventually pulls out of me. I watch in the mirror as he turns away, reaching for the washcloth folded on the side of the bath. He dips it into the bath and wets it, then on bended knee, places it between my legs and cleans me gently.

      I drag in a breath, the action taking me by surprise. It’s so loving.

      “Ivan,” I warn.

      Afraid of the shift between us. Afraid of his… love, I stiffen. Not used to this kind of affection. Wary of it.

      “I just want to take care of you, that’s all. It doesn’t have to mean anything,” he responds, his hand stilling. He looks at me through the misted glass, the honesty in his stare hurting my heart because I can’t give him what he really wants, what he needs… but I can give him this. I can.

      A sharp pain pierces my chest, but despite the roar of my demon, I let him.

      I let him take care of me.

      What does it matter? It’s just one moment. Tomorrow, I’ll be stronger.

      He looks at my reflection in the mirror, waiting for my rejection, my anger. Then drops his head when I don’t respond, continuing to clean me when I don’t tell him to stop.

      It’s just as well I’m facing away from him, and he’s returned his attention to cleaning me rather than trying to pierce my soul with his gaze because right now, looking into his eyes would be a mistake. I might just drown in them.

      Biting down hard on my need to want to punish him for loving me, I watch Ivan through the misted mirror. I’m on the edge of being that person I promised I’d never be again.

      I refuse to hurt him like that again. Forcing myself to relax I study Ivan’s broad shoulders and the flex of his arm muscles as he cleans me. His hair has fallen into his eyes, covering his dark brows. Yet, I can see how happy this act makes him. Ivan draws his bottom lip between his teeth in concentration as he washes me. After a few more passes, he places the washcloth in the bath and reaches for the towel to dry me. Once I’m clean and dry to his satisfaction, he presses a gentle kiss against the globe of my arse then rises to his feet, swiping a hand through his hair.

      I find myself shaking, his attentiveness affecting me far more than his efforts to make me come. I’m not used to such thoughtfulness, it’s hard to take. How messed up does that make me, that such a simple gesture can make me crumble so?

      “Ro-, Domina?” he questions, seeing how my body trembles.

      “Clean yourself,” I respond, deflecting any empathy.

      Ivan nods tightly, rinses and wets the cloth once more then washes himself. He’s still painfully hard, the head of his penis engorged with his lust, still not fully satiated.

      “Go into my room. Wait for me on your knees by my bed,” I order him, willing the shaking to subside.

      “Yes, Domina,” he responds, keeping his eyes downcast as he follows my instructions. Just like he always does.

      My submissive.

      My Ivan.

      Mine.
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      Erik, Kirkwall – Summer, 1998

      “I’m going to the beach. I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” I call from the front door, not bothering to wait for a response. I reach the garden gate, when Ma opens the front door and steps out onto the porch.

      “Be back for supper. Viktor is arriving tonight, and you need to practice for your recital tomorrow. He’s looking forward to hearing you play.”

      “Yes, Ma. I’ll be back by supper.” I sigh heavily and yank the gate open.

      “It’s Mother, not Ma,” she calls after me.

      Proper as always. Mother for me, Ms Hadley for Ivan and Anton. Always so formal. Sometimes she doesn’t feel like my mother at all. Then I remember that she isn’t. At least not my birth mother.

      I’ve no fucking clue who my birth mother is…

      Do I really want to know?

      Over the years I’ve gone back and forth between being desperate to find out and having no interest whatsoever. Ma told me what she’d done… abandoning me on the steps of a hospital on the mainland at a few hours old almost eighteen years ago now. Sometimes I wonder what had happened to force her to do something so heartless. Other times, I don’t care.

      Today, I’m not sure which part of me is winning.

      Stepping out onto the beach I start to jog. I need to run off this pent up energy. For the last two weeks, Ma has been reminding me that Viktor is coming to visit. I’ve really no idea why he’s decided to come here, apart from the fact that he intends on listening to me play the violin. Frankly, I can’t think of anything worse.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love playing the violin, but I hate putting on a show. It’s always been something just for me, but Ma is hellbent on making it something for everyone else, and I hate that.

      “Practice makes perfect,” she said to me last night as I practiced until my fingers bled.

      She’d wrapped my fingers in plasters, then made me continue. I should hate her for it, but I can’t. I know she loves me, wants the best for me, but I wish she’d just let me, and my music, be. It’s the only thing that’s mine, and now she wants me to share it with everyone else. She wants to show me off like some prized possession. The thing is, I refuse to belong to anyone but myself. I was abandoned by my birth mother, and now I’m coddled by my adoptive mother and owned by Viktor. He likes to remind me of that fact every time he thinks I’m pushing the limits of his patriarchy. Just like he loves to tell Anton how much of a disappointment he is.

      I know one thing; I’m fucking grateful he isn’t my father. But given what he pays for, he may as well be. Ma doesn’t help, she panders to his every whim because she’s so grateful he hired her and is so grateful he saw fit to pay for all my tuition, both musically and academically.

      I just feel owned. By him, by Ma, and every other fucker who gets to listen to my music without invite. Furious, I funnel my anger into my steps and keep running. It helps to clear my head and makes me feel at least a little in control.

      A harsh wind blows off the shore, sending a spray of water up into my face. It stings. It might be summer here in Kirkwall, but there’s still a bite to the air and jogging keeps me both warm and sane.

      There’s also another reason why I decided to make a break for it. It’s just past midday, and she’ll be swimming just off the little outbreak of rocks at the far end of the beach, just like every day since I arrived.

      Emmie.

      Sweet, sweet Emmie.

      As I get closer, I see her blonde head bob on the surface of the water before she swims towards the outcrop of jagged rock. A minute later she’s hauling herself up, not caring that she’s probably ripping her shins in the process. Fortunately, she has the sense to wear rubber-soled shoes, like the ones you buy in the beach shops. On her they look beautiful.

      Everything about her is beautiful.

      And Ma hates her. When I’d first mentioned Emmie in passing, trying to gage Ma’s reaction to me having a girlfriend, her one and only response was to stay away from her.

      “She’s bad news, Erik. Nothing but a harlot…Stay away.”

      That’s what she’s said, and whilst it pissed me off that she referred to Emmie that way, I’d acted like I agreed with her, knowing that the next day we were meeting up.

      It’s just as well then, that these clandestine visits are a secret between us. Spending time with Emmie is about the only thing that has kept me sane these past few weeks on the island.

      If Ma knew about our daily get togethers, she’d fly me back to London without a second thought.

      And I don’t want to leave, let alone think about the end of summer which is only a few short weeks away.

      All I want is Emmie.

      And all she wants is me.
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      Rose – Present Day

      I pull the bathroom door shut to give myself a moment to breathe. My heart is pounding, my hands trembling. I’m a fucking mess.

      Why am I falling apart now?

      I need to be strong.

      I need to be stronger.

      Wiping away the mist on the mirror, I stare at myself. The woman looking back is almost unrecognisable. She’s a stranger in so many ways.

      Has that tiny shard of love I allowed in really made this much difference, or is something else going on?

      My demon snarls. No! I don’t do love.

      I can’t.

      I’ve accepted a tiny piece of Ivan’s, but that’s it. Nothing more.

      Pulling myself up straight, I grip hold of the vanity unit and work through the five ballet positions until my heart has stopped its erratic beating and I’ve centred myself. Only then do I walk into my room.

      Ivan is on his knees, with his head bowed just like I’d commanded…

      But he’s not the only man in the room. Anton is sitting on an armchair in the corner, watching me. I catch his gaze and wonder how long he’s been there. Had he heard us fucking? Had he watched through the open door like he’s watching us both now?

      “Anton?” I question.

      He presses his mouth shut and doesn’t answer me, but the look in his eyes tells me all I need to know. He’d seen everything.

      “Are you staying?” I ask him, as I walk over to Ivan who remains submissive despite the fact his best friend sits watching us both. My fingertips feather over the smooth skin of Ivan’s shoulder, relishing the sigh that escape his mouth.

      Anton answers me with a one worded question, and I know from that alone he wants to stay. I want him to stay too.

      “Red?”

      “Yes, Red,” I respond softly.

      It’s a colour he’ll never see, but it’s a colour he understands now. He nods, then picks up a sketchpad and pencil from the floor and begins to draw. A tiny smile curls the corner of my lip, and a strange sense of peace washes over me at the sound of his pencil scratching against paper. His release has somehow become a drug of my own.

      I want him to produce the same kind of art he’d done when I’d lain naked and raw before him. I want him to see me, us through his eyes, in the starkness of black and white.

      Turning my attention back to Ivan, I reach for my weekend bag on my bed and pull out the red length of silk I’d brought with me. Everything else, I left behind. The flogger, the whip, the handcuffs, the paddle, they’re all still lined up neatly in his chest-of-drawers back at the manor. I pull the length of silk between my hands, relishing the feel it elicits. It’s the only thing I had to bring with me. Funny how a simple length of silk can mean so much.

      “Stand,” I command.

      Ivan gets up.

      “Face me.”

      He does as I ask, turning around. I’m acutely aware of Anton’s hot gaze, his heavy breathing mixing with Ivan’s own. My nostrils flare as I try to regain control.

      “Hold out your hands.”

      Ivan stretches out his arms, crossing his wrists. He understands what I mean to do. Tying the silk tightly around them, I wrestle with my own wayward thoughts. The last time we did this, I lost control and Anton had to bite me to snap me out of my anger, my pain. This time, I vow to be different.

      No matter what. I won’t be the person Roman was. I may thrive in the darkness, but I won’t be cruel. Ivan keeps his gaze locked on the floor, allowing his tied wrists to drop against his body. For a brief moment I just look at him, head bowed, shoulders relaxed, his semi-erect cock twitching as I run my fingers over his shoulder. Part of me wants to push my pussy into his face and order him to pleasure me with his tongue. The other part, a much larger part, is desperate to claw back some control by marking his skin. I itch to feel the sting just as much as he does.

      “I didn’t bring the flogger, Ivan. So, I’m going to use my hand. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Domina,” he responds, his voice dropping an octave.

      “What’s the safe word.”

      “Red,” he murmurs.

      “Good. Turn around. Lay face down, arms up.”

      Ivan climbs on the bed, the muscles in his back bunching as he moves across the mattress awkwardly. He’s a fucking beautiful man, there’s no denying that. The grace of his dance background can still be found in the strength of his muscles and the length of his body as he settles on the bed.

      I climb up behind him, straddling his thighs, all too aware that I’m wet for him as I graze myself against his skin. His responding moan tells me he’s very much aware of my desire too given the slickness between my legs.

      Without warning, I raise my hand and slap Ivan’s arse. The pink mark that follows is as satisfying for him as it is for me. He bites out a groan as I let the sting settle then follow it with a gentle graze of my fingers over the same area.

      In the corner of the room I hear Anton draw in a breath.

      I turn to Anton. Our eyes meet and there is understanding in them, excitement, maybe even a little adoration. His fingers begin to move across the paper, his attention drawn away from me as he etches Ivan and I onto the blank sheet.

      “Don’t stop,” he says, and I know he echoes Ivan’s thoughts, who is waiting with bated breath beneath me.

      I slap Ivan again, harder this time. His shoulders tense then relax as the sting fades and I caress him once more.

      My handprint begins to bloom, marking him, owning him. A special kind of tattoo where his skin is the blank canvas and my hand print the artistry. Like a field of red roses, my mark flourishes across his skin.

      Over and over, I slap Ivan, sometimes harder, sometimes softer, but I don’t stop until his arse and back are covered with my hand prints, until my own palm is stinging with the contact.

      He's mine. Every single piece of him.

      “Fuck,” Anton mutters, his own voice laced with agony and lust.

      I chance a look at him. Anton has his head bowed, his pencil flying furiously over the sketch pad. Knowing that he is producing a piece of art inspired by this moment is a huge aphrodisiac and I shift myself, rocking against Ivan’s bare thigh. Loving the feel of his taught muscle beneath my slickness. I move against him, the hard bud of my arousal exploding with sensation as I press against the back of his thigh. He groans as my fingers curl into his hair and yank backwards, exposing his neck and bobbing Adam’s apple. His mouth is parted on a groan as I lay flat against his back, pressing my breasts against his skin and sliding my tongue over the shell of his ear.

      “Turn over,” I demand, my voice husky and filled with lust. I shift, lifting myself as he pushes up onto his elbows and moves beneath me. We lock eyes, his position not allowing him to cast his gaze down. I move upwards until I’m kneeling above his face, my pussy hovering above him.

      “Pleasure me with your tongue,” I order, my breaths heavy and filled with lust.

      A slow grin pulls up Ivan’s lips as he grips onto my arse and lifts his face to my parted folds, running his tongue along my slit. The sensation sends jolts of pleasure up and down my spine as my core twitches at the delicate feel of his tongue against my sensitive flesh. I buck against his face, my body spasming as he fucks me with his mouth.

      Ivan is in his element, lapping and licking, drawing out what I know is going to be a mind-blowing, eye-rolling orgasm. I support the back of his head with my hand as he fucks me with his lips and tongue. His fingers tighten on my arse, as he licks and sucks, the firm softness of his tongue entering me then pulling away and teasing my clit with firm strokes. He doesn’t let up as my legs begin to shake and I pull away, not able to take the intense sensation. Instead he grips hold of me tighter and I don’t tell him to stop. I go with it, grinding against him as he devours my pussy with his beautiful, talented mouth.

      “Fuck me,” Anton grinds out, watching this act of lust with greedy eyes.

      The fact that he’s watching us makes me lose what little inhibitions I have left, and a scream leaves my lips as a powerful orgasm rips through me, shredding outwards from my core and tearing at my skin and muscle leaving me boneless. Ivan holds his face against my pussy, lapping at my juices, breathing me in as I shake against him.

      It takes me a long time to come down, but when I do only one thought fills my head. I’m going to reward Ivan with the best fucking orgasm I can give him. He deserves that for everything I’ve put him through over the last few days.

      Easing my hand out of Ivan’s hair, I let his head fall back onto the mattress, then scoot lower so that I’m hovering above his erection. I might just have come, but I’m more than ready to ride him. There’s a kind of desperate need to our coming together and the air hums with a different kind of tension filled with unspoken words and emotions that I’m not willing to acknowledge let alone talk about.

      Grabbing his shaft at the base, I lower myself onto Ivan without warning. We both cry out at the flawlessness of our bodies fitting so perfectly together.

      “I’ll go…” Anton mutters, rising from his seat.

      “No, stay.” I bite out, needing him here to witness this moment.

      To catch me when I fall. I trust him to do that.

      Because right now I’m on the edge of a cliff about to leap into the unknown and I need Anton so much more than he realises. Forcing my heart to calm I turn to Anton, whilst beneath me Ivan groans at the slickness and the warmth encasing his cock. His eyelids at half-mast, his cheeks coloured with dashes of pink.

      “Get undressed,” I urge him.

      “Rose… I…”

      With Ivan panting beneath me, I turn my full attention back to Anton. “Take your clothes off, Anton, and get over here,” I demand.

      For a moment I think he’s going to deny me. But instead, he places his pencil and pad on the floor then removes his clothes. I can’t help but smile at his obvious arousal.

      “Close the curtains. Turn the light off and come to me.” I murmur.

      He does, without hesitation this time.

      And whilst I ride Ivan, moving up and down his length, Anton crawls onto the bed beside us both, his hands and lips feathering across my skin. I reach for him, my hand finding his cock in the pitch black. He feels heavenly as I fist his length moving up and down in a steady rhythm.

      He’s so firm, so smooth, so fucking hot, and mine too. I know that now. I think he has been ever since we found each other in the pitch black.

      Blanketed in darkness I can revel in the man beneath me and the man at my side. I can open up to the possibility of something more than a heart caged in pain.

      Within the darkness I can breathe again.

      I can be free.

      Here, right now, just like in the room hidden behind Anton’s studio I let the darkness in finding peace within it’s comforting arms.

      “Rose…” he bites out, his teeth grazing my shoulder as he chokes on an emotion neither of us want to acknowledge.

      “Hush now, Anton. Be free with us, in this moment. Let everything else go.”

      It's not a declaration of love, but a promise of home and acceptance. A promise that he’s safe to be who he is with us, by our side.

      “Darkness is your candle,” he mutters, quoting Erik from a few days before.

      “It is,” I respond gently.

      His mouth takes mine as I squeeze Ivan tightly within. I feel powerful, ruling one man and coaxing the other into bliss, my hands grasping his length as my tongue seeks out his own.

      Mouths pant, fingers search and teeth graze until I’m molten. Pleasure makes me lose the tenseness and uncertainty that has been building throughout the day. Between us our mutual orgasm builds to a crescendo, like a piece of music only we can hear. A rhythm only right for us.

      “Domina,” Ivan cries out.

      “Rose,” Anton utters.

      Their acceptance of me is the biggest gift of all.

      The sounds of their desire call to something deep within me, coaxing a long forgotten emotion I’ve tried hard to bury. In the dark I let it take shape and just for a fraction of a moment it doesn’t hurt so much. In fact, it’s bliss.

      And just like that, one by one, the three of us fall apart in the comforting blanket of night, our bond strengthening in the darkness, whilst somewhere on the island Erik waits for us to save him from his own.
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      Erik – Present Day

      I finally get inside my new room at dawn.

      Tim and his men left an hour ago, and Mother has already moved in an armchair, lamp, single bed, books and hand weights at my request. It’s a perfect copy of my glass room back at Browlace, well ventilated, with a hatch for food to be passed through. Except this room has a toilet and shower cubicle tucked in the corner behind frosted glass and another door.

      Fuck knows what Tim and his workmen thought of this place. It’s just as well Mother had a non-disclosure contract drawn up for all of the workers, so it really doesn’t matter what they think so long as they don’t fucking talk about it.

      Relief overwhelms me as I step inside, clutching my violin and suitcase. My rapid heartbeat slows to a normal rhythm. The constant shaking subsides, and my heavy breathing quietens.

      Beyond the still open door, my mother stands. She looks tired, but as always there’s a determined glint in her eye. I’m her son, and she has vowed to protect me. She saved me from a life lived in the foster system, she gave me a home and security. She doted on me and made sure I wanted for nothing. Now she’s made sure I have what’s necessary to survive. This glass room, it’s my security.

      “Now you’re here, you’ll feel better soon,” she coos.

      I simply nod, placing my suitcase on the floor. As much as I appreciate what she’s done for me, I want her to leave. Sometimes her love is too much of a burden, and a small part of me knows that love should never feel that way. Love should be freeing and certainly never oppressive.

      “This too will pass,” she continues, stepping up to the open door.

      “No. Don’t come inside,” I warn.

      Her step falters, her face falling, but she heeds my request and backs away.

      “You know that I love you, Erik…”

      “I know,” I sigh, perfectly aware that my mother’s love comes at a price.

      To be the perfect son.

      The gifted violinist.

      The decorated soldier.

      The first and only time I’d felt the kind of love that comes without expectation was with Emmie.

      Emmie…

      Being here, in Kirkwall, the memory of our time together is an inevitability I can’t escape. Every time I hear the sea crash against the beach, or the terns calling to one another above the ocean, it’s her I think of.

      Young, carefree, joyous.

      A wash of memories threatens to break me, but I have the strength of mind to push them away, for now at least.

      “You should sleep a little, it’s been quite a difficult few days,” Mother says.

      “It has,” I agree.

      Being back on the very island I vowed never to return to has taken its toll on my mind. Memories have been plaguing me and reliving them hasn’t been easy. In fact, one of the only things that has gotten me through is my medication. I stopped taking it at Browlace as soon as I had my glass room built, but I’ve needed it these past couple of days to curb my darkness whilst this duplicate room was being built.

      “Rest,” Mother orders and though her gaze appears soft, concerned, I already see the impatience beneath it. Always pushing me to be better. No matter the toll on my health and fucking sanity.

      “I will,” I respond, clenching my teeth. Picking up the remote control, I press the button that closes the door, locking Mother out and keeping me safe inside.

      “We’ll talk later,” she says, before turning on her heel.

      I watch as she leaves the outhouse, shutting the door behind her, glad to be alone at last. Flicking on the lamp that casts a soft glow about the place, I settle on the bed still clutching my violin. Forcing myself to breathe steadily, I glance up at the glass ceiling, through the ventilation holes letting in clean air and to the wooden beams of the outhouse beyond. My fingers feather across the strings as the pad of my thumb runs along the underside of the neck.

      Breathe in.

      Breathe out.

      In.

      Out.

      My fingers slide up and down the neck, forming silent notes.

      I so want to play.

      My heart fucking cracks with my need to pick up the bow and slide it across the strings.

      But there’s no way I can possibly risk it.

      Mazurka in A Minor has been taunting me these past few days. A piece of music I once loved, now my downfall. Even here in the quiet of this room, I hear it. The notes lifting and twirling around me. My hand squeezes the neck of the violin until my knuckles are white.

      I swear to God; it’s as though someone is playing the piece directly into my head.

      It’s so damn loud.

      It’s so fucking loud that I want to scream at the memories it forces me to remember.

      But the most fucked-up part?

      My fingers itch to play it despite them. I want to let go to the monster.

      I itch to caress the strings, to feel the tautness beneath my fingers, to hear the first note as it lifts into the air. I want so much so play, my fucking soul cries out for it.

      But I can’t.

      It will only bring back more memories of the woman who destroyed me. I wish I could forget her cruel beauty. She hurt me. She ruined me. She left me weak and fucking emasculated. She took the very heart of me and made it into something to despise.

      I fucking hate her. I will never give her a name. She doesn’t deserve to be humanised when she was no more than a monster dressed up as an angel.

      My fingers tighten around the neck of the violin and my skin covers in a sheen of sweat as I fight a wave of nausea. It’s been a while since I’ve felt so out of damn control. Memories creep into my head, as the music seems to get louder.

      “Nooooo!” I roar, dropping my violin. It crashes to the floor.

      Clutching my head in my hands I hunch my shoulders, rocking back and forth on the balls of my feet. But the music only appears to get louder, making me both want to pick up my violin to play and to smash it to smithereens.

      “Get out of my head!” I shout, standing suddenly.

      Panic grips me as I pull at the hair on my head. The music doesn’t quieten. It becomes a beast curling around me, the notes carving into my skin and tearing at my flesh as the memories of that time bombard me. Flashes of a dark, dank room filled with both fresh and dried blood assault me. Steel and stone, bloody clothes and torn nails, the smell of sick and shit, all of it surrounds me as though I’m back in that tomb. Back in Hell.

      Tears roll down my face as I remember every punch in the gut, every nail being pulled from my fingertips. I shudder at the memory of a single drip of ice-cold water on my bare scalp that lasted for days and fucking days. The pain of that one consistent drip, a memory carved into my soul.

      “NO MORE!”

      But the music keeps playing inside my mind and the fucking hours and hours of torture I endured is all twisted up within it. A beautiful piece of music. A piece of music that used to lift my soul, not shatter it.

      “FUCK YOU!” I roar at the memories, at the pain. At the fucking sound that’s as real as if it were being played right here in my room.

      I feel as though I’m being torn in two. Even after all this time, even when I know that bitch is dead now. She still wants her pound of flesh, and I’m still fucking terrified.

      Coming back here was a mistake. It’s too damn much. Memories of Emmie and the pain of that summer begin to merge with those hateful weeks in Afghanistan until separating the two becomes almost impossible.

      I raise my hand, slapping my own cheek trying to knock the memories out of my head. It’s just enough to haul me back into the present, back into my glass room. My nostrils flare as I drag in a breath. Even breathing is difficult, forced.

      Painful.

      Then I remember why I came.

      For my brothers. For her.

      For the only woman who’s managed to break through the torment of my past, the only woman who’s made me feel like a man since that bitch ruined me.

      Rose.

      Dropping to my hands and knees I crawl towards my bag. Unzipping it roughly, I pull out my clothes in search of the only thing that seems to settle my heart and soul at times like these.

      “Please…” I groan, frantically searching for Anton’s drawing.

      Eventually my fingers touch paper, and I pull it out of my bag, falling onto my arse as I clutch hold of it.

      “Rose,” I bite out. Her name nothing more than a garbled mesh of sounds.

      I concentrate on the drawing. My gaze running over the curve of her hips, the dip of her waist. The long tangle of hair falling forward to partly cover her breast. I stare long and hard at the swelling of her knee, and the curve of her calf muscles and ankles. Her shapely legs leading to the dark thatch of hair I long to bury my face in.

      Eventually, slowly, the music and the memories that try to drag me into the past, begin to fade until only Rose fills my thoughts.

      Rose, a woman who I barely know.

      A woman who’s begun to heal my brothers. A woman I’ll never be able to touch. A woman who reminds me of Emmie in so many ways…

      Free spirited. Beautiful.

      But she’s also so utterly different, alluring in a way Emmie never was.

      Dark. Broken. Damaged.

      She calls to the deepest, most hidden parts of me, and fuck if I don’t want to rule her, own her, make her mine.

      My fists curl, nails biting into the soft flesh of my palm as my cock thickens, surprising me with a physical reaction I haven’t experienced in a very long time. I grasp my cock, letting out a low moan at the thought of her on her knees before me, her head bowed, her arms bound with rope. Fuck.

      But being with Rose just isn’t a possibility.

      I’m here now because I won’t be responsible for any harm that may come to her.

      I’m too dangerous.

      Suddenly my skin begins to feel too tight. My breaths come thick and fast, and I feel as though I’m drowning.

      The pounding in my head gets louder.

      The room gets smaller.

      Darker.

      My vision blurs as my body starts to shake.

      I need to free myself of this fucked-up feeling of both wanting to fist my cock, filling my head with thoughts of Rose, and curling up into a ball like some fucking helpless boy hoping the nightmares will just go away.

      “FUUUCKKK!” I roar, my voice hoarse, desperate.

      Placing the drawing of Rose on the top of my bag, I drop to the floor and start doing sit-ups. I don’t stop until my muscles are screaming, until I’m covered in sweat. Eventually, finally, after what seems like forever, the fucked-up feeling subsides and I drag myself over to my bed and attempt to sleep, hoping that tomorrow I’ll be stronger.
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      Rose – Present Day

      “Are you certain it’s Kirkwall they returned to?” Anton asks Ivan.

      We’re eating in a small fish restaurant at the harbour after spending most of the day searching for Erik and Ms Hadley, only to come up empty. It’s now early afternoon and we’re all feeling despondent.

      “Perhaps Erik isn’t here after all,” Anton suggests.

      My scowl sufficiently curbs that train of thought.

      “He’s here, I know it,” I respond adamantly.

      “There’s a big possibility that we misunderstood his note,” Ivan chimes in, playing devil’s advocate.

      “No. I don’t believe that,” I say stubbornly, refusing to believe that we’ve come all this way for nothing.

      He’s here.

      “But don’t you think it’s a little odd that everyone seems to clam-up the second we mention Ms Hadley? I mean, even Douglas tensed when we asked about her this morning at breakfast.” Anton retorts.

      “Of course, it’s odd. I’ve told you before, there’s something not right about her. Aren’t you getting the warning bells? They’re ringing pretty bloody loudly right about now,” I respond with a sigh, feeling more than a little frustrated with their inability to accept the truth about that woman.

      “Ms Hadley has her faults, I’m aware of that…” Ivan starts.

      “Hmm, faults that include inviting Viktor to Browlace to taunt Anton, the same faults that had her warning me off you, Ivan. Or wait, how about covering up the fact that Anton had Amber imprisoned in his studio for two fucking weeks, not to mention the fact she encourages Erik to live in a damn cage!” I blurt out, my voice shaking with anger.

      “She did what?” Ivan snaps, his eyes narrowing. He looks at Anton whose cheeks redden with shame.

      “Rose is right. Ms Hadley knew Amber had visited me at Browlace. She lied for me...”

      “She cares,” Ivan says, trying to see kindness where I only see a wicked sense of ownership.

      “No. She’s manipulative,” I snap.

      Ivan blows out a long breath. “I don’t know what to think anymore,” he says, scraping a hand through his hair.

      “Look, I get it. She has brought you up. I understand there’s history and friendship between you all, but my gut is telling me she’s all kinds of wrong,” I say, reaching out and clasping their hands in mine. Sometimes it feels as though the only way I can get through to them both is by physical contact. It’s our strongest connection, and I don’t care that I’m using it to get them to see what I see.

      “Okay.” Ivan nods, squeezing my hand. “Let’s see how this all pans out if we find them.”

      “When we find them. I’m not leaving until we do.”

      Anton pulls a face. “Rose, we’ve spent all morning looking for them, asking around. Every single person we asked said the same thing and we ended up at an abandoned cottage with half a roof and no front door. She clearly isn’t living there, and not one of them has seen them arrive, or noticed Ms Hadley around town either. There’s a chance Erik led us astray. There’s a chance he doesn’t want us to find him.”

      “No, I refuse to believe that…”

      The door opens disturbing our conversation, and we quieten as a couple walk in hand in hand. I watch them as they request a table. The restaurant owner shakes the man’s hand and gives the woman a hug before showing them to a booth nearby. The couple are probably our age, and clearly married given their matching wedding rings. She calls him Tim, he calls her Love, an endearment just for her.

      They have a relaxed countenance that can only come from knowing each other’s hearts and being comfortable in each other’s company. I withdraw my hands from Anton and Ivan, feeling like a fraud. We might know each other’s bodies, each other’s secrets, fears, darkness even. But we don’t know each other’s hearts. That area of the anatomy is off limits. I might’ve accepted a slither of Ivan’s love but today…

      Today, I’m stronger.

      Today the steel cage around what’s left of my heart is well and truly barricaded, protected by my demon who would rather die than give it up only for it to be shattered again.

      I chance a look at the woman. Her eyes are a cornfield blue, her hair a natural blonde. She’s pretty in a healthy, outdoorsy way. The man, Tim, is sitting next to her as though he can’t bear the barrier that the table places between them. He has his arm around her waist as she looks at the menu, his nose pressed against her hair as she lists today’s specials.

      “What’s so fascinating?” Anton asks, following my gaze.

      “Nothing,” I mutter, dragging my gaze away.

      How can I tell him that this couple’s ease around one another is something that is both alluring and terrifying? Something I once longed for. Something I’ve run from. Something I’ll never be able to have. Clearly, they are very much in love.

      My gaze flicks back to them, attracted by the honesty of their love. A heaviness settles around my shoulders, weighing them down.

      Picking up my glass of red wine, I swallow a large mouthful pushing away thoughts of love and the pain that has only ever accompanied it, at least for me.

      “So, what do we do now?” I ask, frustration bubbling. It never occurred to me that we’d have difficulty finding Erik. I didn’t think beyond my need to locate him, to slap Ms Hadley into the back of beyond then get him back home to Browlace.

      It shouldn’t be this hard.

      “We keep looking. We keep asking around,” Ivan says, knowing I’m not prepared to give up on finding Erik just yet. If ever.

      I nod tightly. “We keep looking,” I repeat, withdrawing my hands from the table as the waitress comes over and places our meals in front of us. Tension leaches into my body as we eat in silence, lost to our own thoughts. I know they’re both worried about Erik just as much as I am.

      “… a glass room, Love. I’ve no idea what she wants to use it for.”

      “Hush, Tim, you signed a contract. You’re not supposed to be talking about it.”

      My head snaps up, just at the same time as Ivan and Anton’s.

      “Did you just hear what I did?” I ask, my knife and fork clattering onto the plate. I stand, Ivan grips hold of my wrist, forcing me to sit.

      “Wait a second, Rose. If you approach them like this, they might clam up completely. If he’s signed a contract, we can’t ask him outright about it… Ms Hadley is no fool.”

      “What do we do then?”

      “Let them eat their meal, have some wine. I’ll think of something,” Ivan says.

      Anton scrapes a hand over his beard. “At least we know for sure he’s here, that we’re on the right path.”

      “Yes, at least we know,” I agree, my heart galloping at the possibility of seeing Erik soon.

      We finish our meal, taking time to nurse our coffees and wait for the right moment to approach them. A couple of times I catch the woman’s eye, and she smiles kindly. I force myself to return her smile each time, wondering how nice it must feel to be so open, so warm, even to strangers.

      Ivan leans over, whispering in my ear. “Rose, I need you to look really, really upset. Can you do that?” he asks, pulling back.

      I’m feeling pretty fucking anxious, so it’s not that much of a stretch, but I don’t say that out loud. “Sure,” I respond instead, wondering what he’s up to.

      Anton looks between us both, frowning. “What the fuck are you up to, Ivan?” Anton asks, voicing my thoughts out loud.

      “Trust me,” he says, sliding out of his seat. He squeezes my shoulder, and I hang my head. Anton reaches over the table and grabs my hand.

      “Hey, Rose, it’ll be okay,” Anton says, loud enough for the couple to hear and even though we’re pretending, there’s a sincerity in his voice I understand. Despite his reservations about whether Erik is actually here on this island, he truly believes it will be okay.

      I peer at him from beneath the curtain of my hair, he doesn’t flinch at my stare, just merely runs his thumb over the back of my hand. His touch warms my cheeks.

      A few minutes later, the couple head over to our table, a concerned-looking Ivan hovering behind them.

      “I’m so sorry, Rose,” he says. “I couldn’t help trying one last time.”

      The woman I only know as Love, looks at me with pity. I swallow. But it isn’t her who addresses me, but the man named Tim.

      “I’m so sorry to hear about your loss…” his voice trails off, uncertain how to continue.

      Loss? I look at Ivan trying to gauge what he’s said, but his face remains impassive.

      “Thank you,” I mutter, not knowing what else to say.

      “Your friend here told me you were looking for someone who might be a relative of your late father’s. I’m pretty sure he’s describing Ms Hadley…”

      “Ms Hadley?” I question, wanting to be sure.

      “Yes, that’s right. She owns a farmhouse on the west coast of the island. She doesn’t visit often, keeps to herself mostly. Not many folks realise she’s returned. Not sure there are many now who’d be glad of it either. Still, she’s persistent, I’ll give her that…”

      Tim’s wife gives him a nudge, and he promptly shuts his mouth.

      “What happened in the past is better off staying there, Tim,” she says, glaring at him before returning her attention to me. “You know what it’s like, small town mentality. Folks talk,” she says by way of explanation.

      Talk about what? I wonder.

      “Sure,” I respond. Not sure at all, frankly.

      “I’ve recently completed some work for Ms Hadley.” He shifts awkwardly whilst his wife places an arm around his waist, her fingers prodding him in his side. Another small gesture to prevent him from saying any more about the work he speaks of, though I notice it anyway.

      “I think she may be the woman we’ve been searching for,” Ivan says, the hidden meaning in his eyes clear for me to interpret. She’s a long lost relative for the purposes of this story, which, honestly, makes my skin crawl. Fuck that, I’m positively ecstatic she’s no relative of mine.

      “West coast of the island, you say?” Anton asks, because suddenly I’m unable to utter a word as another rush of anger overwhelms me. It’s been happening all day as I think about Erik in his glass cage. How could she willingly encourage her son to lead a life trapped in a prison? She’s a monster.

      “Yes. Her farmhouse is located on private land, a little off the beaten track.”

      “She doesn’t live in a cottage?” I blurt out, wondering why everyone we’ve asked has only ever pointed us in that direction, not one of them mentioning a farmhouse on the west coast of the island.

      I glance at Ivan, his confusion reflecting my own.

      “Cottage?” Tim asks, looking just as confused as the rest of us. Next to him, his wife’s cheeks flush red. She pulls on his arm, urging him to leave. He glances at her, a frown creasing his eyebrows. “What?” he asks her.

      She looks from him to me, a sudden rash of fear crossing her features. “Tim has only been here the last year, he moved to the island after we married. He doesn’t know the full story… It’s not something people want to talk about.” Her voice trails off. Tim frowns, another question on his lips.

      “What do you mean?” I press. I always knew Ms Hadley had secrets, maybe we’re about to find out just what she’s been hiding.

      The woman sighs heavily. “Both properties belong to Ms Hadley. The cottage has been left to rot for years now, but she’s always maintained the farmhouse. That’s her home. I’m not sure why people have only mentioned the cottage…”

      “More secrets…”  I murmur. There are too many questions raised on the back of this conversation. My skin prickles with both the knowledge that Ms Hadley and Erik are here, but also the fact that I was right about her.

      “This is a tight-knit community and we protect our own, even the ones who don’t deserve it,” she says with sarcasm.

      Ivan’s eyebrows shoot up. Why is the community protecting Ms Hadley, and why is this woman so unhappy about it?

      “I suspect they’ve been sending you to the cottage so that you’ll leave, assuming she’s not there,” she explains, glancing over her shoulder at the restaurant owner who’s watching us with interest. “Honestly, I think loyalty should only be given to people who deserve it. I’ve no idea why they still feel the need to look out for her, given everything that happened before,” his wife continues, then slams her mouth shut.

      “Everything that happened before?” Anton asks, wanting to understand what she’s referring to just as much as the rest of us, including her husband who seems more than a little perturbed that his wife has kept the full story from him. Whatever that may be.

      “I’ve said too much,” she says, her face grim.

      “But something happened in the past? What was it?” I press, not willing to let this go.

      “It’s not my place to say. Folks round here don’t like discussing it, and I’m not one to spread idle gossip…” she says, a little too loudly, as though trying to throw shade on our conversation. The owner seems satisfied with her response and returns to his duties.

      “It sounds like more than just idle gossip,” I say interrupting her, not caring that I’m being rude.

      “If you want to know what happened then perhaps you should ask Ms Hadley yourself. Nice meeting you,” she adds, smiling tightly, trying to cover up her sudden unwillingness to share with forced politeness. Just like everyone else, she’s shut down.

      “We appreciate your help,” Ivan says softly, shaking both their hands.

      I open my mouth to ask more questions, but Anton lays his hand on my arm and squeezes gently. I glance at him and he shakes his head.

      “Leave it, Rose,” he murmurs.

      “I hope you’re able to find some peace. Losing someone you love is difficult. I hope she’s able to help give you some closure, at least,” Tim says to me kindly, his gaze flicking to his wife who seems far more distant now, the kindness hidden behind a wall.

      I know what it feels like to shut off emotion like that; it only comes from being profoundly hurt. I sense her pain, just like I sense it in others.

      “Thank you,” I manage to respond.

      Just as they turn away, his wife reaches out and presses her hand against my crossed arms, stopping them from moving away from us momentarily. She seems just as surprised by this sudden rash physical contact as I am. After a moment’s hesitation, she squeezes my arm gently.

      “Sometimes things are best left in the past. Sometimes history has a way of upsetting the present and destroying the future. I appreciate you’re hurting, but just because this woman has a connection to your past, it doesn’t mean to say she’s the answer you’ve been looking for. Secrets are that way for a reason.”

      “What do you mean?” I can’t help but press further.

      “I’ve said too much already.” She leans in closer, her eyes both fearful and sad. “Just be careful.” She squeezes my arm, gives me an apologetic look and walks away with her husband, leaving me with a heart thrashing inside my chest.

      Be careful? Oh, God, Erik.

      Ivan glances at me briefly then follows them both, catching them before they leave. After a quick conversation about how to reach the farmhouse, he returns. Everything about this whole conversation has left a bad taste in my mouth, not to mention a shedload of anxiety. I grab my glass of wine and down the last mouthful.

      “What the fuck was that all about?” Anton asks, voicing the exact same question I have.

      Ivan swipes a hand through his hair. “It looks like Ms Hadley has been keeping one too many secrets from us all.”

      “No shit,” Anton grumbles, chucking several notes onto the table to cover the cost of lunch. “It’s time we talk,” Ivan says grimly.

      “I agree. We find the farmhouse, confront Ms Hadley and find out just what the fuck happened here. No more secrets,” Anton says, a determined look on his face.

      “No more secrets,” I repeat, a feeling of dread creeping up my spine like ivy around a tree.
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      Erik, Kirkwall – Summer, 1998

      “How did the performance go?” Emmie asks me, her long legs stretching out over my own.

      “As well as can be expected when the audience is Ma and Viktor,” I respond with a shrug, far more interested in the feel of her bare skin against mine than reliving the comments they’d made after I’d finished my performance.

      “They didn’t like it?”

      “It’s not that they didn’t like it…”

      “What then?” she asks, twirling her fingers absentmindedly over my stomach. I wish I wasn’t wearing this damn t-shirt. I turn my head to face her, I love the fact that the sun has tanned her skin and lightened her hair even more. She’s naturally beautiful. Wholesome. Perfect.

      “It’s just never good enough. No matter how much I practice, the hours I put in and the fucking blood I shed, it’s never enough.”

      “I’m sorry, Erik. That’s messed up. You play beautifully.”

      “But I’m not perfect, and perfection is the only thing that Ma and Viktor insist on. I’m so fucking tired of it.”

      Emmie lifts her hand, cupping my cheek. Her thumb trails across my skin as she moves over me, blocking out the sun high above us.

      “Let’s run away,” she suggests suddenly, a wistful note to her voice. She looks down at me, the sun highlighting her blonde hair, messy from the sea salt and wind.

      “Well?” she prompts, her cheeks flushing with both embarrassment and the possibility that I might say yes.

      I grin half-heartedly, my hands finding her hips, squeezing gently. “If only, Emmie.”

      “I’m serious. We could do it. I know someone we can stay with in Manchester,” she says eagerly.

      “I can’t,” I groan. “I have a whole future mapped out for me. A place at the Royal College of Music. Viktor pulled a lot of strings to get me in there. I can’t let him down.”

      “That’s bullshit. Your talent secured you a place, his money covered the fees. That’s all.”

      “Either way, I’m obligated to him.”

      “You’re not. You don’t owe him anything.”

      “I owe him everything, Emmie. Ma would never forgive me. I can’t let them down.”

      Leaning over, she brushes her lips gently against mine. Her tongue gliding tentatively over the seam of my lips.

      “Nothing is ever set in stone, Erik. The future is what you make it, not what Viktor or your mother decide,” she whispers against my mouth, before sliding her tongue between my parted lips.

      And just like that, all thoughts of my future disperse as she presses her body against mine. Nothing but the taste of her strawberry lips and soft moans fill my thoughts. We kiss for hours as the sun goes down. We kiss until the heat of the day is replaced with the cooler sea breeze as night draws in. We kiss until our mouths are bruised and our hearts are bursting with unexpected but welcomed emotion.

      We kiss for an eternity, and not nearly long enough.

      “Promise me you’ll think about it,” she asks, drawing back.

      “I’ll think about it, I promise.”

      Satisfied for now, Emmie stands, hauling me up with her. We take the long route back home, holding hands and falling in love under a starlit sky filled with a million stars, neither of us noticing a figure retreating into the shadows.
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      Rose – Present Day

      “I think you should wait here,” Anton says as Ivan pulls up outside a large farmhouse situated at the end of a dirt track. It’s pretty in a barren kind of way with whitewashed stone, and a slate roof covered in green moss. Wooden shutters adorn each window, the faded blue paint peeling off in strips. It sits opposite a long stretch of beach, the waves crashing against the shore as a storm rolls in over the Atlantic Ocean. Tim’s directions were very specific, and it’s taken us no time to get here.

      “Not happening,” I retort, unclipping my seatbelt and reaching for the door handle.

      Anton leans over and catches my hand.

      “I get it, Rose. You’re pissed off, but Ms Hadley might be more amenable for us.”

      I roll my eyes. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Ivan twists in his seat to face us both. “Let us do this our way first. If it doesn’t work, you’re more than welcome to get all domineering on our arses.” He smiles at that, a heavy dose of desire lighting his eyes.

      I huff, drawing another smile from Ivan. Christ, there was a time when he only ever growled at me, now look at him cracking jokes and being all flirtatious. “Fine. You’ve got thirty minutes, max. Then I’m coming in.”

      “That’s fair.” Anton pulls his beanie hat tightly over his head then nods before stepping out of the car. He waits by the gate for Ivan. I watch him a moment as he stands staring out at the sea. There’s still a deep sense of sadness surrounding him, and whilst his obsession to see colour has lessened, the knowledge that he’s still struggling weighs heavy on my shoulders. He has a long way to go. Healing isn’t something that happens overnight, it could take months. Years. Sometimes we never heal, sometimes we just find a way to live with the pain.

      “You okay?” Ivan asks, serious once more.

      “I’ll be better when we’re all back home,” I admit, still unable to drag my gaze away from Anton. I have the sudden urge to get out of the car and pull him into my arms. I can only imagine what it must be like to look at the world through his eyes, but I still maintain there’s beauty in it, so much more than he can appreciate right now.

      “Home?” Ivan asks gently, studying my face and drawing my attention back to him.

      “I meant when I’m home, and you guys are back at Browlace.”

      “I see.”

      “What?” I question.

      “Rose, if you want it to be, Browlace could be your home as much as it’s ours,” he says tentatively.

      “Are you asking me to move in with you?” I ask, my voice sounding sharp even to my own ears.

      Ivan scrutinises my face, gauging my reaction before responding. All I know is there’s a sudden whooshing noise pulsing in my ears as my blood pumps ferociously around my body. My gut churns at the complexity of such a simple statement. I don’t want to dive into the meaning too much.

      “Yes,” he says simply.

      “Ivan, do you realise what you’re asking? Have you thought about this?”

      “I would be a liar if I said I didn’t want you around twenty-four seven. I’m selfish in that respect, Rose. But in answer to your question, I know exactly what I’m asking.”

      “And you decide to ask me now, here, just as we’re about to confront Ms Hadley?” I ask incredulously.

      He gives me a sheepish grin, and fuck if it isn’t the most adorable thing I’ve seen. Jesus, he’s on form today. I swallow the feeling of anxiety. I mean, moving in with them? It’s too much right now. Way too much for me to even think about, let alone consider.

      “Okay, so perhaps this isn’t the best timing. Think about it?” he requests.

      “What about Anton? What does he think?” I ask, glancing at him through the window.

      Despite myself, I worry enough about Anton lapsing into drugs and self-doubt that being able to keep an eye on him so closely doesn’t sound like such a bad idea. I can’t see him that way again. I won’t. If I’m living at Browlace at least I’d be able to keep an eye on him… What am I thinking, am I really considering this?

      “It’s pretty simple, Rose. You’re Anton’s drug of choice now. He needs you to survive as much as I need you to breathe.”

      “Ivan…” my skin tingles with his confession and everything that’s left unsaid. Those three words are just a breath away. So simple to some, so fucking complicated for me. How can they hold so much power?

      “Look, I might own Browlace but it’s as much Anton and Erik’s home as it’s mine. I wouldn’t even suggest it if I didn’t think it would be good for them too. You’ve done what no one else has, Rose. You’ve saved us from ourselves. Self-destruction is the worst possible kind of heartache. We owe you more than we can ever repay.”

      Silence descends as I let his words seep in and consider his offer. Of all the things that I thought would happen today being asked to move in with them wasn’t one of them.

      “You’ve got thirty minutes. Make sure I don’t have to come in and deal with Ms Hadley myself,” I say, refusing to engage in a conversation I’m not ready to have and feelings that terrify me.

      Ivan shakes his head, exasperated at my obvious avoidance. “Rose, I was never a patient man. I wanted what I wanted. I took what I needed. But with you, I’d fucking wait a lifetime, don’t think I won’t…”

      “You might be eating your words then,” I mutter, interrupting his speech. A speech which is making me feel decidedly uncomfortable. Anger bubbles, but mixed within it, a sense of hope, and that scares me so much more than my anger does.

      Ivan laughs, a smile reaching his eyes and lighting them up. “And like you, I’m stubborn,” he continues. “I’m not giving up. Whether you like it or not, want it or not, our home is yours now. You are mine, and Anton’s.” A wry grin erupts across his face as he glances at Anton. He shakes his head as though he can’t quite believe he’s sharing me with him, then returns his gaze to me.

      “I’m pretty certain you’ll be claimed by Erik too. It’s an inevitability you can’t avoid, and I don’t fucking want you to. Believe it or not, I love Anton and Erik. They deserve happiness, a place to belong, and so do you, Rose. You deserve so much more.”

      My lips part, ready to respond with a cutting remark. The Rose of a few weeks ago might just have put Ivan in his place and stomped on his heart, but for some reason that Rose has abandoned me. So, I don’t respond at all.

      “See you in thirty minutes,” Ivan says, searching my face.

      “Thirty minutes,” I agree as he steps out of the car and joins Anton. I watch them both walk up the pathway to the front door and wonder what the hell I’m going to do about his proposal.

      Could I live with them all at Browlace? What would it mean if I agreed? It’s true that for the first time in a very, very long time, I feel as though I belong with these men. But belonging and loving are two very different things. I belonged with Roman and he turned out to be the opposite of what I needed.

      Is my relationship with these men any different?

      Right now, that’s a question I’ve no answer to.
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      After fifteen minutes, I get out of the car, unable to sit in it a moment longer. Immediately the briny sea air reminds me of Cerulean Blue and those long days spent in the hull of the boat losing my innocence and destroying my youthful ideals of love.

      Love.

      It’s such an evocative word.

      A word that instils such fear in me. Will I ever be able to accept it, feel it myself? Or will I forever run from it and the damage it can cause?

      My hair whips around my face from the wind beating against the shore, tiny little lashes reminding me that thoughts of love are always accompanied with pain. For me anyway.

      I stare out to sea, thunder clouds are rolling in over the ocean, thick and black, threatening a heavy downpour. A sense of foreboding scatters over my skin. What is it with these men and the fucking storms they bring, both externally and in my shattered heart?

      Ivan had barged into my home during a downpour, soaking wet and enraged. Anton had succumbed to the pain and torment of his father’s ridicule whilst thunder and lightning crashed overhead. Now here I am watching a storm roll in over the island waiting to unleash its wrath upon us all whilst somewhere inside Erik battles his own.

      Pulling my jacket tightly around me, I glance at the house. Fifteen more minutes and it won’t be the storm whose wrath will be unleashed, but mine. Pushing off from the car I walk not towards the gate leading up to the house, but the edge of the low hedgerow surrounding the front garden and towards an outhouse to the right side of the farmhouse, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      Curiosity…

      A trait despised by my mother, and for good reason. I’ve always had an uncanny way of uncovering secrets. She had plenty, but none of them were hidden from me for long once I realised there were so many to uncover. I think that’s another reason why she despised me so much, that and the fact I didn’t even try to save my father…

      Pushing away those dark thoughts, I make my way around the side of the farmhouse and head towards the outhouse, knowing in my gut there’s something worth uncovering inside. I look at my watch as time seems to drag on slowly. I know that bitch isn’t going to make this easy for us. Then again, she doesn’t know me very well. I don’t back down.

      I won’t leave without Erik.

      That much I know.

      If I can survive the physical and emotional pain locked in the cupboard beneath the decks of Cerulean Blue then I sure as hell can deal with a twisted, fucked-up old woman.

      Placing my hand on the door to the outhouse, I push it open, stopping dead in my tracks when I’m faced with an identical glass cage to the one at Browlace Manor.

      Curled up into a foetal position on the bed is Erik…

      For a moment all I can do is stare at him. His chest rising and falling steadily, giving off a peaceful countenance even though he’s clutching his head in his hands as though falling asleep had been agonising.

      “Erik?” I whisper, approaching him.

      I’m not sure why I’m being so quiet, I should be shouting to wake him, persuading him to open the goddamn door and leave. Run.

      But I don’t.

      Instead, I take quiet steps towards him, approaching the wall of glass nearest to his sleeping form. I crouch down, my palms pressing against the coldness. I can’t tear my gaze away.

      I’m enraptured, utterly enthralled by his sleeping form.

      Anton had once accused me of being attracted to the tragic beauty of Erik trapped inside his cage. Now, whilst he sleeps, the truth of Anton’s words taunts me.

      He's fucking beautiful, and so fucking tragic.

      I want to both submit to him, beg for his command, and remain here staring at his fractured beauty, imprinting it on my mind forevermore.

      I press my forehead against the glass, the warmth of my breath steaming it up. I’ve never wanted to touch someone as much as I do now. But isn’t that the most ironic thing? My touch has already led to violence he isn’t able to control. That night, with him covered in blood and frantic in his mental break has been imprinted on my mind. I’ve not been able to forget it.

      Erik frowns in his sleep, garbled words escaping his lips and something inside flutters awake.

      Not my demon.

      Not my fears.

      Not even the darkness that lives within, always.

      Something powerful. Something far, far more dangerous.

      “Erik?” I whisper again.

      And despite the fact I can barely hear my own voice, Erik’s eyelids slowly open. Our eyes meet and my chest tightens. God damn it, my heart fucking hurts.

      “Erik?”

      He doesn’t look startled, or even surprised that I’m here. There’s an empty acceptance that scares me because there’s no emotion behind it. Just listlessness. It’s like he’s already given up.

      “Erik, it’s me, Rose…” The words are thick and heavy in my throat as he shifts on the bed, sitting up so he’s facing me.

      He lifts his hand, pressing it against the glass before tipping his head to the side, his blonde hair falling into his eyes.

      “Erik, we’re here to take you home,” I say gently.

      He stands, and I rise with him. Both of us keeping our hands pressed against the glass.

      We stare at one another and somehow the world falls away until I’m trapped within the hold of his gaze. He’s taller than me by a good six inches and if I don’t look up my gaze falls on the muscles of his perfectly defined chest. He is broader and larger than both Anton and Ivan. He works out, that much is clear. There is a strength in his physicality that is undeniably attractive. I drag my gaze away from his chest and look upwards, drawing in a startled breath at what I see. Something changes in the depths of his eyes, a flicker of recognition. But instead of seeing relief, I only see fear and hate.

      “GET THE FUCK OUT!” he roars suddenly, bringing his fist up to smash against the glass.

      The wall shakes but doesn’t shatter. I step back pulling my hands away. Shock rendering me useless.

      Fucking look away, Rose, the voice inside tells me.

      What possessed me to look directly at him? Like a wild animal he sees it as a threat, a challenge, and he rages against both it and me. Before at Browlace I was able to observe him behind the glass wall without a reaction as stark and as cold as this.

      Here, he’s wired. Raw. In pain.

      Nothing about him in this moment is peaceful. He isn’t safe.

      “GET OUT OF HERE!” he screams, smashing his fist against the glass again. It wobbles from the impact, but it doesn’t break.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, knowing that I can no more leave him than I could walk away from Ivan or Anton when they needed me the most.

      All rational thought leaves me as I watch Erik unravel. I can’t rip my gaze away, no matter how much I know I should.

      He tips his head back and roars, the veins on his neck popping beneath his skin. The sound comes from the very darkest, most broken parts of his soul and my knees buckle. Falling forward, my palms crash against the glass wall, holding me up whilst Erik retreats further from me.

      “Erik,” I say on a painful sob. It takes everything in me not to crumble, to shed hot frustrated tears for his agony.

      I’ve never felt so goddamn helpless, or weak.

      He grasps hold of his head, pushing back against the bed, stumbling as it slides across the floor behind him by the force. “Get out of my fucking head! You’re not real. You’re not fucking real. She’s dead, goddammit,” he cries, frantically.

      “Erik, it’s me,” I respond quickly. My fingertips pressing against the coolness of the glass.

      “Get out of my head!” he wails, pulling at his hair.

      “It’s not real, Erik. Whatever you see, it isn’t real. It’s just me, Rose,” I implore.

      “She’s dead. She’s dead!” he howls, slapping himself across the cheek. His head snaps to the side with the force of it, and another piece of me breaks alongside him.

      I skirt around the glass cage, my hands pressing against the walls, following him as he retreats. Reaching the door, I push against it. Logic tells me that it’s locked, but it doesn’t stop me from trying to get inside.

      “Erik!” I pound my fist against the door.

      But he doesn’t hear me.

      He doesn’t see me.

      He's lost to the memories of his past torment.

      I need to snap him out of it. Ripping off my coat and sweatshirt, I fling them across the floor. There’s only one thing that can help him now.

      “LOOK AT ME!” I scream, lifting both my fists and smashing them against the glass.

      It's enough to distract him momentarily. Our eyes lock and the second his gaze meets mine, I spin on my toes pirouetting into the middle of the outhouse, kicking up dust as my feet move across the floor. I don’t stop to see if he’s looking, I just dance.

      It doesn’t matter that my knee begs me to stop, or that my clothes are too awkward to move in. My only thought is to snap Erik out of his torment.

      I did it once before, I can do it again.

      I will set him free.

      So I dance until my physical pain is the same as his torment. I lose myself to the movement of my body and the freedom of my soul, hoping to God he’s watching and it’s enough.
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      Erik.

      Five years ago – Afghanistan.

      “Erik?” Her voice is barely a whisper, but I hear it all the same.

      I don’t want to open my eyes, but I know by now that she’ll force them apart if I refuse to look at her.

      “That’s it, look at me,” she cajoles. Her voice is soft, warm, and veiled with intent.

      The face of my torturer swims in my vision. I’ve not eaten for days, have been drip fed water, just enough to keep me on the verge of life.

      I’m weak, shattered.

      “And so, it’s begun…” she muses, trailing her finger down my bruised and battered chest. Everywhere she presses hurts. There are no spots left unmarked by her hand.

      Her cruelty knows no bounds.

      My gaze falls on the fullness of her lips, lips that once sucked my cock and now spew hate and ridicule. Every word is as painful as the bruise she presses against now.

      “You’re already so broken, Erik. Your men aren’t coming for you. Your country has abandoned you. You’re just another casualty of war, forgotten by everyone and only remembered by a handful who’ll move on the second your empty grave is covered with stone.”

      I twist my head away, not wanting to hear the words, not wanting to face the truth that she’s probably right. I have been forgotten. How long have I been here? Weeks, months? Time isn’t a concept I understand anymore. Every second bleeds into another, every minute staggers into the next, every hour falls into the one after until time has no meaning. My time here in this dank cell is divided into the torture of my waking moments and the nightmares of sleep. Sleep that I haven’t had for so long.

      “You’re wrong,” I managed to retort, but she just laughs cruelly, knowing as well as I do that no one is coming to save me.

      “Maybe you’ll get your name scored into stone on some ugly monolith with a thousand others. Once a year you’ll be remembered amongst the many. Perhaps you’ll even be decorated with some spurious medal that will sit in a box tucked away in a drawer somewhere. Perhaps not. Either way your silence is for nothing.” She grips my chin, forcing me to face her once more. “Tell me what I want to know.”

      “Fuck you!” I manage to utter before another set of hands yank open my mouth roughly. I taste rusted metal against my tongue a second before the pliers rip a molar from my mouth. Pain registers a millisecond before blood pours from the gum. I cough, feeling a tiny sense of satisfaction as droplets of my blood splash across her face spoiling her perfect makeup.

      “Wrong answer,” she snarls, pulling a handkerchief from her pocket, my blood smearing against the white cotton. She nods her head again, and the same male hands force my mouth apart, as another molar is ripped free.

      “We can keep going, Erik. I’m not averse to removing every single one of your teeth.”

      Surprising myself, I laugh, the sound more than a little hysterical. “Teeth don’t matter when I’m fucking dead!” I snarl back.

      Her face darkens as she regards me. “Perhaps you’re stronger than I anticipated. No matter, we still have the music, do we not?”

      “No!” I react instantly, attempting to lift my head only for it to be forced back down by the faceless man behind me. He wears a mask to hide his identity, the only thing I can see are the two dark orbs of his black, emotionless eyes.

      She laughs freely. “Talk and today maybe we won’t play the music.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to gage what I can and can’t take. I’ve become accustomed to the physical pain, and even though I hurt everywhere, I can deal with that, just. But hearing my music is a trigger that fucking tears me apart and she knows it. This woman, this monster wrapped up in a shroud of beauty.

      Can I do it? Can I betray my country, my people? Can I risk the lives of my fellow comrades in an attempt to save my own? Can I betray myself…

      The answer is no. Always no.

      Opening my eyes I look at her knowing my answer will surely mean my death, but voicing it anyway. Besides, it doesn’t really matter if I die, because inside I’m already dead.

      “Erik, tell me what I need to know,” she cajoles, leaning over me as she gently caresses my swollen cheek.

      A single tear falls from the corner of my eye as I face my death head on. “No.”

      She rears backwards and slaps me as hard as she can across my face. A second later my music plays as a chilling scream curdles the air.

      It takes me a while to realise that I’m the one screaming.
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      Erik – Present Day.

      My body trembles as I watch Rose move across the room.

      Rose?

      How is she here? Am I dreaming?

      One minute I’m fighting off the memories of my torture and the next Rose is pirouetting before me.

      “Rose?” I mutter, pressing my fingers against my eyelids.

      No. She can’t be here.

      This is just another part of my illness, a way for my brain to cope with the flashbacks. Somehow Rose has become the one person that can ground me in the present, who can reach me when no one else can.

      God, how I wish she were here.

      And yet, when I peel my eyes open once more, I can see her move before me as if she really is in this outhouse kicking up years of dirt and dust, weaving and twirling across the empty space surrounding my glass room. Stepping towards the wall, I place my hands against it, wanting to study such profound beauty even if it isn’t real. At least whilst her mirage is here, I don’t feel any pain, I’m not lost to the past.

      Does it really matter if this is how I cope?

      I know I’ll never be able to touch her, hold her, make love to her like a man should a woman. Not whilst I still breathe.

      There’s too much risk, too much at stake.

      Besides, she isn’t even here. And yet, I’m able to push away the thought of how fucked-up this really makes me and am grateful my brain has found a way to fight the darkness. If this is all I can have, this mirage of Rose, then I’ll take it wholeheartedly.

      Pressing my forehead against the glass, I watch Rose. From the top of her fingers to the point of her toes, she dances, using every inch of her body to express herself. Her limbs are graceful, she has such poise and is as breathtaking as the first time I saw her dance.

      She’s a perfect mirage and I wonder how I’ve conjured such beauty.

      And then she stumbles…

      Her knee gives way as she cries out in pain.

      I jerk backwards, questioning my own sanity as Rose falls heavily to the floor. Mirages aren’t imperfect. Mirages fade away, they don’t fall, they can’t hurt themselves.

      They aren’t real.

      And yet…

      “Rose?” I shout, loud enough to startle myself.

      Her head snaps up. I see the flush of her pink cheeks, her eyes wide with concern, but there’s also relief.

      “Erik,” she breathes out.

      She’s real. She’s here.

      And now she’s hurt.

      I act without thinking. Grabbing the remote control on the floor beside my bed, I press the button to open the door. It slides open, a rush of cold air filling the room. I hadn’t even noticed how warm it’s become, and only realise now that I’m not wearing a top. At some point between this conscious moment and the last, I must have removed it. As the cold air slides over my hot skin, I have no recollection of doing such a thing.

      “Erik, what are you doing?” Rose asks, pulling herself to her feet and crying out in pain when she puts weight on her knee.

      I stand at the open door, a mixture of relief, awe and quivering violence battling for my attention. “How… what are you doing here?” I counter, confusion making me lightheaded.

      I grip onto the door frame, holding on for dear life. The control drops out of my hand onto the floor, forgotten.

      The old me, the one who existed before my experience in Afghanistan wouldn’t have thought twice about hauling Rose into his arms and taking care of her. This me, the one who barely contains the violence inside, is having trouble keeping his shit together.

      “Fuck,” she utters, drawing a sharp breath through her teeth as she straightens.

      I notice that she’s careful not to look directly at me. At least one of us is thinking straight. She understands instinctively what I need. Her submission makes me feel a little safer, more in control.

      “How long have you been here?” I ask, standing on the threshold of my room, still unable to go to her.

      “We arrived yesterday…”

      “We?”

      “Yes, Ivan, Anton and me…” she draws in another breath as she hobbles towards me.

      I’m itching to help her, to touch her, to hurt her, to fuck her.

      Shit!

      My cock stiffens at the thought of dragging her in to my glass room and locking her inside, with me. How does she have the power to make me feel this way, when for so long I’ve felt less like a man and more of a monster.

      I’m capable of such violence.

      Violence that occurs in moments of time that I have no recollection of. I have no control over the times I blank out. None. No matter how much I want to feel normal again, to feel a woman beneath me, I can’t risk blanking out on her.

      “Rose, please,” I beg, holding my hands up.

      “What, Erik?” she asks.

      Her question doesn’t have a simple answer. What am I begging her for? What do I want? What do I fear? What do I desire? What happened to me just now? What am I capable of?

      “I can’t move…”

      I want to. I want to step out of this room and hold her. I want to live in a world without fear of myself and what I’m capable of. I want to look at a woman and know that I won’t attack her because of my past. I want to play my violin again without fear of falling into memories so fucked up I lose myself for hours and hours. I want to feel a woman’s touch and not be repulsed by it. I want so many things, none of which I’m able to articulate in this moment.

      Rose doesn’t push me to answer. Instead she remains still, her gaze cast downwards. I watch her fingers pull at the hem of her jumper, her hair falling in tangled waves, covering her face.

      She’s come all this way and I can’t even step outside this room now that I’m in it. I might have survived a day in my old room back in the farmhouse, but now that I’m in here, I know I won’t be able to leave.

      This is my life now, for better or worse.

      My gaze flicks to an old sideboard pushed up against the wall not far from where Rose is standing now. On it sits a length of rope left behind by the builders, no doubt. I noticed it when I first walked in here, and just like the many times before I’ve thought about how easy it would be for me to take my life… To leave this world once and for all.

      “Fuck…” I grind out.

      “Erik?” she questions tentatively.

      I’m drawn back to Rose. All thoughts of suicide and death dispersing as I look at her. If there were ever a reason to fight against my past, it would be for her. But how can I fight something I can’t control? Rose isn’t safe with me around and I’m not strong enough to leave this damn room.

      My gaze flicks back to the rope, and this time I don’t think of death, I think about how that rope would look wrapped around Rose’s wrists and criss-crossed up her arms until she’s bound so tight her only option is to submit to me, to trust me even though I’m probably the one person she shouldn’t.

      “Erik, are you okay?” Rose asks, gently.

      Schooling my breath, I try to remain focused. We both know the answer to that question already. I’m not okay, I never will be, that’s why I’m in this room after all. Instead of answering, I respond with a question of my own.

      “How did you know to come here?”

      “You left a note…”

      “I did?” I respond, frowning.

      I don’t remember writing any note. Though it doesn’t come as a surprise that I’ve forgotten. Over the years I’ve lost many hours to my PTSD, days even. Huge pockets of time gone, just like that, and I have no recollection of what I said or did in those moments.

      On the very worst occasions, I woke up from those lapses in memory covered in blood. Like the time before when Rose danced for me, like the handful of times before that when I’ve hurt myself under the trauma of those flashbacks.

      “Yes, you did,” she explains, shuffling forward, more awkwardly now. “Out beyond wrongdoings and rightdoing, there is a field. I will meet you there. Don’t you remember writing it?” she asks, her eyes still lowered. Her voice is soft, calm, despite the pain I hear lingering within it.

      “No,” I answer her honestly. “I don’t.”

      After seeing Anton, after agreeing to take care of his drawing of Rose, I only remember fleeting moments. I recall my mother coming into the room and packing a bag of my things. I remember part of the car journey to the airport and saying goodbye to Viktor. I remember arriving at the farmhouse, but not the plane journey in between. I barely remember the conversation with Anton, bar agreeing to take care of the picture of Rose. Losing pieces of myself like that is the hardest of all. That’s when I hurt people, when I hurt myself. It’s in those moments I lose my mind.

      “We left as soon as we could after finding it. We’ve come to take you home, Erik,” she says, taking another painful step towards me. She reaches out, holding onto the sideboard where the rope sits, for support.

      I hover on the threshold of the open door, desperately wanting to help her, but knowing I fucking can’t. My control is paper thin. One wrong move and this could all end in disaster. I might not have a weapon to harm her with, but I still have my hands.

      “No. I’ll never hurt you,” I mutter out loud, forgetting myself.

      She isn’t that woman.

      She’s Rose.

      She limps towards me.

      “Stop! Don’t come closer. I can’t risk hurting you and I will if you get too close,” I warn, even though it kills me to admit that truth.

      Rose does as I ask and remains where she is. Her head is still lowered, her gaze trained on the floor, but her shoulders are tense, and I know she’s calculating whether she’d be fast enough to get away from me if I followed through on my threat. The thing is, she needn’t worry, I’m too shit scared to step outside this damn room.

      “Where are Ivan and Anton?” I ask, moving onto safer territory and trying desperately to maintain some order in my fucked up mind and strung out body, even though my heart is racing, and my hands are fisted as I force myself to regain control.

      I’ve done it before around her. I can do it again. I must.

      Selfishly, I have the sudden urge to ask her to dance again. I want Rose to distract me from this growing unease I feel. It seems to be the only thing to drag me back into the present.

      “They’re speaking with your mother… She hates me, you know,” she adds as an afterthought.

      “She’s a difficult woman… I owe her a lot,” I respond lamely.

      The truth is we have a complicated relationship. I trust that she loves me, but I understand that her love will always come at a price. I shouldn’t feel obligated to my mother now at my age, but I do. I fucking do. Besides, who else would put up with me living like this? She’s all I have. She understands.

      Rose doesn’t respond, instead she leaves the air hanging with tension as she balances on one foot whilst keeping as much weight as possible off the other.

      “You’re hurt. You need help…” I state, making no move towards her.

      I want to go to her, but a feeling of nausea washes over me at the thought of leaving this room. I know I’ve spent time in her company before and survived, but right now I’m weakened by my memories and I can’t fucking move. Not to mention the fact my head is filled with wayward thoughts that both scare me and thrill me.

      “I’ll be okay. I’ve dealt with worse,” she replies, shuffling towards me awkwardly.

      “You should leave. Be with Ivan and Anton. Go home. There’s no place for you here,” I say, even though I want nothing more than for her to stay.

      “I can’t do that, Erik.” She raises her head a fraction, but resolutely keeps her gaze on the floor. “I can’t leave you like this.”

      “That’s exactly what you should do, leave,” a sharp voice says.

      My head snaps round to see my mother walking into the outhouse, Ivan and Anton following closely behind her. She’s furious, so much so that she’s visibly shaking. I haven’t seen her this mad since… well, since I told her I was moving away with Emmie.

      And that didn’t end well.

      Not now, Erik, I tell myself. Forcing Emmie and the memories of our last few days together out of my head, I concentrate on Rose.

      To her credit, her gaze remains fixed solely on the ground between us. A space of no more than a few feet, but it may as well be a mile.

      “Rose, you should’ve waited,” Ivan begins.

      I can see him assessing the situation, assessing me. He loves this woman. I know that because he told me. It’s one of the few things I’m happy to remember.

      “You’re hurt, Rose. What happened?” Anton asks, moving towards her.

      He glances at me, anger blazing. He assumes I’ve hurt her and though that’s painful to acknowledge, he wouldn’t be wrong to think I’m capable.

      She holds her hand out to the side. “Stop. I’m okay. This is my doing. I danced.”

      “You did what?” Mother snaps. “You’ve no right coming here. How dare you walk onto my property without my permission? Erik isn’t yours to mess with.”

      “But he is yours to mess with, right?” Rose counters, turning her body sideways and lifting her head to look at my mother. “How fucked up are you to encourage this?” she adds angrily.

      “What I do for my son, is no concern of yours.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. Erik is my concern. I’m not here to argue with you, Ms Hadley, I’m here to help Erik.”

      “He doesn’t need you. He has me. Take your dirty morals and sinful behaviour elsewhere. My son is not your toy to play with. He’s mine!” Mother snaps, shocking all of us with her venom, as much as her statement.

      They glare at each other for what feels like an eternity before Rose pulls herself up to her full height and places her weight on her knee even though I can see it hurts. Her hand stretches out behind her and she reaches for the rope, grabbing it. She looks at Ivan and Anton.

      “I have to do this. It’s the only way I can think of helping Erik. Wait for us,” Rose implores.

      Then keeping her gaze downcast, she strides over to me, rope in hand and walks into my room. I reel backward, wanting to put as much space between us as possible, too shocked to protest. She bends, grabbing the discarded control from the floor then turning her back to me, presses the button to close the door.

      It shuts, locking us in together.
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      Rose – Present Day

      “Rose, fuck! Get out of there!” Ivan shouts, rushing over to the door, pounding his fists on the glass. Fear has taken up residence in his heart, and though his reaction scares me more than I care to admit, I won’t leave Erik alone in this prison.

      Behind me, I’m acutely aware of Erik’s heavy breathing. My skin prickles at his closeness.

      “Please, Ivan. It’s okay,” I respond gently, still clutching the remote and the rope in my hand. It’s far from okay, nothing about this situation is okay. I’m taking a huge risk on a hunch. I know that and so does everyone in this godforsaken place, including Ms Hadley who is looking at me with a hate that would be frightening if I was actually scared of her.

      Anton steps up beside Ivan, grasping his arm. “Be calm, brother,” he murmurs, his gaze flicking to Erik, then back to me.

      There’s so much left unsaid, but his gaze tells me everything. Anton is afraid for me too, but he’s also afraid for Erik, for Ivan and himself. He understands what I mean to do. Of all people, he gets it. After all, hadn’t I shown him how to accept his flaws, his past? Hadn’t I shown him how he can live with the darkness? I hope I can release Erik from his. All I know is that I must try.

      I’m willing to risk everything.

      Anton lets out a controlled breath and places his hand against the glass. I mirror his movement, understanding stretching between us. He trusts me.

      Ivan isn’t so accepting. He slams his palm against the glass, showing me his fear. Always so expressive in his anger.

      “Trust her,” Anton whispers into his ear.

      Ivan grits his teeth, not taking his eyes off me. Time expands between us whilst he takes control of his emotions.

      “With my heart,” he eventually responds, stepping back.

      They both look at Erik then, their fear palpable. Am I doing the right thing? I’ve put them both in an impossible position, asking them to trust me, when even I have no idea if this will work or not. And yet, here they are doing exactly that. They trust me with their brother’s wellbeing, hoping that I can somehow help him as much as I helped them both.

      In all honesty, I acted on instinct and right now I’ve no idea whether I’ve made the right decision or not. I can’t even turn around and face him. Afraid that the moment I do, he’ll pounce.

      “What have you done?” Ms Hadley screeches, her voice like nails on a chalkboard.

      Erik groans, and in the reflection of the glass I see him grasp his head.

      “Keep her away from here,” I bite out.

      She has no right to breathe the same fucking air as Erik, let alone be so indignant. This is her fault as much as it is that bitch who tortured him. Ms Hadley has perpetuated his need to stay locked in this cage. She’s just as responsible for his ill-health, in fact, more so in my mind. With proper help and treatment Erik might’ve had a chance to survive his ordeal and live with it. But she’s reinforced his fear by supporting his need to be locked away, and in some small way so have Ivan and Anton.

      This ends now, he won’t be a prisoner anymore.

      I may have stepped into this glass cage and locked the door, but I’ve every intention of shattering it.

      “You little bitch,” Ms Hadley seethes. “You’ll pay for this!”

      Behind me Erik groans, then I hear footsteps and a door opening and closing as he walks into the cubicle in the corner of the room, locking himself inside.

      Has he retreated to protect me or himself? I’m not sure.

      “See, Erik has to shut himself in the bathroom. He can’t even bear to be in the same space as you!” Ms Hadley continues, her face flushed. She looks feral, with her teeth bared and her eyes like slits.

      I lock gazes with Ivan, not deigning to give her the attention she so obviously craves. “Get her out of here. Now! Under no circumstances should she be let back in.”

      “I’m not fucking leaving, Rose,” he growls.

      “Ivan. Leave. Get her out of here,” I say, my voice changing to the one he recognises as Domina. I realise I’m breaking a huge rule here, using this dynamic between us to force him to obey, but it’s all I have right now. I know he won’t leave me, but he will submit to Domina.

      Ivan grits his jaw, and nods, then with one last, brief, pained look manoeuvres an enraged Ms Hadley from the outhouse. Through the open door I can see that the storm has hit in earnest. Rain lashes on them both as the sky erupts with thunder, her screams of rage carried off in the wind.

      Anton taps on the glass, drawing my attention back to him.

      “I trust you implicitly, Rose, but I don’t trust Erik right now,” he admits, his gaze flicking to the corner of the room and the cubicle where Erik hides. “Pass me the control through the hatch. I promise not to interfere unless you need me to, but I won’t leave you alone with no means of escape.”

      I can’t help but see the irony in his request. Guilty of locking me away himself, Anton knows only too well what it feels like to be jailor with the power to set a person free or keep them prisoner. Only this time the danger isn’t that Anton will keep me against my will, but he’ll force me to leave.

      Looking at the control still clutched in my hand, I debate what to do. If I give it to Anton, then there’s a chance he’ll open the door. If I don’t give it to him and this goes wrong, Erik will have my blood on his hands. For Erik’s sake, more than my own, I walk slowly to the hatch and slide the control inside. Anton withdraws it.

      “Between Ivan and I, we’ll stay and keep an eye on you both. I’ll take the first shift.”

      “And the control?”

      “Will remain in my pocket.”

      “I understand,” I reply, grateful for his concern and hoping that when Ivan takes over, he’ll have more control over his urge to set me free.

      We stare at each other. Anton has a way of expressing how he feels with his eyes. I know he’s concerned, but he’s also hopeful. He believes in me.

      “What colour is this?” Anton suddenly blurts out.

      His question throws me slightly, but I get a sense of relief that he’s using this as an opportunity to understand another colour. It means he’s still willing to heal, and that’s something I’m grateful for. It takes me just a moment to think about it.

      “Green,” I respond. It’s perfect.

      “Green?” he frowns.

      “Yes, Green like the fields surrounding Browlace. Green like the shoots of new plants, and the start of growth in springtime. Green represents the future, starting afresh.”

      Anton gives me a worried look. “You truly believe you can help Erik?”

      “Perhaps,” I respond, honestly. “I know there are never any guarantees, but I want to try. Erik shouldn’t have to live this way.”

      I’m well aware that Erik can hear our conversation, but I’m all about the truth. I’ve no reason to hide it now. Besides, I need him to understand that I’m not a threat. That I’m as far removed from the woman who tortured him as possible. This is about healing him. I’m not here to hurt him further. I’m hoping my honesty is a step towards him understanding that.

      “But Erik chose this, Rose. What gives you the right to determine how he should or shouldn’t live?”

      “Playing Devil’s advocate now?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Someone’s got to.”

      Leaning against the window, I shift my weight off my painful knee before answering. “I don’t have a right to do anything. But I can try and show Erik that a life beyond these walls is possible.”

      “You’re not a therapist,” Anton points out.

      “No, but then neither are any of you, yet you still believe Erik living like this is somehow okay. You’ve accepted that this is what he needs, that this is his new normal. I just want to help him to understand that there is always an alternative.”

      “Like you did for me and Ivan?”

      “Exactly that.”

      “I get it,” he admits.

      “I know you do. Ivan will find this difficult because he understands the danger I’m in… It scares him. He’d rather keep me safe.”

      “And I don’t see the danger? I don’t want to keep you safe?” Anton interrupts, offended.

      “That’s not what I meant. You of all people understand more than anyone. But when Svetlana committed suicide, his guilt almost ruined him. I know that if anything happened to me, he would blame himself.”

      “He would.”

      “But…”

      “But?” Anton frowns.

      “I don’t just do this for Erik. I’d be a liar if I said that was the case. Anton, you understand that. You understand how I’m drawn to the darkness and the need I have. I can’t walk away from Erik, any more than I could you or Ivan.”

      Anton scrapes a hand over his beard as he absorbs my words, then smiles his beautiful disarming smile that always makes my knees go weak like a damn teenager. For a moment I wish there wasn’t this glass wall between us.

      “You’re pretty fucking amazing, do you know that?” he says, his smile faltering when he glances behind me. I hear the door to the bathroom slide open and try my best not to tense at Erik’s nearness.

      “I’ll be watching,” Anton says, giving Erik a look before retreating into a darkened corner of the outhouse.

      “I know, brother,” Erik responds, a slight tremor to his voice.

      I draw in a deep breathe to settle my nerves and then, with my head lowered, I turn on my feet, holding out the rope towards Erik. “Do what you must to feel safe,” I say softly.
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      Erik, Kirkwall – Summer, 1998

      “Where are we going, Emmie?” I laugh, as she drags me along behind her. It’s well past midnight and it’s pitch black apart from the artificial light of the torch highlighting the path before us. Long fronds of grass wave in the sea-breeze and I briefly wonder whether they have snakes in the area. I shudder. I fucking hate snakes.

      “It’s a surprise. You’re not scared, are you?” She giggles, squeezing my hand.

      “Hardly. I’m just not a fan of surprises. I’d rather know what’s coming…”

      “Oh, you will know what’s coming. You’ll be very aware of that.”

      She comes to a halt, twisting around to face me. I’m momentarily blinded by the torchlight and am blinking away dancing spots of light when she pushes her body up against mine and kisses me hard on the lips.

      “You’ll be coming and coming and coming if I have anything to do with it,” she murmurs against my mouth.

      I’m vaguely aware of the torch thudding to the ground over the rushing and pulsing of lust in my veins and the first tendrils of love in my heart. This girl, she’s got me by the balls. At least that’s what Ivan would say if I were to tell him about her and the way she makes me feel. He would tell me to fuck her and leave her, but only after he tried to have a taste of her first. The man’s obsessed with sex, and I’m pretty sure if he were here, he’d try to fuck Emmie too if he could. Thank God he isn’t, then.

      Anton on the other hand would just roll his eyes, not in the least bit interested in something as weak and emotional as love. Viktor has pretty much knocked any notion of that out of his heart. The man’s a tyrant.

      But not me. Love makes the world go around, right?

      What’s the point in living otherwise?

      They both think I’m a dick for believing in love. But honestly, they can fuck off. It isn’t always just about sex or getting wasted on drugs and booze. Ivan dips his cock in anything that moves, and Anton fucks the same way as he takes drugs, as though searching for a high that never quite fulfils him.

      Helpless romantic or not, I believe in love, so fucking sue me.

      “Are you going to kiss me, then, or stand there?” Emmie mutters, smiling against my mouth.

      Pulling her against me, loving the fact she lets out a surprised groan at the fact my cock is rock solid between us. I respond to Emmie’s kiss, opening up my mouth as her tongue sweeps between my lips. She pushes her body against mine as my hands grasp her arse and squeezes the firm flesh. Swimming in the rough seas around the island has made her strong, firm, taut. Emmie’s been my wet dream for weeks now, and tonight, finally, I’m going to have sex for the very first time. I almost come there and then thinking about how good it’s going to feel buried deep inside her. My balls tingle and my cock twitches as a bead of precum seeps from the slit Emmie’s finger finds now.

      Fuck.

      I’m going to need to get a hold of myself if I don’t want to shoot my load in her hand right here, right now. So, I break the kiss dragging her hand out of my sweatpants reluctantly.

      Emmie laughs, the sound sweet and high, then she swoops down and picks up the torch before grasping my hand and pulling me behind her.

      “Hold onto that thought, big boy.” She winks, dragging me further into the field.

      I do hold onto that thought. I also hold onto the fact that tonight, I’m going to love this girl until we both come undone. I’m going to fill the deep void inside. As we make our way over the turnstile leading to an old cottage long since lived in, I think of nothing else.
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      Rose – Present Day

      It takes a full hour before Erik takes the rope from me, and another endless stretch of time before he ties it tightly around my wrists, my hands held in front of me. He reacts to even the slightest brush of our skin. That featherlight touch of his fingertips over my wrists has him shaking from head to foot and it makes me sick to my stomach that someone had the capacity to reduce this powerful, sexy man into someone who lives in fear.

      The second he secures the rope, Erik lets out a long breath and steps away from me backing up to his bed and sitting on top of it. I don’t make a sound. I need to give him complete submission and that includes my silence. So, I lower myself to my knees, ignoring the pain. Controlling my breathing, I force myself to be calm and non-threatening, then wait.

      More time stretches out between us, and the pain in my knee becomes a sharp throb that persists with every minute that passes. I count the minutes, a further half an hour goes by, and in all that time neither of us move. I’m not even sure at this point whether I’ll even be able to stand should he ask me too.

      “Fuck this!” he suddenly blurts out.

      Striding towards me, he grabs the rope pulling on it roughly. The sudden movement forces my arse off the back of my legs, and I groan at the rush of blood in my joints.

      “Anton told me about how you helped him…” Erik says, his train of thought going off in an unexpected direction. “He told me how you opened yourself up to him. How you bled colour, then showed him that his true strength lies in the darkness he experiences every second of the day. You uncovered the truth of him. You gave him what no one else could,” he murmurs.

      I watch as he rocks on his bare feet before me. His frantic thoughts matching his movements.

      “You say you help us because you’re drawn to the darkness, but I don’t believe that’s the only reason. If it were then you would’ve left the moment you thought them healed enough. But here you still are. Perhaps you’re waiting to fix me, then you’ll leave. Is that it?”

      I don’t answer. Not because I can’t, but because I refuse to.

      “No. That’s not it either,” he corrects himself. “You’ve taken risks, you’ve opened yourself up to danger and pain. The darkness might be what draws you in but that isn’t what keeps you here, is it? I think you know that deep down, but you’re too fucked up to admit the reality of who you truly are. Are you here with me now to hide from Ivan and Anton, to hide from their love? Do you want to sabotage it, knowing what I’m capable of? I’m capable of such violence, Rose.”

      I wince at his words. They affect me far more than the fear he might hurt me physically. I welcome that kind of pain, but this? This isn’t supposed to be how it goes. I’m here to help him, not to be pulled apart and analysed. I open my mouth, ready to ask Anton to set me free.

      Erik yanks at the rope again, understanding instinctively that he’s hit a nerve. There’s a sharp sting on my wrist as the rope bites into my skin, and despite my sudden intake of breath he doesn’t relent on his hold. The physical pain draws me back into the moment, my need to run stilled for now, my need to remain growing.

      Concentrating on the feeling of the roughness against the delicate skin of my wrists, I let go of how his words make me feel. Erik can think what he wants. I know who I am, and more importantly I know what I need. This is about him, not me. If he needs to believe I’m a woman with any kind of capacity to love, then let him. If that gets him out of this fucking cage, then I’ll be that person.

      “Don’t misunderstand me, Rose. Fuck knows I appreciate your bravery. I appreciate your compassion, but you must know there’s more to this.”

      He yanks on the rope, pulling my arms outwards from my body. With one hand he keeps my arms taut, with the other, he tips my chin up.

      He's no longer shaking. Something in him has shifted, fallen away.

      The atmosphere has changed, I can feel the air crack with energy. Perhaps it’s the storm outside somehow altering the molecules in the air that circulate around the room. Perhaps this is how it is to be between us.

      His thumb strokes across my bottom lip. That one act, thrilling me as much as it scares me. I keep my gaze down, not willing to let him see what hides inside.

      “How can I touch you this way…?” Confusion litters his words. His thumb parts my lips, drawing out a surprised breath from me. My tongue snakes across the tip automatically, and he yanks his hand away as though I’ve burnt him. Inside my core clenches.

      How can I be so affected by the absence of his touch?

      I want it back.

      Erik backs away from me and keeping the rope taut between us he urges me to stand. If I don’t, I’ll surely fall flat on my face. Getting up on shaky legs, the sudden rush of feeling in my legs makes me wobble. My knee fucking kills, but I suck up the pain, placing most of my weight on the other leg.

      Erik moves in a circle around me with the other end of the rope still clutched in his hand. As he moves, I turn on my feet, twisting with him. I feel like a circus animal, at the mercy of the ringmaster who paces around the frightened beast, ready to take out his whip should it do something he doesn’t like.

      The thing is, I’m not frightened. Far from it. I’m vibrating with need.

      “I’ve not wanted to touch another woman for years, Rose. I’d given up on the idea of feeling the softness of a woman’s skin beneath my hand. Given up on hearing a woman’s warm breathy pants when I fuck her slow and deep. Then you walked into my life, and I’ve not thought about anything else since. Do you understand what that means?” he asks me, but instead of waiting for a response, he continues. “My brothers have shared a great deal about you, with me. I feel as though I already know you…”

      No one knows me. Not one person knows the truth of me, I think, flinching a little as he steps closer.

      Erik reaches out, his fingers grazing up my arm. That simple touch ignites an inferno in my chest. My mouth pops open as I release a breath. This man is dangerous. This man is as intense as a forest fire, his touch is like flames licking up the thick bark, spreading out across the branches and turning everything to ash. I feel a wicked kind of thrill under his touch, ready to burn up, burn out, then fade away. Just like the poem I remember reading as a kid.

      “Ever since that moment we met and you approached me as though I was a man and not a monster, I’ve not been able to think about anything else. You’ve kept me awake at night, but at least thoughts of you have kept the memories at bay.”

      He steps closer, pulling on the rope so I move towards him as much as he moves towards me. When only a foot separates us, Erik reaches out once more, tipping my chin up. I keep my gaze fixed firmly on his lips and the light stubble I long to touch.

      “You may have believed that you stepped inside this room to chase the darkness, but I know better. You are not who you pretend to be, Rose. You have thorns, yes, there is no doubt. You have the power to slice me open, but your strength doesn’t come from the sharpness and the pain, it isn’t even in the velvety softness of your beauty. Just like the flower you’re named after, your strength is in your ability to come back to life, never quite the same but infinitely more alluring, more powerful, with every transformation.”

      He drops his hand and I can’t help but stumble forward a little, bereft of his touch even though his words are what trip me up. This man is a goddamn poet. Maybe a little of Rumi’s soul has seeped into his. Either way, words have never moved me as much.

      “Now you’re here, there are things you need to understand about me. Things you need to know. I won’t keep you prisoner, Rose. But if you want to stay, if you think you’re brave enough, then I won’t stop you.”

      He backs away from me, putting space between us and I’ve never wanted to walk into another man’s arms more than I do right now. That fact alone is what stops me. Not because I’m submitting to him, not because I understand the depth of his need for me, but because of the way he makes me feel.

      And feeling is the most dangerous beast of all.
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      I can feel Erik’s hot gaze licking over my skin as he regards me. Tension fills the air as I wait for what comes next. He stands before me, his bare feet pressed against the cold concrete floor.

      “A long time ago something happened right here on this island. Something I’ve been running from for most of my adult life. I made a mistake, I hurt someone I cared about, and I vowed never to be that person again. For years, I locked that monster inside a cage within my chest.  I enrolled in the army. I became a man with a desire to fight for what’s right, to do good. Then I met her, and she saw what was in my heart. She tortured me, she tore me apart until she wrenched the monster free… I choose to lock myself inside this cage, so I don’t hurt another soul... yet, here you are, willing to be the next victim.”

      He rocks on his feet as though his body wants to move closer to me, but his head is telling him not to get too close.

      “You might have come for my darkness, and fuck knows I have my fair share, but don’t pretend that’s the only thing you search for.”

      I stiffen, not liking where this is going.

      He chuckles softly. “Here’s the thing, being locked inside this room has given me the opportunity to really think. Anton and Ivan have told me everything about you, Rose. I understand you better than you think. I’ve watched Ivan fall in love with you. You’ve already got what you crave and yet you keep it at arm’s length, why?”

      I don’t crave love, not that, never that.

      “Well?” he insists.

      I pinch my mouth shut. He expects me to answer, I can tell by the sudden change of tone in his voice, but these aren’t the rules I understand. If he wants me to speak, he needs to give me permission, and right now I’m not fucking talking. I resolutely keep my gaze downcast, relax my shoulders and submit further. If he wants to get a rise out of me, he’s going to have to try much harder than this.

      “I’ve seen Anton fight against his demons, for you. He was brave. He might not realise it yet, but that man loves you too. You keep running, Rose, but eventually it will catch up with you,” Erik continues, pressing the point.

      My nostrils flare, my chest heaves as I fight the urge to beg for my release. This isn’t how it was supposed to go. How the hell has it got twisted like this? I’m not the one who needs help. He is.

      Why does it always have to come back to the same damn thing?

      Sensing my unease, Erik steps closer. He’s so close I can smell the warmth of his skin, and the musk that is distinctive to him. His perfume reminds me of a forest on a spring day, of fresh air and a carpet of lavender. Weirdly, he smells just like the colour green should smell. It reinforces my belief that despite what he throws at me, I will do what’s right. I will be the person to set him free.

      “Love, it’s something the child in me always longed for, the teenager sought out and the man I am desires. So much hope is placed in an emotion we can neither control nor contain. Is this about love, Rose?”

      Love has nothing to do with this. What a ridiculous notion, I barely fucking know him. I can’t even love myself and I’ve been this person my whole life, so how the fuck am I supposed to love anyone else?

      “I wasn’t brave enough to step out of that open door just now and be the man I once was, but you were brave enough to step inside with me despite knowing what I’m capable of. That has to mean something more than you claim.”

      No! The word is on the tip of my tongue. I want to tell him he’s wrong, that this has nothing to do with love. Nothing to do with the fact I can’t face Ivan’s emotions or Anton’s. I’m here to help Erik. That’s it, that’s all.

      Erik’s hand slips into my hair and he cups the back of my head, giving my hair a sharp tug, forcing my head back further.

      “I’ve been sitting here watching you and something occurred to me. No one with a heart as giving and courageous as yours should fight so hard against their true nature. Don’t run from it. You’ll only destroy yourself in the end.”

      That’s it. I can’t take any more of this. I flick my gaze up and meet his, trying not to be affected by the amber orbs that strip away every layer of protection I’ve ever had to wrap around my heart in order to survive.

      “You’re wrong. I don’t do this out of love. I do it because I need the darkness to survive. It’s who I am, what I crave,” I snap, all reason leaving me. If I’m going to be punished for speaking, then I may as well make it worth it.

      “Liar!” he shouts.

      “It’s the truth, whether you want to believe it or not. Don’t make me out to be someone I’m not. This is me. There are no hearts and fucking flowers in my life. There is only the empty fucking field of barren soil,” I reply hotly.

      “That might be partly true. I think you even believe that, but here’s the thing, Rose, you claim to want to help me and yet you come here with lies and deceit in your heart. She lied to me and bore the consequences,” Erik spits, his fist tightening. I can feel my scalp tingle under his hold. “Do you think I want a woman in here who is heartless? Do you think I need more of that? Do you have a fucking death wish, Rose?”

      “Maybe I do, maybe I always have. After all, the ultimate darkness is death, isn’t it? I’ve always known that it’s only ever been a step away for me. This darkness, this despair I carry, it's been with me my whole damn life,” I blurt out, haemorrhaging my truth.

      He draws in a sharp breath, letting my head go before grasping my face, my cheeks pincered roughly between his fingers.

      “You’re dancing a fine line here, Rose. I could end this all now. I could kill you with my bare hands before Anton even has the chance to open that door. But you know that already, don’t you?”

      I nod in response.

      I do know that. I’ve always known it.

      That’s why I’m here, after all. I seek out the darkness for the danger it brings, the thrill. Even back with Roman, I’d always felt an undercurrent of wrongness in his presence. Despite that, I hadn’t walked away.

      “Yes,” I tell him. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “I believe that. You do thrive on danger, maybe you even seek out death, but that isn’t the only thing… It all boils back to the same thing, Rose. Darkness might draw you in, but love- the possibility of it- is what keeps you here.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      His grip releases and instead of inflicting pain, he caresses the skin on my arm gently instead.

      “You think you understand me, don’t you?”

      “I guess we’re the same in that respect, because you sure as hell think you understand me,” I retort.

      “Touché.”

      I drop my head immediately. Submitting to him once more.

      The thing is, I do understand Erik. He’s the lion beaten down by the circus master. His true nature kept at bay by fear, but underneath it all his heart beats strong and fierce, wild. His kind of darkness can’t be tamed like Ivan’s, it isn’t a place of safety like Anton’s is now. Erik’s darkness, just like Roman’s, is something you either survive or don’t.

      Can I survive it a second time?

      Do I believe he can survive it?

      The answer is yes. I wouldn’t be here otherwise, but I must remain strong. Keeping my gaze downcast, I force myself to regain control and focus on the firm muscle of Erik’s Adonis belt that slips in a v under the low slung tracksuit pants he’s wearing.

      Minutes tick by as he decides what move to make next.

      “Look at me, Rose,” he murmurs, eventually.

      Something tells me that I shouldn’t. That I should call out to Anton and order him to open the door. But I don’t do that. Instead, I do as he asks, not able to deny him. I look up slowly, taking in the perfection of his abdominal muscles, the firmness of his pecs, the strength of his arms and shoulders until finally my gaze meets his.

      What I see in his eyes scares me, yes, but it also thrills me.

      Fuck, it thrills me.

      This is a man who can tear me apart if he chooses.

      The man with a lion’s heart; regal, beautiful, dangerous.

      This is the truth of who he is.

      “You hold on to so many words, Rose. But I’m giving you permission now to talk freely. I never wanted your silence. I want you to share everything you hold inside, with me. Speak,” he demands, his golden eyes flashing with challenge.

      “What do you need?” I retort, my throat constricting as he steps closer. This isn’t about me. It’s about him. I force him to face that with my question, deflecting any of his own.

      He laughs. The trembling man afraid to be near me has completely gone, vanished.

      Just like that.

      The simple act of tying a rope around my wrists, has released him, has taken away the fear he held onto. It may not be permanent, but it’s a start. I know that, understand it, but I ask the question again because I need to hear the truth from his mouth.

      “What do you want?” I press, changing the question.

      “The same as you. I don’t want to be afraid anymore.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      He barks out a laugh, his large hands warm against my skin. “That’s a lie, Rose.”

      “Tell me, Erik.” I don’t try to argue with him, it’s pointless.

      Erik regards me for a long time, his gaze running over my face as his thumb traces over my lips. “What do I want…? I want the freedom to be who I am, not the decorated soldier, not the gifted violinist, not the fucked up son or the broken friend. Not even a man who needs saving, but me.”

      “And who are you if not those things?”

      “In all honesty, I don’t know who the fuck I am anymore. Right here, right now, I’m just a man staring at a woman, wanting more than anything to rule her, dominate her, claim her as my own. But more than that, I want what Ivan and Anton have, at least I can be honest about that, even if you can’t.”

      Erik cups my cheek gently this time and despite everything, I lean into it.

      “I want to feel something, anything other than this shit that exists inside my head and the violence that’s never very far away. I want to feel like a man again, Rose. I want to feel.”

      I see the violence rippling just beneath the surface. I feel the danger of it, the thrill, and despite knowing that this man might just have the power to strip me raw, I don’t ask Anton to open the door.

      Swallowing hard, I meet his gaze. “Then that’s where we start.”

      Erik nods his head, and just for a moment I lose him to his past once more.
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      Erik, Kirkwall – Summer, 1998

      The cottage smells of rotting wood and seaweed, but beneath that sorrow and death, of ghosts that linger in the creaking wood and flaking paintwork. A chill scatters up my spine, Emmie moves closer to my side as we push open the door and step inside.

      The floorboards groan beneath our feet as Emmie and I walk down the hallway. There’s no light bar that of the torch. It illuminates the peeling wallpaper and motheaten net curtains blowing forlornly in the breeze.

      “This house is creepy as Hell,” I say, not liking the feeling that we’re being watched.

      “Shush. It’s just because it’s night time. Stop being a baby.”

      I bristle at her words. I’m not a baby, I’m a fucking man and tonight I intend on showing her just that. She pulls me towards a door along the corridor.

      “Rumour has it a woman died here, and her ghost still haunts the rooms. Some say they can hear her calling for her lost love, lamenting at the loss.”

      “And we’re here now because?” I ask, not in the least bit excited to fuck where ghosts linger.

      Emmie’s laughter tinkles, breaking up the darkness with shards of light-heartedness.

      “To come, come, come… Remember?” she teases, her plump lips pink and inviting.

      How could I forget? My cock doesn’t seem the least bit bothered by the ghosts lingering in this abandoned cottage.

      “Come on,” she says, tugging me in a room at the back of the house.

      Beyond the closed door is a room filled with half burnt candles and a mattress. It looks well used.

      “Do you come here often?” I ask, half in jest, half wanting to know the answer.

      “This is my first time. I heard about this place from a friend,” she replies with a shrug as she bends over and lights each candle. The room illuminates with flickering light. It doesn’t seem so haunted now we’re here. Emmie gives me a sexy smile, biting her lip, then saunters over to the door and presses is shut with her firm arse.

      “So, Erik, what happens now?” she asks, giggling.

      Now we fall in love, I think.

      But I don’t say that out loud. Instead, I saunter towards her, stripping off my jumper and t-shirt, then grab her wrists and slam them against the door above her head. Her responding gasp is enough to make me hard once more.

      “This is when you lose yourself, Emmie. Are you ready to fall?”

      She smiles, her half-lidded eyes full of the desire I feel.

      “Shut-up and kiss me,” she replies.

      So, I kiss her, make love to her, then lose my heart.

      But she doesn’t lose hers, and she doesn’t fall.

      A few weeks later my stupid heart is broken.
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      Erik – Present Day

      “You trust me?” I ask, pulling on the rope. Thoughts of Emmie dissolve as I concentrate on the woman before me.

      She’s different. She has to be.

      “Not nearly as much as I should in this situation,” Rose responds, wincing as the rope cuts into her skin. She stumbles, her knee giving way.

      Reaching for her, I grasp hold of her arm, cupping her elbow and hauling her upright.

      “It hurts?”

      “Yes, but I’ve dealt with worse.”

      “And survived, it would seem?”

      “That’s what I do.”

      “Hmm,” I mutter, distracted by the sudden blush of pink across her chest as my hand slides up the back of her arm to support her. The fact that my touch thrills her is a fucking turn on. I can already feel the person I was before slowly come back to life. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not. I was still a monster then, after all, albeit one hidden away.

      Rose is wearing a short V-neck t-shirt and leggings, her sweater and coat discarded beyond the glass room. Reaching out with my other hand, I press against the exposed flesh above her collar, surprising myself with my sudden need to touch her. The skin on my palm prickles, her cheeks flush a deep pink. I close my eyes, concentrating on the feel of her skin beneath my palm, on her gentle breaths that’s she’s trying to control even though the beat of her heart is as frantic as my own.

      My hand remains against her skin whilst we both take our measure of each other. I do so behind closed eyelids, but Rose absorbs every facet of me without restraint. I can feel her gaze like hot prickles penetrating far deeper than the surface of my skin. I’m so exposed, and yet I don’t feel judged, not in any way. Not at all.

      Minutes pass as we stand like this, not moving, not speaking. Just being.

      She waits for me to lead this strange new dynamic between us. I appreciate her patience. God only knows I need to take this thing one step at a time.

      Slowly I peel my eyes open, relief flooding through me because I don’t see the woman who tortured me. I don’t see the girl who broke my heart.

      All I see is Rose.

      All I feel is the warmth of her skin beneath my palm and her soft breath against my skin. I hadn’t even realised I stepped closer. So close that it wouldn’t take much for me to lean down and take her beautiful mouth with mine.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve touched a woman, kissed a woman. Years since I’ve been in the same room as a woman that hasn’t been my mother, or occasionally Fran, and more lately Rose on those few occasions. The sheer fact I can be in the same space as Rose for as long as this without reacting, let alone touching without wanting to kill her, is a fucking miracle, frankly.

      A goddamn miracle.

      Between us, she wiggles her fingers, groaning a little at the tightness. The man who was once able to control the monster within would have released her hands, or at the very least loosened the rope. This person I am today can’t take that risk. Bound she can’t hurt me, and though I know it’s irrational to believe she would even try, the fact of the matter is, it’s still a fear I can’t shake despite feeling more comfortable with her than I ever dreamed possible.

      No, having her tied up like this is what I need. It’s security for me, and ultimately her.

      “You know I can’t untie you, right?” I breathe out, stepping back slightly so she can lower her arms and wiggle her fingers some more.

      Rose nods. “I understand, Erik. It was my idea, remember,” she adds, something close to desire burning in her eyes. I see it then, her need to relinquish power, to be at my mercy. Then just as quickly, pain flashes across her face reminding me she’s hurt, that she’s human and not some goddess unaffected by such mortal feelings.

      I frown, swallowing hard. “I want you to take the bed, rest. Nothing’s going to happen whilst your knee is in bad shape. Ivan told me about your condition.”

      “I’m fine,” she mumbles, her cheeks turning a darker shade of pink with embarrassment this time, not lust.

      “You’re not fine. You’re in pain.”

      “I told you, I can take it,” she snaps, instantly regretting her harsh words.

      Interesting. Her medical condition appears to be her Achilles heel, amongst her adversity to that pesky emotion love. I get it, accepting kindness and empathy isn’t easy. When I first came home from Afghanistan every single fucker, including my best friends, were so kind. They treated me with kid gloves. They made sure I was taken care of. They made sure I was never alone, but they treated me like I was breakable and though they were probably right, it didn’t make it any easier to digest.

      “Look, I appreciate your concern. But I can deal with the pain. I’ve been doing it my whole damn life. This is nothing.” She glares at me, then realising that’s probably a mistake, quickly schools her emotions behind a calmer, more neutral countenance.

      Definitely a sore point then.

      I get the impression from all I’ve heard about Rose, and from the brief moments we’ve spent together before now, that she’s only had herself to rely on. Leaning on anyone is a weakness in her view. Kindness and affection aren’t something she accepts easily, either. Which is ironic given the kindness she’s shown my brothers and me, by stepping into this room.

      Of course, she will deny that every time. She’s only here for the darkness after all, just like that bitch had been. I flinch, hating that a few sharp words from Rose are enough to drag my thoughts to a dark place. Controlling my breathing, I take a moment to steady myself. I can’t afford to break now.

      “Nevertheless, I won’t put you through what I must without at least giving you something for the pain.”

      I don’t doubt that physically she can take it, but I need her at her strongest mentally in order to survive what I’m going to dish out, and that kind of pain has a way of weakening a soul so much more than any physical pain that she might welcome.

      “Fine. Do what you think is best,” she sighs, feigning nonchalance even though I see the relief in her eyes.

      Deep down, I understand that Rose doesn’t like feeling weak, out of control, and yet here she is offering herself up to me to be exactly those things even if she doesn’t realise it yet.

      Ivan has told me how domineering she is with him. Fuck, he loves it, needs it and I certainly don’t judge him for submitting to it. Even Anton said that she has a way about her that demands attention, adoration, submission. And whilst he’s not like Ivan in that respect, at least not that he’s told me, she’s managed to get under his skin enough to force him to see his darkness as a gift and not a burden. She has a certain kind of power over them. I get it.

      I feel it too.

      But I don’t want her power.

      I want, no, need all of her. Every single part.

      I mean, did she honestly think she could walk in here, let me tie her up, let me mark her body, let me fuck her, and suddenly I’m cured because she’s allowed me to dominate her?

      And, yes, whilst I do want to claw back some power by doing just that, it’s not the only reason I’ve allowed her to stay. This is just as much about her submitting to her own feelings, her own deepest darkest desires than it is me dominating her. Truth be known, the emotions she tries so damn hard to avoid are the exact things I crave. I’ve always craved.

      I’m a psychologist’s wet dream.

      A child abandoned by the one person who should’ve loved him no matter what. I’ve craved love my whole fucking life. Searched for it. I fell quickly in love that summer here on the island with Emmie and paid for it. I spent my childhood trying to impress Mother and Viktor to gain the warm kind of love that nurtures a child rather than the demanding, oppressive love that stunts them. I fell for a woman with a pretty mask because I’d believed she could give me the love I so craved and was hurt in the worst possible way.

      Rose isn’t the only one to be hurt by love, fuck knows I’ve had my fair share. But I don’t run from it like she does.

      I would run towards it with open arms if I could.

      It’s just a little more complicated for me to immerse myself in the possibility of it, given I’m a hot-blooded male with a fear of women. And until Rose danced into my life, I never thought it ever a possibility.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love my brothers, and my mother despite her quirks. But that kind of love isn’t as fulfilling as the all-encompassing kind. The kind that makes you feel alive, better, stronger, able to face the fucking world and all the shit it throws at you because you have someone by your side who loves every part of you, even the shit, and would rather die than leave your side.

      I crave that. Always have.

      Just like Rose pretends she doesn’t.

      I wasn’t lying earlier when I said that I didn’t want a heartless woman. I need the opposite of that. I let Rose in because I know she’s as far removed from my torturer as a person can get, even if she can’t admit that to herself. Because I see her.

      She may believe she’s entered this room to absorb my darkness, to save me, but I’ve always known since the moment I first met her and every day since finding out what an incredible woman she is, that we’re here to save her too.

      All of us, Anton, Ivan and me.

      Even when I ran from her. I knew she’d come.

      Ivan cracked the shell around her heart, Anton seeped into those cracks, but I intend to break it completely. To truly help me, she’s going to have to submit to everything I demand, not just what she deems worthy of submitting to. This isn’t just about me needing to mark her skin to claw back some of my own strength, this is so much more than that.

      Anton had told me how she’d reacted to Ivan’s confession that night she’d offered to show him the colour red and what it meant to them both. Ivan had pushed her too far, and if it hadn’t been for Anton biting her neck, I’ve no doubt she would’ve beaten my best friend until the damage was irreversible.

      But in here, with me, the tables have turned. She will take everything I demand believing it’s what I need to heal without realising it’s what she needs too.

      “Do you have any of your medication with you?” I ask, focussing on fixing what I can for the time being.

      “No…”

      She tips her head at me, her face open and accepting when only minutes before she was scowling and trying to convince me she was a heartless bitch, after only one thing. She’s quite a contradiction and I understand why she finds it so difficult to understand herself given this startling change of mood. It’s easy to become what someone wants, than to be who you truly are. It takes courage to do that.

      “Anton, I know you can hear me. Rose needs her medicine, I need Ivan to get it,” I say, searching the darkness beyond the glass wall.

      In the far corner of the outhouse, the light of a phone illuminates the pitch black and a portion of Anton’s face. This whole time he’s kept his word and has been watching this unfold without interfering. I’ve always known he enjoyed studying people, but until now I always believed it to be because of his art. Now, as we catch each other’s gaze, I realise it goes far deeper than that.

      Anton’s a voyeur… as much as Ivan’s a submissive.

      Rose has unearthed their true natures, brought them to the surface. Will she do the same for me? More to the point, is that wise?

      “Done,” he responds. We catch each other’s gaze, and he nods, flicking the phone off and falling back into the darkness.

      I return my attention back to Rose. To the green of her eyes, just like the fields around Browlace Manor, just like the field where Emmie and I found love and lost it…

      Is my new beginning with this woman, or is she just a tool to get there?

      Just like my brothers, I already know the answer to that question as though it’s tattooed on my heart.

      She’s the one. I’ve known it from the first moment I laid eyes on her.

      I’ve just got to convince her of the same thing.

      “Erik, what are you waiting for? I’m here. You want to feel, so feel.”

      She takes a step towards me, closing the space between us, brushing her fingers against my bare chest. It takes me by surprise. Goosebumps scatter over my skin, but not the good kind. The kind my brain thinks precludes pain and degradation.

      It’s her first mistake.

      Grasping her roughly, I pin her arms to her side. “Don’t force me when I’m not fucking ready,” I growl, surprising myself with the sudden change, as much as it does her.

      She’s not the only one who flits between the different facets they present. Just like a butterfly drawn from one flower to the next, my emotions are a frantic wing batting inside my chest, changing direction in a heartbeat. I might be able to touch her, but I’m not ready for her to touch me in return.

      Not yet.

      “Get on the fucking bed, Rose,” I demand.

      She pinches her mouth shut, but doesn’t attempt to disobey me, this time. She’s all too aware of the danger that my sudden change of mood presents, just as much as I’m aware of hers.

      Hobbling over to the bed, she sits, unable to hide the pain when she shifts her legs onto the bed to get more comfortable.

      “Good girl. Now lie down,” I murmur.

      When her head hits the pillow, I pick up the rope and pull her arms above her head, tying the rope to the bed frame.

      Now she can’t fucking move, let alone touch me. I stand back, putting space between us.

      Another breath releases, calmness replacing the frantic beat of my heart. One after the other those breaths settle the butterfly within. Eventually, I’m calm enough to look at her again.

      To begin.
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      Kneeling on the floor next to the bed, I take my time to really look at Rose.

      Like Anton, I appreciate her perceived flaws as much as her understated beauty.

      Like Ivan, I’m drawn to her inner core of strength, but more so the vulnerability beneath it. Ivan needs her to be his Domina, I need her to be the girl she once was, just as much as the woman she is now.

      Slowly, as though I’m touching something breakable, I graze my fingers against the stretch of skin above the waistband of her leggings. Her t-shirt has ridden up, showing her flawless skin.

      Rose draws in a breath as my fingers slide across her stomach. I glance at her, and there is confusion in her eyes. She expected me to touch her differently, she expected roughness and whilst I do intend to mark her, I don’t intend to do it in exactly the way she expects.

      Besides, right now I need to get used to touching her. So why not use this opportunity to explore her body completely?

      Sliding my hands over her thigh, I cup her hurt knee. It feels warm to the touch, not a good sign. She sucks in a sharp breath as I press against the tender joint.

      “Kneeling hasn’t helped,” I remark, not expecting a response but getting one anyway.

      “One day I’ll be in a wheelchair…” her voice trails off as I catch her gaze.

      A slice of vulnerability slashes across her face. It’s like looking into the depths of an ocean, at a shipwreck, battered and broken at the bottom of the sea.

      She turns her head to the side, avoiding my gaze, but I lunge for her face, forcing her to look at me. Forcing her to show me her vulnerability, her fears. This isn’t something I can let pass. It’s the beginning of something, as though her subconscious is willing to share even if the conscious part of her isn’t.

      “I need to see the truth in your eyes, Rose. I can’t be in the same space as someone who isn’t willing to share what’s hiding in their soul. I need to know you aren’t like her,” I add, gritting my jaw.

      “But I thought…” She looks startled, fear flashes across her eyes but is hidden the second she squeezes her eyes closed. When she opens them again, a veil has been put in place. She’s done this so many times before, protected herself like this.

      I realise then that if I’m to get Rose to truly face what’s within her heart, I need to draw out her demon. I need to break her down, rip it from her chest and put her back together again.

      In that moment as we regard each other with wariness and fear, that’s what I decide to do.

      “You thought I wanted your silence. You thought I needed you to look away, to be unthreatening, submissive,” I say, my fingers loosening their hold from her chin.

      “Yes.”

      “Right now, that isn’t the kind of submission I seek…”

      My fingers swirl over her lips, her chin and down her neck until my palm rests over her beating heart. Nothing tells the truth of a person than the thud of their heart and just like a metronome hers beats in time to the rhythm of my own. It feels good to be reminded that she’s just as affected by me as I am by her. It’s a start.

      “What other kind is there?” she whispers.

      “The definition of a submissive is someone who’s willing to conform to the authority of another. To be obedient, passive, and whilst I do want that from you. Fuck only knows I do. I also need something else. I want you to submit to your true desires, Rose, not just to the darkness and the physical pain. If you truly want to help me, crack open your heart and let me in. Let us all in.”

      “I can’t,” she whimpers, as I slide my hand up her shirt to cup her breast.

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Both,” she bites back as I tweak her nipple painfully.

      “Then this ends now.” I stand abruptly, stepping back. “You’re not ready, and I’m not prepared to lay everything on the line if you’re not willing to do the same.” I’m breathing hard, the violence I try so hard to control rushing into my veins. I’m willing to draw out her monster, I’m willing to purge my own but only if I know that we’re both willing to try and heal from this encounter.

      Anton steps out of the darkness.

      “Erik?” He looks worried, he should be.

      “If she remains in here, like this, then I will hurt her. I hoped she could do this. She can’t.”

      A sudden wave of exhaustion washes over me, beneath it the rage I fight so hard to keep at bay, bubbles. Normally after having an attack I crash and burn for hours. This time the injection of adrenaline having Rose enclosed in here with me has kept me going, but now it’s slowly wearing off and I’m fucked.

      Physically, mentally, emotionally.

      The fact she clearly can’t do this isn’t helping either. I’ve run out of juice and I’m shutting down fast. I’m either going to collapse right here and now like a fucking narcoleptic or I’m going to squeeze the life out of her. Of the two, the first option is, fortunately, winning.

      I want to heal. I have hope.

      She doesn’t.

      And it pisses me the fuck off.

      “I need you to leave, Rose,” I mumble, fighting the heavy exhaustion that sits like a lead balloon on my shoulder.

      “Wait!” Rose shouts.

      We both turn to look at her. She’s breathing heavily, a mixture of anger, lust, determination and finally, a sliver of hope in her eyes. “I can do this. I can submit.”

      “To everything?” I press, my hands shaking as I try to control the violence and the dark comfort of sleep that’s pulling me under.

      “I will try. That’s all I can offer. I will try for you, for them,” she whispers so softly that I’m not sure if I’ve heard correctly.

      “That’s not enough.”

      “What more do you want?”

      “There’s one person you’ve failed to do this for…”

      “Who?”

      “You, Rose. You.”

      She nods tightly, her mouth pressed in a hard line. Has she ever really done anything for herself, I wonder? Seems to me Rose is all about seeking out the darkness in others, saving others, whilst failing to purge her own darkness and saving herself.

      “I won’t entertain your notion of healing, Rose. I won’t be a victim to another woman’s whim. I’ve lost too much already, and I’m not prepared to lose what’s left of me on a woman who can’t, won’t fucking fight to be who she truly is. I’m taking a huge fucking risk on you, a woman I barely know. I’m trusting my gut, and that isn’t necessarily a good thing. I need to know you’re with me, otherwise, this can never happen. Do you understand?”

      She might be Ivan’s Domina.

      She might be Anton’s muse.

      But to be my saviour she must dig a hell of a lot deeper. I want what’s beyond the demon protecting her heart, beyond the darkness. I want what’s locked behind the fucking cage. I want her heart, and I’m not going to stop until I uncover it once and for all.

      I do this for Ivan and Anton.

      I do it for me.

      I do it for Rose.

      I do it for us.

      “I understand,” she whispers, fear and a desperate kind of hope in her eyes.

      “Good,” I say, untying the rope from the bar above her head.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, her eyebrows pulling together in a frown.

      “Do you sleep on your side, back or front?” I ask, the question throwing her for a minute.

      “My side, my right side generally, why?”

      Unravelling the rope from her bound wrists, I remove her left hand. Then secure the rope around her right wrist, tying it the bed frame tightly. At least now she can sleep more comfortably, and if she suddenly gets any ideas of trying to murder me in my sleep, then at least I’ll hear her dragging the bed across the room. I don’t sleep deeply, or for very long anyway. Never have.

      “You want me to sleep?” she asks incredulously.

      “It’s been a long, shitty few days and I need to fucking rest. You do too. That knee needs a bag of ice for the swelling, and at some point, we’ll both need something to eat and drink too,” I say, turning my head towards the area Anton is sitting.

      His phone lights up once more, presumably to text Ivan making with my request. Lucky they’re here really, given Mother is banned from returning.

      I feel relieved honestly. It’s a been a long time since I’ve felt a shard of hope myself and I’m acutely aware that Mother has an unhealthy dislike for Rose. No more than any of the other girls I’ve shown interest in over the years, but still, I can’t deal with her shit right now on top of everything else.

      “You don’t want to…”

      Rose’s voice trails off as her cheeks go bright pink. It’s a pretty shade, and I suddenly feel a pang in my chest for Anton and the fact he’ll never be able to experience such beauty. She adjusts herself on the bed, turning on her side to face me. Picking up the other end of the rope, I wrap it around my wrist, clasping it in my palm then collapse into the armchair on the other side of the room.

      “You want to sleep?” she rephrases, a curious expression on her face.

      “I don’t want to sleep. Fucking you is also quite high on my list of priorities, amongst other important things, but I’m bone fucking weary. Right now, I need sleep. An unexpected side-effect of PTSD, but a reality for me after I’ve had a mother overload of flashbacks.”

      “You’ll be comfortable in that chair?”

      “My body can handle a bit of stiffness, yours can’t. This is how it’s going to be until I can figure out something better,” I mumble, my brain getting that heavy, foggy feeling as sleep starts to invade my skull.

      “We’re staying in here for a while then?” she responds, shifting to get more comfortable.

      “Why don’t you tell me, given you’re the one who wants to break me out?”

      I’m pretty sure I have another witty comment on my tongue, but it suddenly becomes heavy in my mouth at the same time my muscles go lax and my eyelids droop.

      Darkness swallows me, and with it come the memories...
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      Erik, Kirkwall – Summer, 1998

      Staring at my mobile, I frown. That’s the fifth text I’ve sent Emmie and still she’s refused to text back. I’ve called and left messages too, apologising for standing her up.  She’s pissed at me. Real pissed. I get it, we’ve planned this night for weeks now, it was supposed to be special. Our last night together on the island. I wanted to be there, but then Ma got sick and needed me. What was I supposed to do? Viktor left a week ago. I’m all she’s got.

      Hitting redial, I hold the phone to my ear. It goes straight to voicemail.

      “Hey, Emmie, it’s me again. I’m so sorry about last night. Ma was sick, flu or something. I couldn’t leave her. I’m so, so sorry. Please, just call me back. I’ve something important to tell you.”

      I hold my phone in front of me, half expecting it to ring. When it doesn’t, I kick my foot against the bedpost, instantly regretting it when pain shoots up my big toe.

      “Shit.”

      Shoving my phone into my pocket, I grab my sweater and cap and head downstairs, rushing towards the front door.

      “Erik, where are you going?” Ma asks me from the kitchen.

      “Fuck,” I say under my breath, before plastering a smile on my face and turning to face her.

      “You’ve got packing to do, and I’m not feeling well still. I could use your help,” Ma says.

      To be fair, she still looks sick, but I really, really could do without the guilt trip.

      “Where are you going?” she repeats.

      “For a run.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. I’ve never told her about Emmie because I know she’d never approve of a holiday fling. To be honest, she never approves of any girl I’ve brought home. Girls are too much of a distraction in her opinion. As far as Ma’s concerned, I need to concentrate on my studies, on becoming the next big thing in the classical musical world.

      I’d be a fucking virgin for the rest of my life if she had her way, so it’s just as well I’ve made sure she doesn’t get her way. Remembering Emmie’s flushed face as I’d made love to her spurns me on. I want her back in my arms, beneath me, panting and whispering my name.

      “Be back by teatime,” she says.

      “Sure, Ma.” Whatever.

      “Mother,” she corrects me.

      “Mother,” I repeat, opening the door and jogging towards the beach. I don’t have to look back to know she’s watching me from the doorstep. I feel relief when I get far enough away from her line of sight.

      Emmie isn’t at her usual spot.

      Today, though the sun is high and bright and it’s warmer than it’s been the past few days, she isn’t swimming. My heart sinks as I climb the rocky outcrop and look out to sea and to the stretch of beach along the other side of stone. That side is empty too. My heart sinks like a rock. I haven’t told her what she means to me. I haven’t told her I want to go away with her. That I’d run away with her if she’d still let me.

      “Fuck!” I shout into the wind.

      Climbing down the rock onto the other side of the beach, I jog some more, veering left along the path towards the only other place we spent time with each other this whole summer. The field is wide open and just in the distance is the distinct mound of the Maeshowe, a Neolithic cairn built a ridiculous amount of time ago and still standing. Currently it’s not open to visitors and Emmie and I have snuck in countless times to have sex, talk and laugh hysterically at the Norse graffiti left on the walls. I guess every teenager in the history of time likes to mark things they shouldn’t.

      Pretty soon I can see the familiar shape of the grassy mound and the dark entrance. A breeze ruffles the long grass as I slow down to a walk. Something, some weird sixth sense, tells me I should approach with caution.

      Then I hear laughter.

      I hear her laughter, loud and tinkly in the darkness.

      I smile, figuring she must’ve seen me approach and is happy that I’ve finally turned up.

      Then I hear another laugh, a deeper sound. One that is definitely, horrifyingly, male.

      I pull up sharp, sidestepping the entrance, and listen.

      “… Hmm. I’ve missed you…”

      Words are cut short, only to be invaded by the sloppy sounds of kissing. Someone’s kissing my girl.

      MY GIRL!

      I grit my jaw so hard that I feel a piece of tooth chip away. I swallow it. Not fucking caring. I’m like a statue unable to move, only able to listen as my heart fucking cracks...

      “It’s only been a few days,” she responds, giggling.

      My scalp prickles as her laughter- the sweet, sexy sound I thought she only reserved for me- scatters over another man’s skin. My hands clench, nails biting into soft flesh.

      “Too long, baby. Way too long,” he responds, a deep rumbling groan lifting from his throat.

      I imagine wrapping my hands around it and squeezing until there’s no breath left.

      “If you missed me so much, you can always run away with me. I know someone in…”

      I don’t hear the end of the sentence. There’s nothing but the whooshing sound of blood rushing in my ears as rage explodes from my chest. She didn’t! She didn’t just fucking say it.

      Just like my violin, I’ve been played.

      Used.

      Fucking strung along.

      I feel the strings within me, the ones holding onto my anger, snap. They ping inside my chest one by one as a cloud of red mists my vision.

      Rage takes over pushing down the hurt, the pain, the betrayal, the fucking abandonment.

      Ducking inside the entrance, I stride down the dark passageway, pulling up straight as I enter the domed section. Before me, Emmie and this cunt who’s stolen my girl pull apart, scrabbling for their discarded clothes. They’re both flushed, their lips bruised, hair messed up, fucking naked.

      Emmie is the first to react. “Erik, this isn’t what you think…” she says weakly, knowing it’s exactly what I fucking think. The bitch. She yanks on her t-shirt, her puckered nipples taunting me from beneath the thin material.

      “This is our place,” I say, my voice low, steady, but full of dark rage.

      She flinches, shame filling her eyes. But it isn’t enough. I want her to hurt. I want her to hurt as much as I do right now.

      “How long have you been fucking me over?” I sneer, stepping closer to her.

      The man she’s with, and when I say man, I mean a kid a few chin hairs older than me, steps towards me.

      “Don’t fucking move!” I growl at him. He looks shit-scared. He fucking should be, because in a moment I’m going to rip his damn head off.

      “I’m sorry,” she says weakly. “We were just a summer fling…”

      “JUST A SUMMER FLING!” I roar, striding towards her.

      She stumbles backwards, her back hitting the stone wall as the rage seeping from me presses her against the wall.

      “Please, Erik. I’m sorry.”

      Tears spring in her eyes, but they don’t affect me. They just make me feel angrier. She has no right to cry. No fucking right. I’m the one whose heart has been ripped out and trampled on. I’m the one who has been betrayed in the worst possible way.

      I’m the one who gave her my love only for it to be thrown back in my face.

      I’m the one who’s fucking dying inside.

      Am I not good enough for anyone? My mum fucking abandoned me. Ma and Viktor force me to be something I’m not. Now Emmie, the one person I thought got me, has been lying to me this whole time. Lying to me, laughing at me, and fucking another man behind my back.

      “I’m a fucking fool. I gave you my heart. I was going to run away with you. But it was all a fucking game. How many other people have you been fucking this summer, Emmie?!”

      She whimpers as I trap her body against the wall with my own. Before I know what I’m doing, my hand is wrapping around her throat. Her eyes bulge at the tightness.

      “Get your fucking hands off her, prick!” the bastard behind me shouts.

      I let her go, vaguely aware of her sucking in choked breaths as I turn on him.

      “The fuck you gonna do about it?” I stalk towards him, my whole body shaking with violence. One more word from this fucker and I’m going to do something bad.

      Something I might never return from.

      “Don’t be a prick, man. Emmie’s made her choice, now fuck-off!” he retorts.

      Is he fucking insane? Can he not see I’m about to commit fucking murder?

      “Layton, don’t,” Emmie says, warning her bastard lover off me.

      She steps in front of me, getting between us. Protecting him.

      “Erik. I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you…” it sounds lame, even to her ears.

      I see the red marks I made on her neck, but I don’t fucking care. I don’t fucking care. I want to make more. I want to make her pay. I want to make him pay.

      “Never meant to hurt me? I told you everything. I gave you my heart, Emmie, and you fucking took it. This might’ve been a summer fling to you, but it meant fucking everything to me. You meant everything to me…” I snap, my nostrils flaring in anger.

      She has the audacity to reach for me, her eyes lighting up at the passion she sees in me.

      “Erik…” she murmurs, reaching for me and giving me her best puppy dog eyes. What the fuck is she doing? Is she coming on to me now, like this, with him here? Fuck!

      I slap her hand away, not caring that it must hurt. “Get the fuck out of my way, Emmie,” I seethe.

      She doesn’t.

      So, I make her.

      Drawing my hand back again I slap her hard across the face. The sting is as satisfying as the sound, but it isn’t louder than the fucking shattering of my heart.

      Nothing is louder than that sound.

      Nothing is louder than the roar that erupts as I launch myself at her lover. Nothing is louder than the monster that takes over telling me to finish him. Fucking finish him.

      Not her screams.

      Not his cries.

      Not her tears.

      Nothing…
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      Rose – Present Day

      I wake up with a jolt. My eyes flying open. Erik’s standing in the centre of the room. Eyes open, fucking screaming.

      On the other side of the glass is both Anton and Ivan. Ivan is yanking at the door handle, Anton pressing the control frantically.

      The door isn’t opening.

      And Erik is still screaming.

      Fear, real dark, suffocating fear fills my lungs. It’s the same kind of fear that stripped me bare in the cupboard beneath Cerulean Blue.

      My demon roars in my chest in response.

      Yet, the thrill I feel is intoxicating. My body snaps to attention, the last remnants of sleep evaporating. This. This is what makes me feel alive.

      Erik is gone, replaced with the monster ready to rip me to shreds, and in this state he will.

      Danger, darkness, death…

      It’s all a heartbeat away.

      “ERIK!” Ivan roars, pounding his fist against the glass wall.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck! It’s not opening, Ivan. It’s not fucking working!” Anton shouts, gripping his hair in his hand.

      I sit up in bed slowly, cautiously. My whole body is trembling, adrenaline pumping through my veins as I look at Erik.

      So far, he hasn’t noticed me.

      But Ivan and Anton have. Their reaction is the same.

      Don’t fucking move, they tell me with their eyes.

      I turn to look at Erik who’s panting now, his eyes wild. Sweat drips down his forehead, sticking his hair against his head. The veins in his neck bulge from his skin.

      He’s lost.

      Wherever the hell he is, it isn’t a good place and here I am trapped in the memory with him. I can almost feel the power of it seeping from his skin and sucking me into its hold. I’m on the periphery, orbiting his pain, but at some point soon I know I’m going to be sucked into the black hole of its destruction if I don’t do something.

      Out of the corner of my eye, Anton moves along the glass wall whilst Ivan distracts Erik as much as he can. I’m not even sure his shouting and fist bumping is penetrating the memory Erik’s lost in, but he continues, hoping it’s enough to keep Erik’s attention elsewhere.

      Anton crouches down, flattening his hand against the glass. His eyes are filled with fear and regret.

      “The door won’t open,” he mouths.

      “It’s okay,” I silently say back.

      “You’re in danger and I can’t get to you.”

      The pain that fills his eyes is too much to take, so I look away.

      Erik has stopped screaming, but his rage is still just as powerful. He’s strung tight, as tight as the strings on his violin that lies discarded in the corner of the room.

      I need to reach him.

      I need to snap him out of this.

      Looking down at my wrist still tied to the bed, I make a decision.

      Dancing has snapped him out of his episodes before, I believe it will do so again. Tugging at the rope with shaking fingers I begin to unravel the knot. Fortunately for me, Erik is no longer holding onto the other end. I know this is a bigger risk than I’ve taken before. Inside this room I don’t have the protection of Ivan or Anton, I don’t have a wall of glass between Erik and me.

      I’m stuck in the cage with a monster with no means of escape and no one to step in should things go wrong. This could be the biggest mistake of my life, but something tells me that sitting here waiting for Erik to see me as the woman who tortured him before will be so much worse.

      Easing my hand free from the loosened rope, I ignore the shouts from Ivan and Anton and slip my shoes and socks from my feet. Dancing in trainers isn’t easy, and most definitely contributed to me twisting my knee, so removing my shoes is a necessity. Second to my Pointes, I’ve always danced better with bare feet anyway.

      Not taking my eyes off Erik, I breathe deeply, drawing oxygen and strength into my lungs. Like Erik, I’m shaking but I dig deep, clinging onto my demon for dear life.

      I stand, and she spreads her wings.

      I lift onto the balls of my feet, placing my arms in fifth position, ignoring the agony in my knee, ignoring Anton and Ivan’s frantic kicks against the glass, and leap forward into the path of a monster.

      For a fraction of a second, we stare into each other’s eyes. I see the monster capable of absolute destruction in his.

      Then he lunges for me.

      I spin away, whirling out of his hold and pirouette to the other side of the room.

      He twists on his feet, snorting the air through his nose. His eyes narrow, his shoulders hunch. Behind him, Ivan and Anton fall apart.

      As Erik pants with vicious energy and blind rage, I push up onto my tiptoes and dance.

      It’s harder to move gracefully in a confined space with a swollen knee, but I do my best. I move, not thinking about how Erik could end my life any moment now. I don’t think about the fact that there are two men breaking apart on the other side of the glass wall.

      I just dance, moving and weaving around Erik, who for now is following my every move with his eyes. He turns on his feet in the middle of the room as I move around him. I know he’s waiting for the right moment to pounce.

      With every step the pain in my knee worsens and I know I’m doing irreversible damage, but I keep going. If this was any other time, I would’ve stopped, given in to the pain, given up.

      But I can’t afford to do that.

      So, I dance until the pain overtakes me. I dance until sweat slides over my skin and heat fills my belly. I dance until Ivan and Anton’s fear subsides, until the monster before me returns to the man I know will break me if I let him.

      I keep dancing even when I know Erik is back. I keep dancing; moving, twirling around the room. I dance with an energy I’ve never experienced before. It’s so powerful, so forceful that beyond the glass wall Anton and Ivan are on their knees.

      But not Erik, not him.

      He stands tall, strong, like an oak tree unafraid of the storm.

      I dance away the pain, the fear, the absolute terror that I’m finally going to crack open my heart to these men. I dance because my demon won’t let me stop, because she’s afraid that when I do, everything will change.

      I dance until I can’t anymore.

      With one last painful pirouette, my knee finally gives way and the floor comes at me in slow motion. I stiffen, waiting for the impact to break me further.

      But I don’t fall.

      I land in his arms.

      Erik scoops me up, lifting me off my feet in one swift movement then carries me over to the armchair and collapses onto the seat with me curled in his lap.

      “Fuck, Rose, how is this even possible?” he grinds out, then buries his face in my tangled hair, breathing in deeply. He’s shaking violently, so much so that my own teeth are chattering from the force of it.

      “You can let me go, if it’s easier…” I say softly.

      “No!” he groans, wrapping his arms around me tighter, his fingers digging in. “No,” he repeats after another long minute of silence.

      Erik hangs on tightly, he doesn’t try to speak again after that. He doesn’t try to look at me, he simply holds on as though letting go will break the spell between us and send him reeling back into his nightmares. And in return, I don’t try to touch Erik. Instead, I fold my hands in my lap, forcing myself to calm down and look at the two men beyond the glass cage that have somehow changed my life forever.

      Anton looks pained as though I’ve taken a knife to his stomach and gutted him. He leans his forehead against the glass, lifting the palm of his hand against it.

      “Look at you,” he says, awe, respect and a deep affection in his gaze. I swallow hard.

      Next to him, Ivan is crying openly, his face awash with tears. I’ve never seen such pain, such relief, before. Despite myself, my chest squeezes. He catches my gaze and wipes the back of his hand across his face, swiping away the tears even though more fall.

      “Rose,” he bites out, unable to articulate his feelings in the moment.

      But I understand him well enough. His love for me leaks from him, the salty tears falling from his eyes wash over me in a wave. But this time it’s different, I don’t drown in them. This time I manage to stay afloat. Clasped in Erik’s arms, I find my buoy, and he finds his.
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      Erik holds onto me for dear life.

      His ragged breaths and thumping heart become a musical masterpiece beating in time to my own rhythm. A part of me wants to escape his hold, is afraid, not that he will hurt me physically, although of course he could, but that he will somehow seep beneath my skin and travel straight to my heart, destroying what’s left of it.

      Inside my demon is restless, pacing. She wants to fight.

      But I refuse to acknowledge her knowing that another, bigger part of me, something that is growing hour by hour in the presence of this man, doesn’t want to leave his arms. I’m pulled in two impossible directions, not able to concede to either and only remaining here because he refuses to let me go. Erik’s arms are wrapped tight around me as he shudders beneath me, murmuring words I can’t quite understand. I can hear his teeth chattering. I feel the dampness of his skin through my t-shirt.

      It’s as though he’s purging his monster through every single pore.

      Breathing in heavily, I look beyond the glass wall and back to Ivan and Anton. Both are shell shocked, stunned that once again I’ve managed to snap Erik out of his rage.

      The thing is, I know that next time I won’t be able to. The damage to my knee is beyond the point of no return. It’s been heading this way for some time now. I’ll never dance again, not with my knee in this state. The pain is intense but welcomed because it gives me something to concentrate on other than Erik and the way he holds me close.

      I don’t know what to do next, all I know is that Erik must make the first move and I have to be patient until that time comes. I can give him that, at least.

      Time passes, my stomach growls in hunger. I need to pee, but I remain steadfast and wait. We all do, Ivan and Anton too.

      Eventually, Erik draws his head back, adjusting me in his arms. He nudges my chin with his thick fingers, urging me to look at him.

      “I ended a man’s life when I was a kid,” he says slowly, judging my response before continuing. “I fell in love. I fell hard for a girl called Emmie. A girl who didn’t judge me, didn’t want me to be anything other than who I was. At least that’s what I’d believed. I gave her my heart, and she broke it. She took my love and trampled on it…”

      He breathes in deeply. Through his chest I can feel the thudding of his heart as he unleashes his past. Beyond the glass wall I’m very aware of Ivan and Anton holding their breath as much as I am. Erik is going to tell me what happened here on this island when he was a boy. It seems right that they should hear this story too.

      “Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there’s a field. I’ll meet you there,” he murmurs, and just for a second I lose him to his past. It’s fleeting, and I watch with fascination as he hauls himself back into the present.

      “What does that even mean, Erik?”

      He slides his fingers across my cheek, pushing my hair behind my ear before dropping his hand onto my lap covering my clasped hands with his own. Even though I know those hands could easily take my life, I feel nothing but comfort from them now.

      “Emmie loved to read, she was the one who introduced me to Rumi. We used to go to a couple of places here on the island to have sex. One of them, the Maeshowe, sits in the middle of a field not far from here.”

      “Maeshowe?”

      “It’s a domed building built thousands of years ago, covered in grass. The first time I went there was after Emmie left me a note with that line from Rumi’s poem alongside a map to find it. I fell in love with her that night. Less than a month later, the day I was leaving the island, I found her at the same place with another man. That day surrounded by fields of emerald grass, I turned into a green-eyed monster. Jealousy, hate, bitterness, betrayal and pain had filled my heart, turning it into something ugly.”

      “What did you do?” I ask tentatively, even though I know what’s coming, I can feel it.

      “I ended his life, and I hurt Emmie.”

      “You killed the man she was with?”

      He presses his eyes shut, then opens them again, a deep well of regret swimming beyond the watery tears that threaten to fall.

      “I put him in a coma, beat him so badly he never woke up from it… he still hasn’t.”

      I can hear both Anton and Ivan draw in surprised breaths. They’d always said he was a good man before he was tortured in Afghanistan, that he was the best of them. This confession, this truth must come as a shock.

      It seems that we’re all capable of causing harm. We all have a past tainted by death.

      Ivan has Svetlana’s scarring his skin.

      Amber’s lifeless existence haunts Anton still.

      I have my father’s on my conscience.

      And Erik is responsible for this man’s death. The brutality of his fists ending a life. He may still be alive, but he doesn’t live, and in some ways neither does Erik.

      I should be afraid. I’m not.

      “I have a monster that lives within me, Rose. It taunts me, a constant reminder of what I’d done to that kid. He was only nineteen, a couple years older than me. Barely a man. I took his future, Rose. I can’t go back and change it, but I tried to do better. I tried to do good. I went into the army to prove myself.”

      “How did you not get put into jail?”

      “Viktor. He and Mother threatened Emmie, paid her off to say that Layton had started the fight and I was defending myself. I got a suspended sentence, lost my place at the Royal College of Music and enrolled in the army all within a matter of weeks. Viktor got my case thrown out. Emmie left to start fresh somewhere else. I spent years trying to atone for my sins. Then I met her, and she drew the monster out. She set it free.”

      He looks at me with anguish. “The fact you chose green as the colour to represent whatever is happening in here, isn’t lost on me. Green might be a new start, new beginnings to you. It may be the fields that surround Browlace and the possibility of a different life. But for me green has always been that field, that grass covered mound. It’s the jealousy that bore a monster I’ve never been able to shake…”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too, Rose. Me too.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I see Anton stand, hauling Ivan up with him. I look at him and see the fire blazing in his eyes. I see a fierceness within him that was lacking before.

      It takes my breath away.

      There’s a determination to fight for a future that isn’t filled with drugs and self-hate, but for something more, something better. What happened in here just now has shocked him to the core, shocked them both. Things are shifting between us once more. The tides are turning.

      I cling tighter to my buoy, afraid of the storm, afraid of the wreckage it will reveal far beneath the surface.

      Anton rests his palm against the glass. “You’re the bravest woman I know. Thank you for brightening my life.”

      He smiles that disarming smile and it’s full of relief, awe and… love. I swallow down the strange lump in my throat, not willing just now to acknowledge it.

      Picking up a discarded shopping bag, Anton places it into the hatch alongside the control to the door. He glances at Erik.

      “This was never going to work on the outside, but you knew that anyway, right?”

      “I did,” Erik admits.

      “Prick.”

      “I deserve that.”

      “You deserve more, but right now I can’t kick your arse. That’ll have to wait,” Anton says, wrapping his arms around Ivan who’s still shell shocked.

      “You lied to us,” Ivan says, his anger barely veiled.

      “I didn’t lie to anyone. You just assumed.”

      “Fuck!” Ivan slams his fist against the glass wall. I feel his anguish as though it’s mine.

      I really am at Erik’s mercy, at all their mercy.

      “Are you going to fall apart again?” Ivan asks, managing to pull himself back together.

      “It’s likely.”

      “Are you going to open this door?”

      “No.”

      Ivan grits his jaw, looks at me and utters the one word I cannot bear to hear. His eyes tell me he’s going to utter it even before the word forms in his mouth.

      “Red.”

      “Ivan, please,” I beg. He’s telling me that this is his hard limit. That he can’t do this. But I can’t leave Erik. I won’t. “Please, don’t make me choose,” I whisper.

      “I can’t lose you.”

      “You won’t,” I insist, making a promise that I’ve no right to do.

      He stares at me for a long gut-wrenching time, then spins on his heel and walks out of the building taking a piece of me with him. Silence descends as we all watch the door slam shut. It’s pitch black outside. I’ve no idea how late it is. Time seems to have lost meaning here in this glass bubble with Erik. Is it the same day as I arrived, the next? I don’t know.

      Anton pulls off his beanie hat and swipes a hand through his hair. “He’ll come around.”

      “He’s not coming back,” I respond, dully.

      “He will, he loves you. That man can’t stay away from you anymore than I can.”

      I’m not so sure. The one thing between dominant and submissive that must always be adhered to is the safe word. Ivan just uttered his, and I chose to ignore it.

      “Trust me on this, he’ll return.”

      “Okay,” I respond, not at all convinced. My heart feels heavy, at a loss. It’s not a feeling I enjoy.

      “Take the bag, Rose. Your medicine’s inside, alongside a bag of ice and some water. I’ll arrange for some food soon. I’ll make sure Ivan brings it,” Anton says, placing it in the hatch.

      Erik squeezes my arm gently then slides out from beneath me and walks over to the hatch, grabbing the bag. He gives it to me, before picking me up and hauling me back onto his lap once more.

      “Take your medicine, Rose,” Anton says, urging me to open the bag.

      Feeling inside for the plastic dispenser containing my tablets, my hand comes across another familiar object– the control to open the door.  Anton has given me back the key to unlock the cage. The question is, will I use it?

      Locking my eyes with Anton, the message is clear. Now you have the key. You have the power, he says silently.

      For a fraction of a second, I contemplate opening the door but despite everything I’ve experienced in this space, and the very real danger that Erik could very well kill me next time, I decide to stay.

      Dropping the control, I pull out the bag of ice and lay it gingerly over my knee, then take my medicine with a few swallows of water. Once that’s done, I allow Erik to cup my cheek and press my face against his chest.

      I don’t complain when he folds his arms around me once more and hauls me closer against his firmness. Despite every single warning bell clanging inside my head, despite my demon’s disapproval, I lean into him. I allow him to hold me. I let myself be held.

      And a tiny slither of stone falls away from my heart.
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      I remain folded in Erik’s arms for a long, undefined time. Hours pass as we both doze on and off, the pain in my knee easing a little with the ice, the medicine and rest. I get up twice to use the toilet, returning to his arms despite having the option to sleep on the bed. He always welcomes me back. Every now and then he shifts slightly, adjusting me in his lap. He just holds me, until eventually he lets out a long, measured breath.

      “I’m ready,” he says.

      “Ready for what?” I ask, pulling back.

      “To start healing.”

      And I know he isn’t just talking about himself, but me too. Sliding his bottom to the edge of the seat with me still in his arms, he stands, cradling me against his chest.

      “I can walk,” I mutter.

      “But I don’t want you to. You’re hurt. The first step towards getting better is to accept kindness, Rose. Accept it for what it is. One person showing empathy towards another, wanting to help. Nothing more.”

      “And what about your healing?”

      “What do you think this is?” he laughs a little, a deep rumble that penetrates through his chest into mine. It disarms me. I’m pretty sure that sound hasn’t left his body for a long time.

      “Erik. I need you to put me down,” I say eventually.

      “No.”

      “Erik, please. I need to do something. I’m not that woman, I won’t hurt you.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” he mumbles, glancing at Anton, a silent conversation happening between them, then returns his gaze to me. “Okay.”

      Placing me on my feet, Erik steadies me until I can find a comfortable position. My knee still hurts, but not as much as before. Facing him, I look into his eyes.

      “What colour are my eyes, Erik?”

      His are a deep golden amber. They’re unusual, they’re perfect, they’re the eyes of a lion.

      “Green,” he murmurs.

      “What do you see in them?” I ask.

      He frowns, taking a moment.

      “I see secrets…”

      “What else?” I whisper.

      “I see courage. I see determination,” he responds, his fingers swirling over the back of my hand as he holds me steady.

      “And?”

      “I see a woman who’s so afraid to live that she’s willing to stare death in the face.”

      Nodding, I pull my hand free from his. He lets me go, watching me as I lift the hem of my t-shirt, pulling it over my head.

      He’s right. Everything he’s said is right.

      I don’t live. I exist.

      And until lately even that wasn’t going so well.

      Is it true that I still desire the darkness, even here now with the one man who is more capable of providing it than anyone who’s come before? Yes, it’s still true.

      Am I still afraid to live? Truly live? Oh, I’m afraid. I’m fucking terrified, but despite that or maybe because of it, I’m going to see this through to the bitter end.

      Erik doesn’t move, he just watches me intently as goosebumps scatter over my skin.

      Dropping my t-shirt to the floor, I hook my thumbs under the waistband of my leggings and slide them down my legs, trying not to stumble as I do so. My knee remains swollen, and there’s still a dull throb, but I can deal.

      Standing up straight in just my underwear I look at Erik, really look. At the man, the monster, the wild animal just beneath the surface.

      His gaze rakes over my skin, lighting me up from the inside out. My nipples pebble, my core clenches, my knickers are soaking wet. Even in fear my body reacted to his darkness, is still reacting to him now.

      “Take off the rest,” he requests, and it is a request, not a demand.

      He wants me to do this for me, as much as I do it for him, and God, how I want to.

      I let myself smile a little. Was there ever any doubt? This I can do. This I want.

      Unhooking my bra, the thin material drops to the floor revealing my heavy breasts. I shimmy out of my cotton knickers awkwardly, allowing them to slide down my legs.

      I stand before him, naked, bare, broken in so many ways.

      Erik doesn’t take his eyes off my face. A frown forms, dragging his blonde eyebrows low over his golden eyes. His pupils enlarge, his mouth parts, but he refuses to remove his eyes from mine. He’s making a point, and I hear it loud and clear. This isn’t just about sex.

      This is so much more than that.

      “I want you to take what you need, Erik. Take back the power. Let me help you,” I say, utterly naked before him.

      He regards me intently. The fact that he doesn’t even try to look at the rest of my body is a complete turn on. I know I still have a good figure, if a little more rounded than it was when I was younger. Both Anton and Ivan appear to enjoy my softness as much as my strength. But with Erik, he’s looking beyond that. Erik looks past my nakedness and is actively seeking out more. I may have stripped off my clothes but he’s intent of stripping me of so much more.

      “I’ll take back the power, Rose, but only if you relinquish some of your own. That’s the deal.”

      Some, not all.

      I nod. I can do that. I can. Inside my demon roars in anger, she wants to fight. She wants me to fight, but for the first time in my life I ignore her completely.

      Erik steps into my space, towering over me then swoops down and lifts me up. A second later I’m lying back down on the bed, my wrists bound once more.
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      Erik – Present Day

      At the edge of my consciousness I can hear the first notes of Mazurka in A minor begin to play, and immediately I tense.

      “Fuck, not now,” I mutter.

      “What is it, Erik?” Rose asks me.

      She lies perfectly still, her body stretched out before me. She’s fucking stunning. Everything about her is feminine and soft, and though I long to bury myself inside her I want more than her curves, I want more than just her inner core of strength. I want what lies beyond.

      She watches me as I pace up and down trying to get a hold of myself. The notes I’m so familiar with now ripple inside my mind, every single one a step closer to madness. Why so soon? I’ve never suffered so many episodes one after the other like this.

      “It’s coming,” I hear myself mutter. The sound of my voice is distant, echoing from someplace far away.

      “What’s coming?” Her arms flex, as she pulls at the rope binding her wrists.

      “The music… She used my own music to torture me,” I grind out.

      “Who?” she whispers.

      “The woman who ripped me apart and drew my monster out…” My voice cracks as I force myself to respond.

      “And you can hear the music now?” Her eyes widen, understanding dawning. She knows what’s coming, and here she is at my mercy yet again.

      “Yes…”

      “What can I do?” she asks.

      She doesn’t beg me to untie her or let her go, instead Rose asks what she can do for me. My knees buckle at her strength, her kindness.

      This is the truth of her. This is the woman she was always destined to be. Why can’t she see that? Accept it?

      “Take the pain away,” I bite out.

      My hands reach for the binds around her wrists. I should untie her, at least if I break, she’ll have a chance to defend herself. But instead of loosening the rope, I tighten it. My hands clutch at her arms and I squeeze tightly as the notes fill my mind. She draws in a breath. I know I’m marking her, bruising her skin, but I can’t seem to stop.

      “She took something I loved and used it against me. It’s why I can’t play anymore,” I explain from that faraway place. I’m both in and out of myself, straddling madness and sanity as I lean over Rose.

      “But I heard you play, the first day I came to Browlace. I heard you play, Erik,” she says, confusion furrowing her brow.

      “Whatever you heard, it wasn’t me.”

      “But…”

      Music litters my thoughts, bursting through my weakened state, taunting me and drowning her out. I press my forehead against hers, needing the contact, needing to anchor myself in this room with her.

      “Fight it, Erik,” Rose says, her breath soft against my skin, her lips a whisper away from my own.

      She draws me back to the present. To this moment, here with her. I grasp onto it, onto her.

      “I don’t want to hurt you…” I bite out, knowing that I will.

      “Fight back, Erik. I’m here with you… Touch me,” she implores.

      “Not like this,” I retort. She deserves more than the monster. She deserves the man I know I can be.

      “Please. Like this. I need you like this,” she responds, her breathy pants turning me on. I haven’t felt this way in a very, very long time.

      “You crave the monster?”

      “Yes.”

      The music swirls inside my head, and something snaps… my resolve to be a better man than the one who abused her when she was a girl leaves me. Just like that.

      “Touch me,” she persists.

      So, I do, and once I start, I can’t fucking stop.

      My hands move down her arms to cup her breasts. Her nipples are puckered into hard points, the dark pink skin tempting me to taste her. I squeeze her soft flesh, her breathy moans drawing me out of the dark. Pulling me up from the depths.

      “Do it!” she insists. Determined, strong. She fights with me, not against me. She draws out the monster as though to purge it from my soul.

      It’s all I need to hear. Falling forward, I greedily take her nipple in my mouth and suck hard. My teeth scrape across the pebbled point drawing out a long, breathy moan from her throat. She’s fucking delicious. The moment I taste her, it’s like a bomb detonating in my head.

      Something unravels, and with it the music comes.

      “Erik,” she cries, pulling against the restraints.

      But her cry doesn’t drown out the music. It’s not nearly enough.

      The fucking music fights back, getting louder, trying to drown her out.

      “Stay with me, Erik,” she begs.

      Squeezing harder, my mouth falls between her breasts as I lick and suck at the skin there before sliding my lips and tongue over her soft flesh taking her other nipple in my mouth, lavishing and sucking until her moans fight for my attention. My teeth scrape over the tender flesh as my hands mould her breasts in my palms.

      It’s been so long...

      “Yes!” she hisses, arching her back.

      My cock stiffens, coming back to life for this woman. This fucking beautiful, extraordinary woman.

      Yet the music still plays, it still fights for my attention. With every note, I feel my control retreating, I feel the monster coming to life.

      But I won’t give in. Not this time, not with Rose so vulnerable.

      When I rip open her chest and devour her heart it won’t be through force but because she begs me to, wants it. The darkness, the monster I harbour won’t give her what she craves. The man I am will give her what she needs.

      “Erik, please,” she cries out, a moan of pleasure edged in the finest layer of pain.

      She’s skirting the line between the two. Fear and desire battling for attention, just the same as me. I lift my head and look into her green eyes sparkling with courage and lust, and something more, something deeper. Far beneath the surface is the shipwreck of her heart. It’s fucking broken, beaten, submerged under years of pain, but amongst the wreckage is a pocket of air, of hope.

      Consciously or not, she’s giving me a glimpse into the depths of her. I see the heart of her, the truth and with it her ability to let go. I want it, and I’ll do anything to get.

      “Please,” she begs so quietly, it’s no more than a breath of air breaking through the surface.

      I fucking lose it.

      Standing, I tip my head back and roar until my throat is hoarse and I’m panting like a wild beast. I’m vaguely aware of Anton moving closer to the glass. I’m pretty sure he’s shouting, but I can no longer hear him.

      The music is so loud, but so is Rose. She’s calling to me above the rushing and pulsing in my ears. She’s calling me back to her. Shouting my name, drawing me out of the depths.

      Ripping my joggers and pants down, I kick them away. My cock falls free. It’s heavy and thick and fucking erect. Fisting it, I stand above Rose and pump my cock hard and fast welcoming the tingle in my balls, welcoming the rush of blood in my cock as it turns to fucking stone.

      Rose thrusts her hips upwards lifting her arse off the bed, forcing me to see her.

      My eyes snap to her mound and the dark thatch of hair between her legs. Despite the fear in her eyes, she’s wet and ready for me. So damn wet, her thighs glisten with her desire.

      Feeling feral, frantic, I grab Rose by her hips and flip her over so that her bound wrists are twisted, and her stomach and face are pressed against the mattress.

      “I’m going to fuck you, Rose,” I grind out, yanking her arse up and kneeling on the bed between her parted legs.

      “Yes,” she cries out, lifting her arse higher. The pink slash of her pussy fucking beautiful and welcoming and mine.

      The music fights back, it plays louder in my head and I feel the memories begin to encroach on this moment. I need them gone, replaced with something else. Anything else.

      Raising my hand into the air I lower it quickly, smacking her arse. The sound reverberates around the room silencing the music for just a moment.

      She cries out, her arousal a heady perfume. I breathe her in, drawing her scent into my lungs, imprinting it onto my memory.

      Still the music gets louder, and my vision darkens with every note. I dig my fingers into Rose’s flesh leaving little crescent shapes as I mark her further.

      It’s not enough.

      “Do it,” she grinds out.

      I slap her again. Hard. My hand stings, as much as her arse probably does.

      She cries out and I know I’m hurting her, but I can’t stop, don’t stop, not with the next slap, or the one after that. Before long, her beautiful arse is covered in my hand prints.

      “Erik, taste me,” she pants, her head twisted to the side, her dark hair stuck to the sweat beading on her forehead.

      A snarl releases from my lips as I duck down behind her and shove my face against her pussy. The second my tongue dives into her, she cries out. The sound is fucking beautiful, and once more the music is silenced.

      Clutching onto her, I lick and suck every part of her tender flesh greedily. My tongue swiping upwards from her clit, rimming her arsehole and drawing out deep moans, then sliding between her plump folds finding her clit once more.

      Another note sounds, and my fingers move against her hips as though moving along the neck of my violin.

      No!  I refuse to let the music drown me. I need to hear her instead.

      She cries out when my teeth graze against the sensitive flesh of her folds, when they clamp down onto the soft flesh of her arse. Her pants, her breathy moans, is a new kind of music, one my monster fucking craves.

      Reaching between her legs, I press against her clit with my fingers, my thumb entering her whilst my tongue licks everywhere else. She tastes like a forbidden fruit; ripe, sweet, fucking sinful.

      Yet with every lick, the music fights back. It still fucking fight backs. Rearing upwards and away from Rose, my torturer’s face appears. Her evil smile taunting me.

      “GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY HEAD!” I shout, every part of me fucking trembling. Fear seizes my heart. My cock softens, my heart plummets into the pits of hell but somehow through the haze, I see Rose twisting her head.

      “Fight it,” she shouts, and if it weren’t for the tear sliding down her cheek, I might have lost the battle there and then. But that one tear, full of pain, hurt, empathy, sadness, it draws me back, it makes me strong even though it makes her feel weak.

      “Fight it, Erik. Fight her. Use me to do that,” she chokes out.

      Her voice cracks, she understands how close I am to losing it. She sees the darkness leaching from me, so she does something extraordinary, she breaks open a little more, tears freefall across the plains of her face and I realise in that moment they’re as rare as a precious jewel long since lost beneath the dark earth. They feed the man within, the man beyond the monster. I’m so fucking thirsty for her tears. I want more and with that one animal need, my cock hardens.

      Yanking her hips back towards me, I force the memory of my torturer away with one hard thrust, burying myself deep into Rose.

      She cries out, her scream muffled by the pillow, her shoulders and arms sag as she relinquishes herself to me. My hands grip tighter, supporting her weight as I squeeze the flesh of her hips, bruising her with my touch.

      “Don’t stop,” she grinds out, her voice as feral as mine is now.

      I pull back and slam into her, my cock buried balls deep in her warmth.

      It’s fucking bliss.

      It’s sheer agony.

      My torturer’s face reappears as Mazurka in A Minor reaches its crescendo, and I feel my cock soften ever so slightly.

      “No!” I bite out, raising my hand and smacking Rose on the arse, hard.

      Her image shatters. Rose cries out, her core squeezing around my cock, bringing it back to life.

      Bringing me back to life.

      She holds me tight within her, not letting go, not allowing me to forget where I am… buried within her, within Rose.

      The music still plays, it taunts me, but with every note I respond by slamming into Rose.

      I fight back.

      I pound into her.

      Fast, hard, deep.

      She screams with pleasure, with pain, with strength. A battle cry only for me.

      Her core tightens even more around my cock, keeping my focus, keeping me with her.

      This isn’t lovemaking, it’s a fucking war, and this time I’m going to win.

      So I rut like a fucking animal, a monster. I take what I need, what she gives. Over and over I slam into her until I hear nothing but her cries of pleasure.

      Rose takes my punishment as though it’s her own.

      Every slap, every tug of her hair, every deep thrust. She takes it. Owns it. Fucking swims towards the surface with me.

      My torturer is still there at the periphery of my consciousness, taunting me, so I mark Rose again. A deep red handprint blooms on her thigh splintering the image of the woman who tries to hurt me even now, after all this time.

      The notes continue to play, they’re like knives slicing my skin whilst that hateful woman shimmers on the edge of my memories waiting to destroy me. I refuse to let her, not whilst I’m inside Rose, not whilst I take back the power bit by bit.

      I pull Rose’s hair, twisting her head to the side, needing to see her face once more. Her cheeks are flushed, her eyes at half-mast, her pants turn me on. Her moans of pleasure start to become louder than the Mazurka in A Minor.

      Rose’s music, her strength, her ability to endure drown out the memories, making me strong enough to swim against the tide. I clutch hold of her tighter, grind into her harder and push my way to the surface, needing to breathe again.

      Needing to feel more than fear. Needing to feel like a man. Needing to feel alive.

      Somehow, together, Rose and I fight against my past.

      We fuck, our bodies leading us as we let go of all restraint. Together we battle against the memories, against the years of fucking pain and helplessness.

      Rose draws out some of the hurt, some of the darkness. She fucking absorbs it, makes it her own. She takes it all as I thrust into her. She takes the wildness within me, the monster. She allows me to find another outlet that doesn’t end in violence and death.

      I fight harder than ever before. I fight for the man I was, the man I want to be. But most of all, I fight for Rose until, eventually, both of us come hard and fast, our mutual screams of pleasure obliterating the music and the memories that have haunted me these past five years.

      And just for a moment, I’m free.
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      Rose – Present Day

      Out of the darkness he rises, the man with a lion’s heart.

      Brave, courageous, powerful, fierce.

      He withdraws from me, slides his hands gently over my hips and turns me back around, laying me back down with great care. I know he’s studying me, but I can’t look at him. I’m too raw, too goddamn vulnerable.

      He took what I offered, took what he needed just like Roman had all those years ago on Cerulean Blue, but, unlike Roman, he doesn’t try to hide the harshness of our encounter behind words of fakery and love.

      He might have marked me with the firmness of his hand. He might have bruised me internally with the power of his thrusts. He might have fucked me like an animal; frantic, wild, raw, free, but he didn’t do it to break me, he didn’t do it out of some sick twisted desire, he did it to save himself. And I let him.

      This man who stares at me now is nothing like Roman.

      And that scares me to death.

      Sweat slides from Erik’s nose and falls against my chest as he leans over me and unties the rope. He doesn’t say a word as he releases my sore wrists and presses a delicate kiss against them. He doesn’t utter a sound as he climbs off the bed and scoops up my boneless body into his arms. I let him carry me, too weak, destroyed by the battle we just faced together.

      He strides over to the cubicle in the corner of the room, opens the door and steps inside. Too dazed to protest, I let him slide my body against his as he manoeuvres us both into the shower cubicle. Supporting my weight as the water slides over us both, Erik washes me.

      He’s gentle, so fucking gentle that it breaks me open so much more than the violence of our encounter. I press my eyes closed against the water, against the depths of his gaze and allow myself to just feel. I’m too shattered to do anything else.

      For long minutes, Erik smooths his hand over every inch of my body. He’s gentle where once he was harsh, caressing my bruised, reddened skin. Careful, tentative, caring.

      I feel myself breaking, weakening the more he persists.

      Roman had never held me this way after our encounters. The first time he’d used me, he left me curled up in a ball, bleeding, broken, bruised, bereft. Every encounter afterwards he did the same until eventually I wasn’t a curled up, broken mess.

      He turned me into the woman I am today. Strong, but fragile. Brave, but fearful. Fierce, but indifferent. The thing is, right now, I don’t feel strong. I don’t feel brave or fierce.

      I’m open and raw, bruised more than just physically.

      Everything hurts. Everything.

      My demon has abandoned me. I pushed her away one too many times and now she’s left, and I don’t have the energy or the will to fight Erik’s tenderness without her.

      I’m so fucking tired of fighting.

      I realise that I’ve been allowing these men in bit by bit. First, Ivan had made love to me, then Anton had showed compassion when he massaged my pain away, wanting nothing in return. Now, here I am with Erik, his tenderness debilitating me.

      I can’t fight him, them. I can’t do it.

      “Please, no more,” I manage to say.

      Erik pulls me closer against him, the sweet smell of coconut and blossom rising in the air.

      “For now,” he replies, picking me up again.

      I let him carry me back to the battleground, laying me down on the bed. I’m soaking wet, my skin prickles with cold, my teeth chattering, my whole body begins to shake.

      “Is she okay?” Anton asks beyond the glass wall.

      Erik nods. “She will be.”

      I watch him walk back into the shower room and return with a white, fluffy towel wrapped around his waist, clutched in his hand is another. When he places it over me, it’s surprisingly warm, but despite that I’m cold. Every part of me is cold to the bone.

      I know now that my condition has taken over. I’ve pushed myself too far, I’ve abused my body, failed to listen when it’s told me I’m weak, that I need to rest. For the last couple of months, I’ve pushed myself physically, mentally… emotionally.

      And this is what happens, my medical condition fights back one-thousand fold, smacking me in the face with reality.

      Erik perches on the corner of the bed, swiping a strand of wet hair away from my face.

      “You’re in pain. I’m sorry for it.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t be. This isn’t on you, Erik. I’m just tired.”

      Actually, I’m beyond fucking exhausted, but he really doesn’t need to know that. He could murder me now and I wouldn’t even put up a fight.

      “This is more than tiredness, Rose.”

      “You’re right, it is. I’m damaged goods, Erik. Broken beyond repair, a hopeless case.” I smile, but it’s half-hearted.

      “No one’s broken beyond repair, you of all people should know that. Look what you did for Ivan, for Anton… There is always hope.”

      “And you, Erik? What about you?” I ask, knowing I shouldn’t, knowing it’s too soon.

      He doesn’t answer me, he simply places his hand over the towel and rubs my skin, gently drying every inch of my body. Once he’s completely satisfied I’m dry, he pulls the towel from my body, and covers me with a blanket.

      “Sleep, Rose. When you wake, we’ll be here, waiting.”

      “Not all of you,” I mumble, thinking about Ivan.

      “All of us,” he says, nodding towards a spot behind me.

      I turn on my side, twisting my head around. Ivan is staring back at me, his forehead and hand flat against the glass. I don’t know how long he’s been there, but the fact he is comforts me.

      “I’m here, Rose. I’m here,” he says, gently.
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      I wake with a pounding head, thirsty and hungry. I don’t even know how long I’ve been in here with Erik. I’ve lost all track of time.

      “Hey, Rose,” Erik says softly. He’s sitting in the armchair opposite me. “Hungry?”

      “Very,” I respond, hauling myself upright.

      “You okay?” he asks, leaning forward in his seat.

      Am I okay? I mentally check myself. I still ache everywhere, particularly my damn knee. I feel weak and exhausted even though I get the feeling I’ve slept for hours. Today, my condition is kicking my arse. The ugly truth seeps into the confines of this room, laying it bare. There’s no getting away from it.

      Groaning I swing my legs over the side of the bed. “I’ll live,” I mutter.

      “Ivan brought us food. There’s some bacon and eggs if you want it?” Erik asks, glancing at a tray with a covered plate. Beside Erik’s feet is an empty dish. Looks like he’s eaten already.

      “Morning, Rose,” Ivan says, stepping into my line of vision. My heart does a weird flip-flop. I ignore it. He looks tired, exhausted actually, but at least he’s here. Anton was right, he did come back. An unfamiliar warmth fills my chest, taking me by surprise. I swallow down the unexpected lump in my throat.

      “Where’s Anton?” I manage to ask, deflecting the attention away from me and the pink flush forming on my cheeks.

      “He’s in the farmhouse, getting some rest. He’s stayed awake a long time and now it’s my turn,” he says, settling himself on a rather uncomfortable looking garden chair commandeered from who knows where.

      “You don’t need to, Ivan. Rose will be okay with me,” Erik says, striding over to my side.

      Honestly, I’m not so sure, and by the look on Ivan’s face, neither is he.

      Ivan scoffs. “Planning on opening that door anytime soon, Erik?” he asks.

      Erik grits his jaw and folds his arms against his chest.

      “Didn’t think so,” Ivan bites out, before turning his attention to me. “I’m staying so long as Rose is, so you’d better get used to it.”

      I blow out a long breath, not nearly mentally strong enough to deal with the butting of horns happening right now.

      “What do you need, Rose?” Erik asks me.

      What do I need? I need a bloody shield to bat off all these emotions. I need something to protect my heart, because right now my demon has abandoned me and the fucking walls surrounding it are cracking under the strain.

      Pushing upwards tentatively, I ignore the slice of pain in my knee and hobble towards the glass with Erik’s help. Erik cups my elbow without me having to ask, his touch sending electric currents shooting up my arm, straight to my heart. It’s then I notice he didn’t tie me up when I fell asleep.

      “The rope?” I question.

      “I watched you sleep. Didn’t need it,” is all he answers in response. I stumble a little, my knee giving way and immediately his arm wraps around my waist whilst my heart beats helplessly under his care and Ivan’s dark gaze.

      “You came back…” I murmur suddenly.

      Anton had been right when I’d been wrong. He shakes his head, as though unable to believe it himself.

      “God knows, I wanted to hate you, Rose. It would’ve been so much easier to leave this island if I did. I even went as far as returning to the hotel and packing my goddamn bags.  But I couldn’t leave. I couldn’t. Whether you like it or not, I love you,” he shrugs, smiling helplessly, not ashamed to utter the words even though they slice me in two.

      I tense, but I don’t react in the way I had before when Ivan first uttered the truth of his feelings. Ivan exchanges a look with Erik, who mumbles something behind me. I try not to decipher the silent conversation between the two, choosing instead to peer beyond the glass wall into the outhouse beyond. The light is different, there are no longer any dark corners, daylight seeps in through the cracks in the bricks and slate roof.

      “What time is it?” I ask, avoiding Ivan’s concerned gaze.

      “Eleven. You’ve been in here almost forty-eight hours.”

      “Is that all?” I respond. It feels so much longer than that. It could be weeks frankly.

      “It’s long enough. How about you open that damn door, Rose, and we go home,” Ivan says, glancing at Erik who stands behind me. I feel his presence, not just his touch as though he’s ready to catch me should I fall not just physically, but metaphorically too.

      “I’m not leaving this room until Erik does.”

      “Then I’m not moving from this spot.”

      “Ivan…” I start.

      “No buts, Rose. This time I’m not leaving.”

      And he doesn’t. For the next twelve hours, Ivan watches us both from his spot in the uncomfortable plastic chair. I eat, I go to the toilet. I drift in and out of sleep. Between those moments, Erik ties me back to the bed, needing that security whilst he sleeps.

      I let him.
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      I awake to the sound of arguing. Her voice penetrates my nightmare, my mother’s voice mixing with hers. Two women I dislike; my mother and Ms Hadley.

      “If you don’t get her out, I will. She has no business being in there with Erik. You’ve had your fun, now do as you’re told.” Her voice makes me flinch, grating on my last nerve.

      I twist my body, sitting up. My wrist is still tied to the bed. Opposite, Erik has his head in his hands. Her anger affecting him. Why the fuck can’t she leave us alone? Can’t she see what she’s doing to him?

      “Ms Hadley, enough!” Ivan snaps. He has his back to me, Anton standing by his side. Both acting as a shield between her and us.

      “Don’t tell me when it’s enough. She’s twisted everything. She’s enchanted you all. Can’t you see? Now open the door!” she screeches, trying to push past Ivan.

      He holds her by the shoulder, but she manages to lean around him, catching my gaze. Her eyes narrow, her mouth presses into a hard line. I realise my top half is naked, the bottom half only covered by the blanket. She notices my bound wrist and I see her ugliness escape as though a living being.

      “You disgust me,” she snarls, pointing a bony finger towards me. “You dirty WHORE!”

      Ivan snaps, manhandling her.

      “You call Rose that again and I won’t be responsible for my actions. Don’t fucking push me, Ms Hadley. No one is indispensable,” he warns.

      “You would take her side!” she spits.

      “I will, every fucking time. I’ve known you a long time Ms Hadley, and I appreciate what you’ve done for me over the years, but you call Rose another name again and we’re fucking done.”

      She snaps her gaze back to him, a bitter, twisted sound escaping her pursed lips. “I’m not stupid, Ivan, I know what she does for you all. Look at her sleeping with each of you, opening her legs for attention like some dirty piece of trash!”

      Anton steps in before Ivan’s hand slaps Ms Hadley’s face. “Enough!” he growls, grabbing her wrist.

      Ivan strides towards us, his rage palpable. He kneels down beside Erik, the glass a barrier between them. He glances at me, a worried look on his face and I understand he’s afraid Erik will break again.

      “You okay, brother?” he asks gently, flicking his gaze to me.

      “She needs to leave. I can’t do this with her here,” Erik manages to bite out.

      He’s shaking again. He’s on the verge of something catastrophic and this time I won’t be able to dance to snap him out of it.

      “Anton!” Ivan says sharply.

      “Look at Erik. She’s hurting him!” Ms Hadley shouts, pointing towards her son.

      “No. You are!” Anton snaps. “You don’t understand what’s happening here, but please believe me when I say Erik needs her. We all do. This isn’t something you can change. You either get used to it or don’t. Either way Rose is staying and you’re fucking leaving.”

      “No! I won’t allow it! I won’t allow it, do you hear?! She’s a WHORE!” Ms Hadley shouts, her normally neat hair wild like an angry storm cloud about her head.

      Anton grips her arm, and she slaps him. The loud crack reverberates around the outhouse. Erik stands, anger rippling off him as he steps towards me. His eyes are dark, the monster appears.

      “Erik,” I murmur, shuffling back on my bed. I want to untie the rope, but it’s useless. He still has the other end grasped in his white-knuckled hand.

      “Get her out!” Ivan shouts at Anton.

      Out of the corner of my eye I see Anton manhandle a crazed Ms Hadley. But she can’t go without one last parting shot.

      “Don’t believe her lies, Erik. She’s a monster just like that woman who hurt you! Don’t you see, she’s just the same?!”

      “OUT!” Ivan shouts, striding towards Anton and Ms Hadley, practically shoving her out of the door. He slams it in her face. Then runs back towards us, crashing his fist against the glass.

      “Erik, listen. Rose isn’t that woman, she isn’t. You know that. Look at me, Erik.” Ivan moves along the glass wall as Erik moves towards me, ignoring him completely.

      His gaze isn’t empty. It’s full of fire, rage, hate and anger. Every last bit of it focused on me.

      He’s lost to his memories once more, and if I don’t do something, I’m going to be just another memory from his past that haunts him.

      “Rose!” Ivan slams his hand against the glass for my attention, but I can’t look at him.

      “Can you reach the control? It’s in the bag.”

      I shake my head minutely. It’s too far away.

      “Shit! Shit!” Ivan shouts. “I’ve got to get you out of there!”

      Erik stops a couple of feet away from me. We stare at each other, and with every breath he exhales, I inhale. I can’t get up and dance to snap him out of it. All I can do is submit.

      Fully, completely, utterly.

      I understand now, what that means, what Erik needs from my submission.

      And I’m fucking scared.

      I drop my gaze, then slowly lie back down on the bed. I control my breathing, forcing myself to be calm. I’m not a threat. I’m not his torturer. I’m not his mother, or the girl who betrayed him.

      I’m not Domina, or even Rose.

      I’m just a woman, naked, baring myself before this man, hoping it’s enough to snap him out of the pain that holds him hostage.

      I’m vulnerable in a way I haven’t been before, even with Roman. At least with him I knew what was coming; cruelty, pain. I had my demon to protect me, she kept me strong. Alive. But she’s been so quiet. She’s left me to fend for myself and it hurts.

      Now I must face Erik alone.

      “It ends now,” he mumbles from someplace far away. “You need to see, Rose.”

      I don’t try to ask him what that means, and Erik is in no shape to elaborate further.

      Instead, he grips my legs, forcing them apart. His fingers dig into my thighs as he squeezes hard, I can’t help but whimper, but it’s more from the absolute destructiveness washing over me in waves.

      I don’t fight it. I don’t want to fight it.

      My heart crashes inside my chest as the bed dips. Erik settles himself between my thighs, his hands finding my hips as he yanks me lower. The rope that’s still tied to my wrist bites into my skin.

      “You aren’t safe from the monster, Rose,” Erik bites out.

      The fact that he doesn’t see me as the woman who hurt him gives me hope. He hasn’t lost complete control...

      “Yet, you still lay here bare for me… You trust me not to hurt you,” he murmurs, sliding his hand up the inside of my thigh. I’m hyper aware of his touch, but I don’t move. I let him take control.

      “I trusted her,” he spits, his fingers gripping my flesh. I yelp. His grip tightens more.

      “I fell for a woman whose beauty blinded me to the devil inside her heart. Ten men died because I believed the lie. I was a fucking fool.”

      Erik’s fingers release my thighs, as his hands slide up to my hip bones, gripping them firmly. He yanks me against his thigh. The firmness of his muscle pressing up against my clit. The friction is deliciously sinful, and I let out a moan, wanting to thrust my hips against him but knowing I can’t.

      “Is she right? Am I a fool to trust you, Rose?” he asks, but of course I don’t answer him. In my world permission needs to be granted first.

      “Speak, goddamn it!” he shouts, pulling away his thigh in punishment.

      “I won’t hurt you like she did,” I respond. I’m here trying to free him, for Christ’s sake. Why would I do that if I meant him harm?

      “That’s not what I mean, and you know it,” he bites back, forcing his thigh against my clit. A mixture of pleasure and pain blooms outwards from that tiny bundle of nerves as he presses roughly against me.

      “I want to help you!” I grind out, whimpering.

      I try to move against him, but his hands grip hold of my hips tightly forcing me to keep still, making it perfectly clear that he’s the one who decides the tempo of this encounter. Not me. Agonisingly slowly he moves his thigh against my wetness, alternating between pressing against my clit and pulling away.

      “You know she told me the same damn thing… turns out she was a fucking liar. Are you a liar, Rose?” he asks, withdrawing his thigh.

      “No!” I shout out in frustration, wanting the pressure back, wanting to chase the pleasure as much as the pain.

      “I don’t believe you!”

      Without warning, Erik moves over me and unties my wrist, the rope burning my skin as he pulls it away roughly.

      “Sit up,” he demands.

      I don’t hesitate, keeping my gaze lowered as he positions me the way he wants. Erik shifts on the bed behind me and starts wrapping the rope around my torso, trapping my arms against my side. Round and round he winds it until my top half is immobile.

      Beyond the glass Ivan swears loudly. How difficult it must be for him to watch this exchange. I’m his Domina, the woman who commands obedience from him, and yet here I am at Erik’s mercy. From the corner of my eye I see Ivan pacing up and down.

      Erik ignores him, focussing entirely on me.

      “Ivan is not your concern, Rose. Whilst you’re in here with me, I’m the man you pay attention to, is that clear?”

      “Yes,” I agree.

      I drag my gaze away, there’s nothing Ivan can do. I must see this through. We all must.

      The rope tightens around me, the rough material harsh against my sensitive nipples, drawing out a moan of pleasure at the unexpected friction.

      “You like that, huh?”

      I nod my head, my heart skipping a beat. Yes, I fucking like it. I feel afraid, I feel alive. Every single part of me is zinging with energy.

      This is unknown territory. I’ve heard about rope play before but have never experienced it. Roman was more into handcuffs, preferring metal to any other material. It represented him in a way; cold, hard, harsh, unforgiving.

      Rope is different. It’s coarse, yes, but it has more give. Less so than silk, but far more than metal. Either way, I like it.

      “There’s no getting away, Rose. No dancing to save yourself now. Lie to me again and I’ll make sure you understand how dangerous I truly am.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “The truth, goddamn it. I want to know what you feel. Fucking tell me.”

      I keep my words to myself, but that only angers him further.

      “No! I told you, I don’t want your silence. Tell me what you feel. DO IT!” he shouts.

      I wince. This isn’t like a normal dom-sub relationship. He doesn’t want my silence, my submission in the way I understand. We have no safe word. We have no agreements in place. There’s no safety net for either of us.

      “I can do this… I can take the pain,” I say, emphasising the fact I can take his dominance, the harsh words, the bite of the rope.

      But of course, that isn’t what he’s asking.

      “I know you can deal with the pain, Rose. But I don’t give a shit about that. I want to know what you feel,” he says, tightening the rope. My nostrils flare at the burning bite against my skin.

      Fine, if he wants to know what I feel, then I’ll fucking tell him.

      “I still feel you deep within me, Erik, as though you wanted to rip me open and bury yourself inside me. I still feel the bruises on my skin where you gripped me so hard it felt like you’d tear into my flesh at any moment. I still crave the force of your cock between my legs, your rough hands and demanding lips. I want it. God help me, I want it. I want the monster. I want you to fuck me, use me, punish me.”

      Erik’s hold loosens, the rope no longer burning. He lowers his mouth to my ear, I feel his warm breath against my skin sending a million goosebumps scattering over my body.

      “Sometimes what we want isn’t always what we need, Rose,” he growls, the tip of his nose running along my shoulder blade as he inhales my scent. “For a long time, I wanted to kill myself. I wanted to end the fucking torment. I thought about death a lot. Then one day I changed my mind, I decided to drag myself out of that black hole of self-destruction. Do you know why?”

      “No,” I whisper.

      “Because of you.”

      “Me?” I ask, my heart thundering in my chest as his tongue licks across my shoulder blade and up the side of my neck. He bites my ear as a low moan escapes my lips.

      “Yes, you. I’d watched you walk up the driveway of Browlace that first day you came for your interview. There was something so determined about you, like you were ready to begin again, to start over. I watched you look up at the house, your gaze even passed over my window, but you didn’t see me standing in the shadows watching you. I felt like a ghost, and perhaps I was, because I sure as hell wasn’t living.”

      Erik reaches around me, his fingers moving over the rope and my skin. I squirm beneath his touch as his hand rest against my lower stomach.

      “On your second day, Fran had forgotten to lock the door to my room, and I found myself outside Ivan’s office…” Erik says, removing his hand from my stomach and wrapping his fingers around my throat.

      “Erik!” Ivan warns, but he ignores him. Erik’s fingers tighten ever so slightly. My heart skips a beat, my core melts.

      “That was you? You were the one who knocked on the door,” I pant, unable to hide my desire.

      “Yes. Even then I was drawn to you despite the madness, just like Ivan and Anton were. There’s something so right about you, even with all the wrongness you surround yourself with…” Erik’s thumb strokes the pulse in my neck, the palm of his hand putting the lightest amount of pressure on my windpipe. “Look at you, not even the tiniest bit afraid that I could end your life right here and now.”

      “I’m not afraid of death, Erik…” I whisper, my body relaxing against his.

      I’m so wet for him that the top of my thighs are damp with desire. He knows it, I know it, so why isn’t he acting on it? Isn’t this what he needs to feel like a man again, to feel in control? I want his fierceness, his monster, his harshness and broken edges. I want the pain, and with it the release. I want it so badly I’m shaking with need.

      But it never comes.

      Instead, Erik gently guides me back against the mattress and settles beside me.

      I’m bound tight, my arms pressed against my side. I’m unable to move, at his mercy. He leans over me, his blonde hair falling forward as he regards me.

      “Your past rules you, Rose. You wallow in it, not allowing yourself to feel the real beauty of this world. You’re not living, you’re hiding,” he says, a finger running over the pinched flesh between the rope. I know he wants me, his trousers are tented, his cock hard for me, but still he maintains his control.

      I bark out a laugh, unable to help myself. “Isn’t that what you’re doing, hiding in here, afraid?”

      “I’m not afraid to live, Rose. I’m afraid of hurting another person so badly they never wake up. That’s why I wanted to end my life, that’s why I hide.”

      “But you’re hurting me now.”

      This time he laughs. “No. You’re doing that all on your own.”

      He settles beside me, ignoring how I stiffen beside him. His arm crosses my chest and pulls me close against him, his leg hooking over mine. Then he buries his face in my neck and presses a hot kiss against my pulse, his lips staying there. They’re nothing more than a gentle whisper against my throat. This isn’t what I expected, wanted. I’d seen the monster in his eyes, the wild animal. I’d seen it, and yet my submission has drawn out something else, something infinitely more dangerous.

      Erik, the man behind the monster.

      For minutes he lies pressed against me, the ragged thump of his heart pumping through skin and bone, seeping into me. As the minutes tick by, his breaths become easier, but mine become more ragged. His monster retreats as my fear increases.
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      I’m vaguely aware of Anton returning to the outhouse, the low murmur of his voice as familiar as Ivan’s even if I can’t make out what they’re talking about. Knowing they’re here is comforting. I’m not certain that I’d be able to do this without them.

      “You submit knowing I could end you, and yet the thing you find scary most of all is this. Why?” Erik asks, pushing me for answers and drawing my attention back to him.

      “I’m not afraid,” I lie again.

      “Not of the monster or the darkness. Not even death. But you are afraid of everything else. Why, Rose?”

      “Not everything…”

      He forces me to look at him, not allowing me to twist my head away.

      “Why, Rose?” he repeats, the rumble in his chest sinking into my skin.

      “Because it hurts…” I choke out, surprising myself as much as him with my response.

      A small smile lifts his lips, lights his eyes. A small shard of hope blooms between us.

      “Let me in, Rose. Let us in,” he murmurs.

      I can feel his breath flutter over me as he lowers his mouth, pressing a tender kiss against my burning cheek.

      “I can’t…”

      “You can, you just have to trust us.”

      “Why should I?”

      “Because we understand, we know what you feel. Because we’re the same as you…”

      Erik presses another kiss against my forehead, then his lips flutter over my eyelids as I close them against the burning embers of his gaze. Finally, he brushes a soft kiss against my mouth, his tongue running along the seam of my lips. He rests his mouth against mine, not forcing a kiss, not pulling away, just breathing me in. His hand cups my face, his thumb brushing against my cheek.

      This kiss, this kiss hurts.

      The tenderness, the care in this one gentle kiss, it’s too much. Panic seeps into my heart, making it pound, making me breathless. Erik’s the one who needs my help, so why does it feel like I’m the one who’s on the receiving end of his?

      “Look at me, Rose,” he commands. His voice steady, demanding in a way I can’t ignore.

      I open my eyes and force myself to look into his golden orbs.

      “I know about Roman. I know what that man did to you, what he turned you into. I know that story because Anton told me. But that’s not the only thing in your past that’s hurt you, that made you who you are today. Like me there’s something deeper. I’ve seen it swimming in the depths of your eyes. You were already broken when Roman found you, tell me I’m wrong.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I whisper as his mouth lowers against my lips once again, brushing delicately. How could he know? How could he possibly know that I was already broken way before Roman finished me off?

      “Tell me why…” There’s agony in his gaze, understanding, pity even. I hate it.

      “No.”

      He presses his forehead against mine, his hand cupping my cheek. “We are the same, you and I…”

      “How so?” I whisper.

      “I understand the pain that comes from abandonment. I see the same kind of pain in you...”

      He’s so close to the truth that I want to flee. But he holds me tighter, not allowing me to run.

      “You don’t know anything.”

      “When I was a few days old, my mother abandoned me on the steps of a hospital. She didn’t love me enough to want to keep me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You have nothing to apologise for, Rose.”

      Silence descends between us, hurt hanging in the air like a dark rain cloud full of heavy, bitter tears.

      “Tell me what hurts you so much that you’re afraid to love,” he asks.

      I contemplate giving him what he wants. I’ve shared so much with these men already. Can I really give them the rest of me? What will happen if I do? The thought of releasing my final secret makes me feel sick. I’m not ready. I’m not ready. Not yet.

      When I don’t respond, he fills the silence.

      “It’s safer to hold onto the pain, Rose. I know that because I do it every fucking day of my life. But perhaps it’s time we both let it go and start living again.”

      “It hurts too much…” I mumble, feeling cast adrift, turning my head away from him. Not willing to let him see the depths of my pain, because it’s right there. I can’t hide it anymore. Not with him. Not with this man who’s clawed his way so quickly beneath my skin.

      “I know, Rose. I know,” Erik murmurs in return.

      This time he doesn’t try to force me, understanding how utterly vulnerable I feel, understanding me. Instead, he allows me to turn away, choosing instead to wrap his body around mine. Erik holds on tight as my past finally catches up with me.

      For long minutes he waits. Then slowly, with gentle fingers, he touches me. I feel his hand slide between us running over the rope covering my back. He eases away slightly, a draft of cold air moving over my skin as he does so.

      I know what he means to do, my clit throbs for his touch. I yearn for it, the sharp sting of his hand, the threat of danger and fear. I’m ready to lose myself in it.

      But Erik has other ideas.

      “Pleasure doesn’t always need to come hand in hand with pain, Rose. Those two things can be wonderful together if done correctly. But until I’m fixed, I can’t give you the safety of falling into pain knowing I won’t really hurt you. We were lucky before.”

      “I don’t care. I need it…” I murmur.

      I want the danger, so I arch my back, encouraging his hand to move between the crack of my arse cheeks. His hand slips between the parted flesh seeking out the warmth of my folds, drawing out a breathy moan from me. He explores me with his fingers, with gentleness and skill. There’s no question that this man was a lover who brought intense pleasure to the women he fucked before. I can tell by just this simple touch.

      Gentle, erotic, just more… I push against his fingers wanting him, wanting this.

      “You seek out pain, and yet here you are desperate for more of this,” he says, his middle finger sliding inside of me gently. “Somewhere inside, you yearn for another kind of touch. You’re so wet for me, Rose.”

      My body reacts, quivering beneath his intensity. He brushes his lips against my neck, grazing his teeth over the tender flesh, then bites hard enough to pull me up sharp, but not hard enough to hurt before kissing the pain away.

      “No! I want you to punish me.” My voice cracks at his gentleness. Trapped in his arms, restrained in rope, I can only fight back with words.

      “You’re wrong. You fall into the darkness because when you’re a part of it, you don’t need to be afraid anymore. You don’t have to feel. I’m going to ask you again, why?”

      I shake my head and his hand pulls away at my refusal to respond.

      “Wait!” I cry out, clamping my thighs shut and holding his hand between them. I don’t want him to stop. I need his touch.

      Goddamn him. I need it. So, I give him what he wants, I give him the key to my destruction, and wait to bleed out before him.

      “Roman wasn’t the first person to show me that love is painful, that love is destructive, heart-breaking, disappointing…” I breathe out the sentence as though it’s a lungful of poison. But Erik’s gentle caress, the swirling of his finger over my clit, and the delicate brush of his lips over the bare skin of my shoulder seeps inside, like an elixir to the poison.

      “Who, Rose?”

      “My mother…” I whimper, feeling old wounds opening as new ones are inflicted by a man who touches me as though I’m made of glass, easily breakable. He’s right, I am. The cracks splinter and widen.

      “What did she do?” Erik asks softly, his fingers sliding in and out of me, making me spiral further. I feel raw, helpless against him.

      “She abandoned me at an early age. Emotionally, physically. For years I wondered what I did to deserve such apathy from her. We just existed, there was no relationship between us.” I pant, letting out a breathless moan as his fingers curl inside me, drawing out feelings and emotions that shred me apart from the inside out.

      “Don’t stop,” he orders me gently, speaking the words hanging from my own lips.

      The next part leaves me in a broken tumble of words as I chase the gentle tide of an orgasm that I already know is going to destroy me. “Everyone adored her, they believed she was a perfect mother; loving, doting. But behind closed doors I was nothing to her. I didn’t even inspire enough emotion to make her angry. It was like I didn’t exist…”

      “I’m sorry, Rose,” Erik mutters, running his mouth over the tender skin on my neck. He sucks and tastes, the swirl of his tongue heating my cheeks whilst his fingers leave a mark that runs deeper than the bruises he left when he fucked me before.

      “The only words she ever uttered to me over and over weren’t ‘I love you’, but ‘curiosity killed that cat, Rose.’ It was true, I was inquisitive. From an early age I always looked for answers. I know now that I was searching for a reason why she didn’t love me. Then one day I found it.”

      “Tell me, Rose,” he urges as I let out a moan that eases out of me the same time his fingers do.

      “Wait,” I cry out, not wanting him to pull away, needing to feel him in me, even if it is only his fingers.

      “Easy,” he soothes. “Turn on your back. Look at me, Rose.”

      I do. I look up at Erik, fucking helpless against the emotion in his eyes. Helpless and cast adrift under the current of feeling. What does he see in me? What does he see that’s so alluring? What do any of them see? I’m empty.

      No, you only pretend to be, that voice inside my head tells me.

      She’s right. She’s so fucking right. It’s easier to live in the darkness…

      With Anton I can be who I am within the veil of darkness, it feels right for us both to come together that way and for as long as he needs to do that, I will always follow him into the pitch black. With Ivan I can be the person he needs, that I need in the form of Domina. But with Erik he searches for more. Whatever it is we’re beginning to share, it won’t last if I don’t let him see.

      For the first time in my life I lower the veil a little. I let him in.

      “There she is,” he says, his eyes widening, then softening before he lowers his lips to mine. His tongue sweeps inside my mouth at the same time his fingers enter me once more, breaking me open. Breaking me wide open.

      Years of sadness rise to the surface with this kiss, and I begin to understand just what I’ve been missing, what I’ve been running from. I’ve spent so much energy protecting myself that I’ve failed to grasp that the true value of living isn’t just in surviving, it’s in the act of living itself. To truly live you must feel everything; pain, regret, fear, rage, sadness, joy, love. So far I’ve merely survived trying to live a life in the absence of love, and any feeling associated with it. Erik is forcing me to see the possibility of something different, something more, something I could have if only I’m brave enough to embrace it. I’m not sure I’m there yet, but at least I’m no longer running. With these men, I can be still for long enough to try.

      “Oh, oh,” I cry out, overwhelmed with emotion as he draws out this feeling. The orgasm laps at me, a gentle caress of a warm ocean against my toes.

      But he doesn’t let me slide into the warmth. Not yet. He wants to hear it all.

      “Let it go, Rose,” he urges me, breaking the kiss whilst his thumb swirls circles over my clit.

      “The man I believed was my father, wasn’t. I was conceived not in love but in violence, pain and darkness. My mother was raped.”

      “Fuck!” Erik utters, but he doesn’t stop caressing me. I’m so wet for him, so wanting, that right now I’d do anything to have his cock moving inside me the same way his fingers are now.

      “My mother looked at me every day and saw the man who raped her. She hated me, hated that I existed, and behind closed doors she didn’t even try to hide it. She couldn’t love me, Erik, and because of that I searched for love, finding it at sixteen in the arms of a monster. At least I believed it was love, having nothing to compare it to. Now I know better.”

      “That wasn’t love, Rose.”

      “I don’t even know what that is…”

      My moan is swallowed by his mouth, as he clamps his lips over mine. His tongue sweeps inside, carving a path to my heart with every deep stroke. Erik kisses me with an intensity that brings tears pricking at my eyes. So, I press them shut, not willing to let them fall in this moment. I only want to feel the deep, intense wave of the most beautiful orgasm I’ve ever experienced washing over me. The wave moves up from my toes to my ankles, my thighs, spreading out over my stomach and chest right the way to the top of my scalp.

      Every single inch of my skin feels; inside my muscles clamp around his fingers as they slide in and out with steady even strokes. My lips swell under his kisses, kisses that drive the darkness away. My scalp tingles under the gentle pull of his fingers as he tightens his hold in the silky mess. My skin burns as the rope rubs against my sensitive flesh.

      I feel everything, and as the wave of my orgasm crests, I’m panting for air, swimming towards the surface, away from the depths and the wreckage that lives there.

      When I finally open my eyes, my head is buried against Erik’s neck, my body turned towards his. If my arms weren’t bound to my sides, I know I’d be clinging onto him as much as he clings to me now. My buoy, the man who keeps me from drowning.

      “What about your father, Rose? What about him?” Erik asks as soon as we’re both safely back in the moment and not swimming in the depths of each other.

      “He cared for me, but there was always a chasm between us. He loved my mother more…”

      My voice trails off as hurt swells inside my chest, followed by gut churning guilt. I swallow the bile rising up my throat.

      “What is it, Rose?” he whispers.

      “She loved my father. She loved him with an intensity I was jealous of. She gave him all her love, Erik. She poured every last drop into him and I hated him because of it. I watched my father die that day partly because I didn’t know what to do, but also because I wanted her to feel the pain I felt. I wanted her to suffer like I did. I didn’t try to save him because I was jealous… I’m a monster, just like my real father was. That’s the truth of me, Erik, the last truth. The only one that counts.”

      “Not the only one, Rose. We all harbour darkness within us. Ivan, Anton, me, but is doesn’t have to define us anymore. You’ve shown us it can be different, better. We can choose to be something else. We can choose to fight, to live. You were a child, you were hurt by people who should’ve loved you, who should’ve had your back no matter what. You sought comfort in the arms of a man who tore you apart even more, twisting you, changing you. Your father had tried to save you from him, from yourself, but it was too little too late. They let you down. I won’t. We won’t. Trust us.”

      I can’t respond. I’m a mess of emotions that are shredding me apart. Right here, in this glass cage, bound with rope and wrapped tightly in the arms of a man who wants to see every single part of me, my heart cracks open that little bit wider.

      And when he begins to tell me his story, that crack becomes a crevice.
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      Erik – Afghanistan, five years ago.

      Today, I’m going to die.

      I know this much because I heard her telling him.

      They’d laughed, then her sidekick, the man who helped torture me, fucked her against the wall in my cell whilst my music played around us.

      Eventually, I blanked out.

      Now, an unknown amount of time later, she returns alone. She’s wearing a black suit, her face perfectly made up. Her hair styled, silky and smooth. She enters the room with a dazzling smile on her face.

      “Erik, it’s time,” she says, gently, almost kindly.

      Her face betrays her though. The steel glint in her eyes is hard, unmoving, without emotion or remorse. I don’t understand how I didn’t see it before. How I didn’t see the lies or the emptiness within them. There’s nothing but a black swirling void of nothingness.

      I wonder, briefly, who made her this way. Aren’t we all a product of our upbringing? Or is this nature versus nurture. Was she a hateful being born to destroy, to inflict pain?

      “You’re quiet today,” she murmurs, trailing her hand over my battered and bruised skin. Every now and then she’ll press harder and I swallow a scream of pain. Not giving her the satisfaction of knowing how fucking broken I am.

      “It will be over soon, Erik. There’ll be no more pain. You can join your comrades in hell, perhaps I’ll feed you to the dogs like I did them.” She laughs, the sound scoring deeper than the injuries caused by her hand.

      “Fuck you,” I manage to mutter through a broken jaw.

      She stops, her eyes narrowing. “Maybe I should fuck you? One last parting gift, hmm, Erik.” She lowers her lips to mine and I have just about enough energy to turn my head away. Fuck no. No!

      She grips my broken jaw, forcing me to face her. Forcing me to see the intent behind her eyes. “There was a time you adored fucking me, Erik. You sunk into me like I was someone you loved. You made love to me…”

      I flinch, and she laughs out loud. “You actually loved me? Oh my God, you stupid, stupid man.”

      “No, that wasn’t love! It was infatuation, lust. Never love,” I spit, ignoring the pain, the stars blurring my vision. I can’t bear that she’s right. I did love her.

      “You say that like I should give a shit? Tell me, Erik, after everything you’ve experienced in here, in your life, you still believe love exists?”

      “Why do you care?” I bite back, not willing to entertain her.

      “Oh, I don’t, but I think you do. Tell me, who was Emmie? Did she break your heart like I did? You sure as fuck whimper about her when you’re so out of it in pain you don’t know what fucking decade you’re in, let alone what country.”

      What the fuck?! She’s gotten deeper into my head than I’d realised.

      “Perhaps not, hmm?” she says, tipping her head to the side. “Perhaps it was Ma? Or perhaps it was the bitch who spawned you and left you for dead on the steps of a hospital when you were a helpless, mewling baby?”

      “FUCK YOU!” I shout, as pain lances my heart.

      How the fuck does she know? How the fuck does she know all that? She rears backwards, yanks open the door to my cell and barks out a command to the soldier guarding the door then slams it shut. I hear the door lock and turn my head to face my nemesis. I want to look at the face of the woman who’s destroyed me. One last final stand against the darkness she harbours.

      “I think we should fuck, for old times’ sake, Erik. Let me see how much you really hate me, hmm?”

      “Fuck you!” I repeat, a cold calmness seeping into the room, but inside I’m screaming.

      She begins to strip, a cruel smile lighting her face. Layer by layer, she removes her clothes, her intent clear. She really means to fuck me.

      “NO!” I shout.

      “No?” she responds, cocking her head to the side, her dark hair like a waterfall over her pert breasts. “You don’t want this?” she asks, running her hand over her breasts and flat stomach. “Let me love you one last time…” she murmurs. Her words are like black ink, they stain me with their darkness.

      “You don’t know anything about love, you heartless bitch!” I snarl.

      “Maybe that’s true, but it’s sure a lot of fun pretending. I spent eight months doing just that.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. How could I fall for it? I’d believed everything she told me. I had loved her. God help me, I had. But now there’s nothing about this woman I desire. Nothing. All I feel is a deep well of hate. It burns beneath my skin, it fucking rages. Flames crackle inside my chest as she climbs onto the bed I’m still strapped to and straddles my hips.

      “Don’t!” I growl, bucking against the straps that tie me down. I don’t care that pain ricochets through every broken rib in my chest. I don’t care that the action causes all the little nicks and cuts on my skin to open and start weeping again.

      I fight.

      This one last time, I fight.

      Because I will not be a victim of rape on top of everything else.

      “Now, now, Erik. Don’t fight this…” she laughs, throwing her head back as she grasps my flaccid cock in her hand. “What am I saying? You can’t fight me. Look at you, helpless, weak, pathetic,” she spits.

      FUCK.

      YOU.

      I buck my hips, jolting her, but she holds onto my cock, squeezing hard as her thighs clamp around my hips.

      “Would you rather I chop it off? Make a eunuch out of you?”

      I roar. The sound is unrecognisable, animalistic. Filled with rage and pain, anger and terror. If only I could free my arms, I’d squeeze the breath out of her. My hands curl into fists as she yanks at my cock, trying to elicit a response. Around us my music begins to play. It’s so loud I think my eardrums might burst, that’s if I don’t blackout first. Maybe that’s best.

      “No, no, no. You’re not getting to check out on this one, Erik,” she smiles cruelly, squeezing my cock hard enough to bring me back into the present.

      “Get the fuck off me!” I scream, my voice hoarse.

      “No chance in hell,” she snarls back before leaning over and taking my cock between her lips.

      “No! FUCKING BITCH!”

      Stars prick my vision as I fight with everything I have left. I’m depleted physically. I’m mentally and emotionally exhausted. I’m beyond every type of pain you can imagine. But I can’t, won’t allow this woman to hurt me like this.

      NO. FUCKING. MORE.

      I buck, twist and turn, scream and roar as though that alone will hurt her like she’s hurting me. But she’s stronger than I am, and she hangs on, her laughter bubbling as she licks and sucks my cock doing everything in her power to bring it to life.

      Falling back against the bed, I pant hard. Every breath is like the stab of a ten-inch knife slicing through skin and muscle. I’m breathing hard, not because she’s bringing me pleasure but because this is the worst kind of degradation. The worst fucking kind.

      Bit by fucking bit, she’s ruined me.

      “That’s it, Erik. Relax, enjoy this parting gift,” she hums around my cock, her snakelike tongue slithering over the delicate flesh.

      A tear escapes my closed eyelid as she continues to suck me off. The sounds she makes disgust me and bile rises up my throat as she groans around my cock, finger fucking herself whilst she rapes me with her mouth…

      Inside, the flames become an inferno.

      Something deep within me emerges. Red mist clouds my vision reminding me of the boy I once was. Reminding me of the absolute destruction I’m capable of.

      NO. FUCKING. MORE.

      I’m no longer Erik, I’m no longer a man, but a beast, a monster, a fucking animal who survives on instinct alone. With one almighty push, I rear upwards, the strap across my chest breaks.

      It fucking breaks.

      I ignore every single lash of pain that rips through me.

      I have one chance to end this bitch.

      Grabbing her hair, I yank her off my cock and punch her as hard as I can in the face. Every single last drop of rage is poured into that punch and her cheek breaks under the impact, knocking her out instantly. I let her head go, pushing her body to the floor, then reach for the straps holding my legs down.

      Everything hurts as I tug at the buckle. Eventually, finally, my legs are free.

      Around me the music still plays, but somehow, I turn off my ability to hear. I tune it out, and with a bloodthirsty single mindedness I haul my legs over the side of the bed.

      The second my feet touch the floor the room swims and my knees buckle beneath me. I slam into the concrete, right beside the woman I hate with a viciousness that can’t be contained. Shaking my head, I crawl across the floor, gritting my teeth.

      I know I’m going to die today, but this bitch is going to die first.

      Pushing her onto her back, I straddle her just as her eyes flutter open.

      This time, I’m the one in control.

      This time, I’m the one with all the power.

      She opens her mouth to scream, but I slap her across the face, splitting her lip.

      Whipping her head back around she smiles cruelly, her lips curving upwards.

      “There he is. There’s the monster I always saw in you,” she sneers.

      It’s the last thing she says before my hands wrap around her throat and I end her life.

      Her nails claw at my arms, drawing blood, but I don’t feel it. I don’t feel anything.

      All I want is revenge.

      I want her dead.

      I squeeze. My fingers digging into her skin, crushing her windpipe.

      The last thing I see before I pass out is her lifeless eyes staring back at me, one lingering thought entering my head; to slay the devil you must become a monster.

      So, here I am.
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      Anton – Present Day

      After all this time we know the truth.

      Ivan and I stand side by side. We’re both mute, shocked into silence by Erik’s story. I’ve always known there’s a thread of steel within Erik. My best-friend, my brother, the person I spent half of my youth loving and half of it loathing wasn’t just tortured physically, he was ripped apart mentally and degraded by a woman he’d loved. That love was used as a weapon against him whilst his gift was exploited in the worst possible way. She created a monster and died by its hand, there’s a certain kind of symmetry to that, however fucked up it might be. But I don’t give a shit about the woman who ruined him. The fact is, it has absolutely gutted me to know that Erik suffered this way. I knew he’d been tortured by a woman, but none of us had quite known the extent of his torture nor the fact that he’d once had a relationship with her.

      Why must we always be hurt by those closest to us?

      That thought alone is enough to prevent me from ever telling Erik how I spent many nights of my youth wishing him dead. Back then I’d been filled with a jealousy so poisonous that even though I adored him, loved him like a brother, I also despised him because he had my father’s attention. He had something that I longed for and it had torn me up inside.

      How fucked up is that?

      Yet, I look at Erik now, holding onto Rose and feel nothing but adoration, love and relief. Jealousy is a poisonous emotion that has no place between us. He deserves happiness, just like Ivan and Rose do. Like I do.

      It’s taken me a long time to get to this place, years of self-reflection. And whilst I’ve never quite gotten over my father’s lack of affection towards me, I’m able to see through the eyes of a man and not a mixed up kid.

      I remember that summer when Erik had returned from Kirkwall, well. He was a different person to the one who’d left, but despite knowing that something intrinsic had changed within him, the envy had still lived in my veins, poisoning my thoughts. He never spoke of what happened and back then I didn’t care so long as it meant he stopped playing the violin.

      And he did, for a long, long time.

      My father’s prodigy had disappeared the same time as his innocence had.

      A few months after his return, Erik had joined the armed forces and I’d rejoiced thinking that I would finally gain back my father’s affection, his time and interest. Of course, that never happened.

      I learnt a hard lesson during that period. It wasn’t Erik’s fault my father didn’t, doesn’t, love me. The only person to blame was the man whose blood runs in my veins. I also realised that my father didn’t deserve my adoration, but Erik has always deserved my affection, my friendship, my fucking loyalty. He believed in me and my ability as an artist when no one else did. He was the first person to pick me up when my father knocked me down. Even as a kid he collected my artwork and stuck it on his bedroom wall. He’s always been so fucking proud of me. That’s part of the reason I remain here now. Why I wait and watch and hope that my brother finds his way out of this nightmare.

      Knowing the full story of how he suffered in Afghanistan only cements my need to repay his kindness and loyalty with my own. Right now, as Erik clings onto Rose, I bear him no ill will. There’s no jealousy. None. There is only a deep sense of brotherhood, of love.

      “How did he survive it, Ant?” Ivan asks me as we stare at Erik sleeping soundly beside Rose. This has been as much of a journey for us both as it has for Erik and Rose. Watching them both unravel the hardest thing we’ve ever had to endure. I’m sure it’s been difficult for Ivan to see his Domina submit, to see Rose opening up to Erik in a way that she hadn’t been able to with him. All I know for certain is that despite that, Ivan adores her. She’s buried herself in his heart and I’m happy for him, for Rose, once she’s able to accept his love.

      “All that torture… How did he endure it?” Ivan repeats.

      “Fuck only knows, Ivan. How did either of them survive?” I respond, thinking about Rose and that bastard who abused her. There’s an inner strength that lies within them that is both brutal and beautiful to behold. They belong with each other, to us. “What I do know is that Rose is the key to everything. Our future lies just beyond this locked door, Ivan. If anyone can get Erik out of this cage, it’s her. After that it’s up to us all to make this work.”

      “Ms Hadley is going to be a problem,” Ivan concedes, flicking his gaze to the open door and the farmhouse beyond.

      He sighs heavily and I don’t need to look at him to know how affected he is by her hate of Rose. Even though she was my nanny, I’d never felt the same kind of affection towards her that Ivan does. My whole life she’d sided with my father and that alone made me wary of her. But to Ivan she’d been a surrogate mother. Ms Hadley is the only woman who’s remained a constant in his life. His numerous stepmothers never lasting long enough to leave a lasting impression.

      “We’re going to have to figure out how to deal with her once Erik is freed from this prison. One thing I do know is that I won’t allow Ms Hadley to get between us. If she tries that shit again it’s not going to be pretty,” I add.

      Ivan nods gravely, then wraps his arm around my shoulder and pulls me into his side. “I’m done with her.”

      “Good, because Rose has been abandoned too many times, Ivan. We can’t let her down. She needs to understand that we have her back, no matter what.”

      “I love her, Ant. I won’t let Ms Hadley get between us. I’ve been a fool giving her the benefit of the doubt. That ends today.”

      I turn to Ivan and draw him in for a quick hug before letting him go. “I’m going back to the house. Watch over Rose for me,” I say, gripping his shoulder briefly.

      “Until my last breath,” he murmurs, retreating into the darkness, just like I have so many times before.
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      Rose – Present Day

      A week passes. Erik doesn’t mention the violence and degradation he suffered at the hands of that woman and neither do we. Between us, we find a natural rhythm. There’s no sign of the monster who put that boy in a coma and strangled that bitch to death. There’s only a man who exists in this cage so he can never hurt another person again.

      The thing is, whilst that boy didn’t deserve a life in a coma, his torturer deserved to die.

      That bitch had it coming, and I for one am glad she’s dead.

      I’m certain Ivan and Anton feel the same way too, though of course we don’t discuss it. Erik’s secret has been hard for us all to digest. He was tortured, beaten, psychologically pulled apart, raped. This man is strong beyond anything I ever thought possible. He survived a horrific ordeal, just like me.

      I look at Erik through heavy eyelids, sleep still clinging on, blurring the edges. I miss his arms around me. I’ve become used to his needs this past week, his need to hold me when we sleep. The rope lays discarded in the corner of the room. Used only when an episode takes hold. On those occasions, I’ve tied myself to the bed, passing him the other end of the rope. It gives him security, a feeling of safety when nothing else can. We’ve found a way to manage the flashbacks and every time is a little less overwhelming for Erik, for me.

      Right now, Erik is reading a dog-eared book, the spine cracked and broken, the leather binding frayed. His blonde hair falls forward, the length longer on the top than the side. I wonder, briefly, whether it lightens in the sun, whether his skin darkens or burns. I wonder if he misses the sea air, the salt spray, making love in the long grass like I imagine he did with Emmie before she betrayed him. I wonder who his mother was, and what made her abandon him. I wonder whether he wants to be inside me again, whether he wants to feel me come apart beneath him just as much as I do.

      I wonder whether I could love him… love them all.

      The fact that I’m even thinking about the possibility is enough of a wake-up call. Things have changed. I’m changing.

      Sighing, I shift in the bed to get a look at Anton. He’s sitting in the plastic garden chair, an upturned crate by his feet, drawing. When he’s not talking with us, he draws. Sketch after sketch after sketch. He uses charcoal, pencil, black ink. But no colour.

      Sometimes he shares what he’s drawn with us, more often than not he slips them inside a folder. But the ones we get to see, they’re beautiful. They take my breath away. I know Erik appreciates them too. A few of them are even stuck with sticky tape to the glass walls. A couple are of Erik and me, others are of the landscape beyond the outhouse; the beach and a rough sea under moonlight. My favourite one is a portrait of Erik fast asleep in the armchair. He looks so peaceful, so untroubled. It’s easy to see him healed and happy when I look at that drawing. I want that for him.

      “How is Mother today?” Erik suddenly asks Anton. It’s the first time he’s mentioned her since he saw her last.

      “Much the same. Ivan’s concerned…” he says, choosing his words carefully.

      “I know. Me too.” Erik sighs, heavy words of hurt hanging unspoken in the air between us all.

      I want to say they shouldn’t give Ms Hadley the time of day, let alone their concern, but I don’t. As much as I despise the woman, she’s still Erik’s mother and even though I suspect she has bad intentions, I’ve no solid proof of anything. So, I keep my thoughts to myself. Those ones, and a few others.

      “Rose really needs to get her knee looked at as well, Erik, but she’s stubborn. She won’t leave until you do,” Anton continues, clearly still under the impression I’m asleep.

      “I know, Anton, and I’m sorry…”

      “Me too, brother. Me too,” he responds with a heavy sigh.

      Over the last week especially, we’ve become closer, all of us. Bound together now by the truths of our pasts. I pushed Ivan and Anton to reveal their truths… Erik has revealed his and now I’ve revealed mine.

      All this time, Anton and Ivan have remained by our side, my side, taking it in turns to watch over us as well as babysit Ms Hadley. They bring food, clothes, essential items. We talk about everything and nothing; the weather, Ivan’s business dealings, Anton’s artwork, avoiding the important things like how long I’m going to stay in this cage with Erik? How long before Erik has another episode? How long they can keep Ms Hadley away? How long I can endure the pain in my body?

      Erik works out for an hour at dawn every morning and at dusk every night. During those times, I pretend to be asleep and watch him through my lashes. He works out to the point of collapse, forcing his body way past what it’s capable of. I know why he does it, he does it to forget.

      But he’ll never be able to forget what that woman did to him. Ever since he told me, I can’t stop thinking about it either. She tortured him, betrayed him. She hurt him so badly that the only way he feels safe is behind a glass wall. She made him afraid of women, yet she never managed to steal his belief that real love, exists. That’s what he holds onto. That’s why he reads Rumi, why he persists with me. His best friends, his brothers love me, and he loves them so I must be worth loving, right? He sees something in me that my own mother couldn’t.

      It's both painful to realise and a comfort because they’ve crowned me the one. The one who can save them, love them. But that kind of crown is heavy, and I’m not certain I can carry the weight of it.

      Besides, this isn’t a fairy-tale. They aren’t my knights in shining armour who can save me from evil, and I’m not the perfect princess who can give them their happily ever after. They’re the predators of the story, the heartless king with a thousand lovers, the twisted artist trapping his victims’ souls on canvas, the punisher who rips out people’s hearts so he can devour them, and I’m the fucked up heroine wielding a sword to protect myself. Barricading my weakness, my heart, behind a shield made of stone. Running, hiding, surviving.

      Our kind of fairy-tale doesn’t exist. This is real life, it’s messy, it’s brutal, it hurts.

      Like me, Erik was lured by the kind of love where words were given freely but had no meaning behind them. Both held captive, his torturer and mine had spewed lie upon lie, telling us both what we wanted to hear so we would fall for them. Then they destroyed us. They pretended to be someone they weren’t to get what they wanted. The only difference was that I knew deep down Roman was dangerous, but I fell for him anyway. His love was the warped kind, the kind that moulded me into what he needed.

      I understand now that Erik needs the kind of love that’s real, that might be fucking painful but the kind of love you fight for, the kind of love that gives meaning to life. He wants what Anton and Ivan have. He wants the kind of love I’ve been running from.

      And yet, today, it doesn’t frighten me as much as it once did. I’m not nearly as scared as I should be. You see, without even realising it, I’ve stopped running. Right here in this glass cage, I’m forced to face my fear head on.

      To accept love, to give love, and not hurt anymore.

      Erik was almost torn from this world in the most painful of ways by a woman who was the opposite of loving. She ripped him to shreds, she pulled out the monster he worked so hard to cage inside. She took what he loved, his music, and destroyed it with pain and torture.

      She took from him, just like Emmie had, just like Ms Hadley is doing now. Just like his real mother did when she abandoned him as a baby.

      And I want to give back what they took. I want to.

      Being here with him, confined like this has opened up a deep need within me, one I can’t seem to shake.

      I want more. It’s as simple as that.

      Lying across Erik’s lap is his violin. I watch as his fingers run up and down the neck absentmindedly. My throat closes, my heart squeezes painfully as my gaze runs over him. I want him to touch me like that… I want adoration, tenderness, care. That desire has become a thirst I need to quench over and over again. I didn’t think I needed it, until now.

      There’s no denying it, I want the man… I want him.

      Swallowing hard, I sit up, needing to move, needing to get up and stretch out my aching muscles. I need to do something other than think about Erik and what I long for. Opposite me, he places his book on the floor by his feet and looks up.

      “Need to stretch?” he asks, gazing at me intensely.

      It’s an innocent question, but something about the way his eyes rove over me has the hair standing up on my arms. The air crackles with intent. Mine, his, I’m not sure.

      “Yes.” I nod, pushing away the uncertainty I feel.

      In a couple of strides, Erik stands before me holding his hands out for me to take. I hesitate for a fraction longer than I should, drawing a deep sigh from him. Old habits die hard, I guess.

      “Let me help you, Rose.” He murmurs the same sentence he’s uttered every single day since he held me against him tied-up and helpless, broken and bleeding, haemorrhaging my last secret. I should be saying that to him. Not the other way around. Squeezing my eyes shut, I place my hands in his and let him pull me to my feet. Erik’s arm wraps around my back as he steadies me. He moves to step away, but I wobble, gripping hold of him. Pain shoots from my knee, up my leg and into my back.

      “Fuck, that hurts.”

      “What can I do?” he asks, concerned.

      “Will you help me?” I blurt out, even though it tears me up inside to ask, to admit that I’m weak when I need to be strong.

      He had no one to help him.

      “Every damn time, Rose,” he responds, supporting my weight. Not making a big deal out of something that really is a big deal. I don’t ask for help. Ever. Using his arm as a barre of sorts, I gingerly put weight on my sore knee. Then cry out in pain again.

      “Fuck!” I exclaim, tears pricking my eyes in frustration and shame. He survived the worst kind of torture, weeks and weeks of it. If he can do that, then I can do this. I will do this.

      “What do you need me to do?” he asks again, concern furrowing his brow. Despite what happened to him, what he harbours inside, there’s so much kindness in his heart, it breaks mine a little more.

      “A new knee might be an idea,” I quip, only half kidding.

      “That’s not even remotely funny, Rose.”

      I grit my jaw and plaster another fake smile on my face. “I can deal.”

      Erik scrapes a hand over his face, scrubbing away his concern. “What are we doing?” he asks, and I’m more than positive that his question isn’t about the fact I need to stretch out my tired muscles, but I respond literally anyway.

      “Stand behind me. Hold my hips steady, I need to stretch out my lower back,” I explain, shifting in his hold. I can just about manage a painful knee, but if my back seizes up, I’ll be in a wheelchair permanently. A knee can be replaced, a bad back isn’t so easily fixable. “For now, I need you to support me.”

      “Then that’s what I’ll do.”

      Erik steps behind me, his large hands finding my hips.

      “What now, Rose?” he says gently.

      His soft breath tickles my ear and I’m all too aware of the firm muscles of his chest pressing into my back. I lean back into his touch for far longer than I should. His arms wrap around my stomach, a sigh releasing from his mouth as I melt against him. We savour the moment, neither of us able to pull away.

      But of course, I’m the first to break this moment between us, pulling away when his arms tighten and his heart rate increases. Don’t get me wrong, selfishly I want him to fuck me again, but this isn’t that. This is something else, something more and I want it so much it scares me, so I do the only thing I know how to do; I distance myself.

      “Still afraid to feel, Rose?” he murmurs.

      Yes. No, I think. No.

      Beyond the glass Anton watches us, his gaze stripping me bare, whilst Erik’s touch does the same. I ignore his question and Anton’s interest. At least with Ivan I have some control, he keeps me steady where Erik trips me up. Ivan left late last night, his turn to watch Ms Hadley and rest. I miss him. I miss both Anton and Ivan every time they’re gone. Pushing down the gut churning feeling that realisation gives me, I focus on what I need to do.

      “I’m going to lean forward and stretch out my back. I can’t hold my weight fully because of my knee. Hold my hips steady, keep me from falling. Can you do that?” I ask Erik.

      “Yes, of course,” he responds, gripping me firmly.

      As I lean forward, slowly stretching out the taut muscles in my back, I’m acutely aware of how shallow my breaths are and how utterly depleted I feel. Pretty soon I’m seeing stars with the pain, but I push on through because this is who I am. I’m a fighter.

      “Easy, Rose,” Erik warns, picking up on my distress.

      “Just hold me steady… please,” I add, realising how ungrateful I sound. Dropping my head, I allow the weight to stretch the muscles in my back.

      Does accepting Erik’s help make me any less of a fighter? Does it make me weak for needing him? A few days ago, I would have said yes. Now, now I don’t know.

      Rising slowly, I shift out of Erik’s hold and move towards the bathroom, his gaze heating my back as I limp away from him. He doesn’t try to stop me or question me. He lets me do what I need to do. Sliding the bathroom door closed, I lean against it, pressing my eyes shut.

      What now? It’s been over a week since I walked into his glass cage. Almost as long as that since we fucked. I sigh heavily. I’m at a loss. I don’t know how to be around him anymore. His story has knocked the wind out of me, has slapped me into reality. He needs someone who can help him. Someone better than me.

      “Rose, do you need some help?” Erik repeats and I almost laugh out loud at the irony.

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you,” I respond, my voice cracking with sudden overwhelming emotion. What the hell is wrong with me? I’m not this person, afraid to face her fears. I’m stronger than this.

      I survived Cerulean Blue; I can do this.

      Stripping out of my clothes, I take my tablets with a glass of water filled from the basin, then step into the shower. What I really need is a long hot soak in the bath, but this will have to do. Pressing my hands against the tiles, I lean my head forward letting the water cascade over my skin. I stand beneath the spray until the water runs cold.

      Part of me had hoped Erik would follow me in here. That he needs me as much as I need him.

      But, of course he doesn’t. He doesn’t need me in the same ways as Ivan or Anton do, and it’s messing with my head.

      For me, sex has always been a weapon of sorts, one that I’ve wielded to protect myself, to feed the demon within. As a child, sex was used to control me. As an adult I’ve used it to gain control. With these men it started out the same way, but somewhere along the line that changed. Feelings have crept in, even though I’ve done everything in my power to bat them away. Fear still keeps me distant from them all, despite the fact I shared my last secret.

      I fear the power of love and its capacity to destroy, because that’s all I’ve ever known.

      Making a decision, I turn off the shower, grab a towel and wrap it around myself before opening the bathroom door. I stop on the threshold, Erik is standing in the middle of the room, holding his violin. He has it cupped between his chin and shoulder, the bow resting on the strings, his fingers pressed lightly against the neck. His eyes are squeezed shut and his fingers are moving but there’s no sound.

      “Erik?” I question tentatively.

      Beyond the glass Anton stands, dropping his pencil and pad, the sketch he’s working on falling to the floor.

      Erik opens his eyes.

      “I miss playing, Rose. I want to take back what she stole.” He lowers the violin and bow and places them on the armchair behind him. Beyond the glass wall, Anton visibly relaxes. “Will you help me to do that?” he asks.

      “How? The music brings out the worst in you.”

      “It does, but you, Rose, you somehow bring out the best. You appease the monster.”

      “Through dance, and I can’t do that right now,” I respond, limping towards the bed.

      “You dance inside my head where no one else can see you…” Erik says, his gaze roving over me.

      “That’s beautiful,” I respond, feeling the crushing weight of his confession.

      “Rumi… wisest dead man I know,” he smiles ruefully and my heart hurts.

      “Still, I can’t dance for you, Erik,” I remind him.

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. When my mother came and stirred up trouble you didn’t dance then. You survived the monster by drawing out the man, by opening up to me. I want you to do that again…”

      “How?”

      “By letting go of the fear once and for all…”
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      Two more days pass.

      Two more days where Erik and I observe each other, where we find a tempo that’s unique to us both. He hasn’t forced me to reveal how I feel. He’s just allowed me the space to get used to these unfamiliar emotions and the new rhythm of my heart. It’s been a gentle kind of rhythm filled with mutual respect and growing trust, and far removed from anything I’ve felt before. I never realised how on edge I always was until now.

      Erik works out as usual and I stretch twice a day, working through the five positions the best I can with a knee that really is beyond fucked. I wasn’t joking when I said I needed a knee replacement, but right now that’s not a priority.

      Being here with Erik is. Healing is.

      We’ve spent time just being still, finding our way together.  We talk, or just enjoy the silence, finding peace within it.

      This morning, however, tension seems to pervade the air, filling the space with an impatient kind of energy. When I look at Erik, I know he feels it too.

      “You okay?” I ask, sitting up.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure…”

      “You feel it too, huh?”

      He glances at me, running a hand through his hay-blonde hair. “It reminds me of the feeling I get every time I pick up my violin, as though the molecules in the air are getting ready for the notes to expand, to fill the space. It feels like…” His hands clutch the armrests, his knuckles turning white as his amber gaze flickers with something dangerous.

      “Like an oncoming storm, like lightning, where beauty and danger reside…” I murmur, the hair on the back of my neck standing.

      “Yes, exactly that,” he agrees, regarding me. Then he stands suddenly. “I need to shower. I need…” his voice trails off.

      “A moment…” I finish for him.

      He nods tightly, glancing at his violin then giving me a pained look before striding over to the bathroom and sliding the door shut. Beyond the glass wall Anton stops drawing, resting his pencil against the pad, an expression I can’t read flitting across his face.

      “Morning, Rose.”

      “Morning,” I respond.

      When I think about how long I’ve spent in Erik’s company, it’s really no time at all. But in this glass cage, this fishbowl, it feels like an eternity. Time slips by endlessly, the only indication of a passing day is the food brought for us to consume and Erik’s exercise ritual at dawn and dusk. A week feels like a month, two days so much longer than a mere forty-eight hours.

      Anton and Ivan still take it in turns to sit with us. I have a feeling they will continue to do so for the rest of their lives if it’s needed. I hope to God it won’t be. This morning it’s Anton’s turn and as usual he’s spent the time drawing, the soft scratch of his pencil against paper a comfort.

      I rub my hand against my chest absentmindedly. For the past day I’ve been searching within for my demon, prodding the empty space left behind from her absence. She came to me so suddenly, and now she’s slipped away silently as though she never existed. Now she’s no longer a part of me, I’m not sure how to be, who to be.

      Thinking about how or why she’s abandoned me is as much of a mindfuck as the way Erik persists on avoiding any kind of sexual encounter between us.

      I know he wants me. I see how he looks at me. But he’s waiting for something.

      They all are.

      Ms Hadley remains in the farmhouse waiting for me to give up so she can have her son back.

      Ivan is waiting for me to finally relent and open the door.

      Anton is waiting to see if I can help his best friend as much as I’ve helped him.

      And Erik is waiting for my fucking heart to crack open and bleed.

      In some ways, I guess I’m waiting for that too.

      Sliding my legs off the bed, I stand and move towards the nearest glass wall, placing my palm flat against the glass. Anton’s gaze follows me as I move.

      “Okay?” he asks.

      “I’m not sure,” I respond, honestly.

      I hear the water running, and a sudden urge to climb in the cubicle with Erik fills my mind. Thoughts of his large hands running over my skin, his thick fingers slipping between my legs and dipping inside my wetness flush my cheeks red.

      “Jesus, Rose,” I mutter, feeling my heart pumping faster.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Anton asks, a knowing glint in his eye.

      “It might cost you a bit more than a penny,” I retort with a half-smile.

      “How about I show you what I’m drawing, and you can tell me what you’re thinking? Seem fair?” he asks.

      “Why not?” I reply, sweeping my free hand out to the side as I stretch out my sore muscles. My knee is still fucked, but the pain is manageable with medication.

      Anton tucks his pencil behind his ear and slowly lifts the sketchpad around.

      “What do you think?” he asks.

      “What do I think? I think it’s amazing,” I say, a rush of heat covering my skin as I gaze at the image. He’s drawn an almost exact replica of the sketch he did of me after I took him to see Cerulean Blue. Every detail is exactly as I remember it. If anything, it’s even more intricate. Somehow, in this sketch he’s captured not only the truth of me, but the truth of him too. I’m blown away.

      “I can’t believe you’ve drawn that from memory, Anton. It’s extraordinary.”

      “Thanks.” He shrugs, tucking the sheet back into the pad. “So, want to tell me what you were thinking about just then?”

      My cheeks flush pink as Erik steps out of the bathroom behind me. I flick my gaze to him, taking in the wet tendrils of hair, and the firmness of his chest beneath the fitted t-shirt he’s wearing. A pair of grey tracksuit bottoms finish off his outfit. He couldn’t look sexier if he tried. I turn back to Anton, trying and failing to hide my feelings from him.

      “Ah,” he grins. “I’m pretty sure I don’t need to give you a penny to figure out what thoughts have been filling your head.”

      “Hmm,” I mumble, not willing to engage in this conversation now that Erik is listening with interest.

      “What thoughts are those then, Rose?”

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself with,” I respond lightly, concentrating on stretching out my aching muscles and hiding my embarrassment.

      He pads towards me, the smell of his shower gel filling my nose with heady scents of apple and cherry blossom. I stop stretching, attempting to get around him and back to the relative safety of my bed, when he suddenly traps me against the glass between his arms.

      “Erik, what are you doing?” I ask him.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” he asks me.

      “Not sure I understand what you mean?” I retort, my core clenching and my heart rate spiking. I’m pretty certain my body knows exactly what’s happening even as I try to deny it.

      Behind me, Anton chuckles. “Erik, looks like you’ve caught our Rose off guard.”

      “Our Rose?” I mutter, trying and failing not to look him in the eyes.

      Erik leans in close, his peppermint breath whispering against my lips. “You’re already theirs and now you’re mine,” he says with a smile that stirs my heart into a flock of hapless butterflies all desperately trying to break out of my chest.

      “You’ve avoided me for two days, Erik,” I respond, unable to hide the disappointment at his absence.

      “Pretty sure I can’t avoid you in such a confined space, Rose.”

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. You’ve not…”

      “Not what, Rose?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Erik grips my jaw, forcing me to look at him. “Yes, you do. Tell me,” he insists, his fingers now caressing my throat. Jesus H Christ, the intensity with which he stares at me is off the Richter scale. If my body was the Earth, I’d be crumbling under the tremors his stare elicits.

      “You’ve not tried to touch me in over a week…” Shit, here I go, bleeding my vulnerability all over his white cotton t-shirt.

      “I’m touching you now. You’re shaking, Rose. Why?”

      “You know what I mean.” I respond ignoring his question.

      “Do I? Why don’t you spell it out to me?”

      “It’s not enough,” I say before I can stop myself.

      “What isn’t?”

      “This,” I say, my hand flicking between us. I want him. I want him so bad I can barely breathe.

      “Okay then, tell me what you need from me.” His gaze flickers from my eyes to my mouth as he steps closer, pressing his hips against my own. His cock is hard, the thin material of my leggings and his tracksuit bottoms the only barrier between us.

      “I need you to fuck me,” I whimper as he grinds against me, the thick length of his cock pressing against my heated mound.

      “But you understand that I need more than just a mindless fuck, Rose,” he says, pulling away and stepping back. Cold air slips between us, marking his absence but doing nothing to cool my skin and the heat the pervades my whole body from the inside out.

      “It wasn’t mindless before…” It was raw and powerful, exhilarating, beautiful, but it wasn’t mindless. “It wasn’t,” I repeat, a little hurt if I’m honest.

      “I used you to purge my past. That wasn’t what I intended.” He takes another step away from me, his brows drawing together.

      “Wait,” I respond, hating how needy I sound. “Why is it so wrong to want you that way?”

      “It’s not wrong, but it is dangerous, Rose. When we come together again, I don’t want you to be in danger. I want a connection that is powerful enough to stop the monster within me from destroying you… I need control when you submit. You need to be able to trust me not to, otherwise it will never work. I won’t put you in danger, Rose.”

      “We have a strong connection. Please tell me you feel that.” I move towards him, my hand fluttering to my chest, right over my heart. My hand trembles as I fight myself to keep it there. For the first time in years I show vulnerability. “I do trust you, Erik. I trust you,” I repeat, hoping he hears the sincerity in my voice.

      “I want to believe you, Rose. I want to believe that this thing between us is something that runs deeper than mindless fucking, lust, attraction. Christ knows I want to fuck you. No, that isn’t right. I want to make love to you. I’ve barely thought of anything else. But like I said before, what we want isn’t always what we need. Do you know what I really need right now?”

      “What, Erik?”

      “I need to see if I can control the monster within. I need to play my violin, Rose. I need to see if you can survive it, if we can survive it. I need to make sure our connection is strong enough. I need to know you can truly let go. Then, and only then can I trust myself with you.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying it’s time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Erik – Present Day

      Her mouth drops open, her face pales. She understands what I need and fear slashes across her face. I don’t give her the time to think too much about it, to find a reason to convince me this isn’t good for either of us.

      It’s now or never.

      I need this to be over, one way or another. Either we walk out of here together or remain imprisoned forever. I know what we must do, I’m hoping Rose does too.

      She opens her mouth to protest then slams it shut when I grab her, lifting her up. Her legs and arms wrap around me automatically as I slam her into the glass wall. Breath releases from her mouth as her fingers dig into my shoulders.

      “We’re not doing this alone,” I say to her, drawing on her ragged breaths like it’s oxygen. I soak up her fear of heartbreak, drawing out her hope for more than a life lived without love. I see it in her eyes, within the wreckage of her heart.

      It makes me feel strong, fearless.

      Because there’s a chance, with her there’s a chance to live again.

      Glancing over her shoulder I look at Anton. “Get, Ivan. Now!” I demand.

      He needs to be here when this happens, he needs to be here when she finally breaks. She’ll need him too. Anton nods his head, taps on his phone and lifts it to his ear. I don’t bother to listen to his conversation, my attention returns to Rose.

      “I’m going to become the monster, Rose, will you be my saviour? Can you save me?”

      “Yes,” she responds, no longer hesitating. No longer denying those feelings that have been chipping away at the stone around her heart. This past week she’s watched me when she thought I was unaware. She’s been thoughtful, a little withdrawn, honestly, but still here with me. That means everything, but it’s time now to break free from this place, to take the first step into the world beyond these walls.

      “I’ll be who you need me to be.”

      “But you have to do this for yourself too. This isn’t just about me, Rose.”

      “I know that. I want to try,” she says, that strength I recognise returning.

      We’ve known each other for so little time, and yet I know what my brothers do. I’ve known it all along, Rose is the one person who has the ability to heal us, to save us from ourselves. She’s the heroine of this story.

      “This is going to hurt. This is going to be messy, for the both of us. Can you do this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you certain?” I press, needing to know she’s sure.

      “I want to do this. I want you. I want you all…” she says with a surety that’s beguiling.

      “That’s what I was hoping you’d say. We’re going to face this together. All of us,” I respond, then crash my lips against hers.

      This kiss is filled with a promise of better things. Of healing, passion, friendship… maybe someday even love. It’s filled with hope. Hope for a life lived beyond these walls. Hope for a future not buried in the past. I never thought I’d feel that kind of hope again.

      Rose moans into my mouth as our tongues slide against each other. She arouses such lust in me, the kind that makes a boy into a man. Everyone before pales into comparison. This woman is everything I need, with all her broken parts stitched together with blood and tears, an elaborate embroidery threaded together by a life lived at the mercy of others. One by one, those threads have been severed revealing the truth of Rose, her heart. It bleeds, how it fucking bleeds but then my heart bleeds too. She’s begun to sever the strings holding me hostage and in turn I’ve done the same for her. Together, we can make a new path.

      My cock thickens as my hands grab her arse and I grind into her. It’s just as well I’m still clothed otherwise this could have gone very differently.

      When I fucked her before, it wasn’t really me, it wasn’t the man I want to be. Rose had let me use her in order to claim my fucking masculinity back, and I did. It’s here now, thick and wanting, ready to give as much as take.

      But first the monster. Nothing can happen until that part of me is under control.

      Anton raps his knuckles on the glass, forcing us to part. Beside him, Ivan stands, a little confused and a hell of a lot concerned. But his role is as crucial as mine, as Anton’s. I need him here. Rose needs him. He’ll have her back when I might lose my mind and Anton… Anton will document this moment, so we never forget.

      Between us we will make a new beginning, one that’s worth all the fucked up shit we’ve had to deal with in our pasts.

      Lowering Rose, I place her on her feet and step back.

      “Your wrists, Rose,” I say, bending down and grabbing the discarded rope.

      She holds them out to me without hesitation, and I bind them firmly. Pulling it taut we walk towards the bed. Together.

      “When I play, my past will return. It’s an inevitability I cannot deny. Having you tied up helps me to see you differently. One day I want to make love to you without fear of really hurting you, but we both know that despite what we’re willing to do for one another, that time isn’t now. I’m not there yet, but I promise you, this is another step towards that point.”

      “I understand,” she responds, a gentle smile lifting her pretty mouth.

      Her lips are swollen, kissable. I’m so fucking tempted to take her now that I must force myself to step away from her. Purge the monster first, arsehole.

      She lays down, allowing me to tie her bound wrists to the bed.

      “I’m going to open the door now,” I explain, surprising both Ivan and Anton, but not her, not Rose. She understands. “Anton, bring your art equipment.”

      He nods, bending down to fetch his pad and pencils. He doesn’t ask me why he needs them or what I have planned, he just does it.

      Picking up the remote, I press the button and the door swings open. Ivan is the first to enter. I know how much he needs to go to Rose, but he doesn’t. He understands that this is about us, that his time will come later and I’m grateful for his self-control.

      “What do you need, Erik?” Ivan asks whilst Anton follows him in the room.

      I hold up the control pressing the button to close the door. It slides shut, the four of us enclosed together.

      “I’m going to play the violin. I’m going to purge the monster, and Rose is going to help me…”

      “Erik, fuck. Is this wise?” Ivan says, his dark brows pulling together over his troubled eyes. His gaze flicks to Rose and a muscle ticks in his jaw.

      “I want to live again, Ivan. Rose can help me, but I need you here too. We need you.”

      “And me? This?” Anton asks, holding out his sketchpad.

      “You’re the most talented artist I know, Anton. Capture the darkness, use it to make something beautiful. I don’t want it anymore.”

      Anton nods, understanding dawning, then without saying a word, he places his sketchpad and pencils on the armchair, strides over and pulls me into a hug. When he steps back there is pure determination in his gaze.

      “You can do this,” he says, then turns on his feet and returns to the armchair taking a seat, sketchpad and pencil in hand, looking at Rose for a long time. She turns her head to the side meeting his steady gaze, not looking away, studying him as much as he studies her. I know it kills him not to go to her, but he too gets how important this is, though it doesn’t stop him from telling her how he feels.

      “This is green, this is where Erik starts over, where you start over. If I can find a life in the darkness you sure as hell can find it in glorious multicolour, Rose. Let it all go. We’re here for you as much as we’re here for Erik, understand?”

      “I do,” she says quietly.

      A look of friendship, respect, something deeper, passes between them before she drags her gaze away from Anton and regards Ivan. The second her gaze meets his, Ivan drops to his knees and lowers his head, his hands clasped before him as he waits.

      “Please, Ivan. Look at me, say what you need to say,” she responds gently.

      He looks up at her, words forming eventually.

      “I’ve fucked many women, Rose, but I’ve only ever loved two. Luka loved Svetlana, he abused that love and ruined two people in the process. Ivan, the man I am now, he loves you. I love you. I won’t ever betray you like Luka betrayed her. This is it for me, for us. When this is over, you’re coming to live with us. We’re going to start a life together and it’s going to be beautiful, Rose…”

      Rose doesn’t respond, the emotion in her eyes is enough for Ivan, for Anton, for me to see, really see. She’s stopped running. Rose is ready to face her demons, just like I am.

      Ivan stands and walks over to where my violin and bow are resting on the stand. He lifts them both up, passing them to me.

      “Rose isn’t that woman who hurt you. Remember that when the rage comes. Remember that, brother,” he says.

      “And if I don’t, you’ll remind me, yes?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      I place the violin beneath my chin and rest the bow on the strings.

      “Don’t let me hurt Rose.”

      “I won’t.” He squeezes my arm, then steps back.

      Pressing my eyes shut, I place my shaking fingers over the strings as the bow slides downwards. The first note lifts into the air and just for a moment I can breathe freely, and then… then I disappear, and the monster emerges.
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      Rose – Present Day

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything more beautiful, or more deadly.

      Erik’s talent is otherworldly. He isn’t just brilliant, he’s utterly mesmerising, which makes it all the more difficult to watch as I see the change overtake him. It’s as though every note draws out the monster so it’s no longer inside him, but is him. It curves his shoulders and darkens his eyes from amber to burnt rust. Like Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, he’s two separate people. What I witnessed before wasn’t the true depths of the monster.

      This, this is the man with the power to kill.

      I watch as his face contorts in pain, then rage, followed by a strange kind of ecstasy, making him look beautifully unhinged. Sweat trickles down his forehead as his fingers move like lightning, the bow dashing over the strings. The muscles in his arms bunch and flex under the force of his playing, his upper body moving in time with the music whilst his feet are planted firmly, keeping him upright. A few strings on his bow snap, but still he plays with a kind of fire that is enough to burn us all up and turn us into ash.

      Every single part of me hums with the music, with the danger, with the feeling of... I don’t know, everything. I feel the passion and the anger, the rage. It bursts from his fingers into the violin and the surrounding air like thousands of tiny sparks. I know if I get too close those sparks will hurt, they will sizzle my skin and dissolve into my blood and bones.

      There’s so much feeling. It crashes against me, and I gasp for air. Gulping it down as I watch Erik fall apart. I can’t take my eyes off him even to look at Ivan and Anton, but I know they are just as enthralled as I am.

      Something extraordinary is happening here.

      Erik is purging himself. He plays with a fever so bright, so powerful that it’s like looking directly at the sun. It’s almost blinding in its intensity. I feel the notes hum inside my head as though they’re a part of me as much as they’re a part of the man, the monster, that plays them now. I wonder if this is how he played for Ms Hadley, for Viktor, or if this kind of magic has been born from an experience that changed him fundamentally.

      With his eyes shut, Erik loses himself to the melody, to the emotions and memories this piece draws forth. I’ve heard classical music before, but how Erik plays goes beyond anything I imagined it would be. If a soul had a sound, it could be this.

      Every single note comes at a price, stripping him bare, open. Not only is he purging the monster, he’s also baring his soul. He’s brave, fucking beautiful in all his brokenness. I’m both in awe of him, his talent, and utterly terrified of how he makes me feel. I have the urge to soothe him. To soothe this man who’s battered and bruised by his past. I want to take his pain away. I want him to take mine.

      I’m ready to be free of it.

      “Erik,” I cry out, unable to help myself.

      My breath comes in short, sharp gasps as Erik’s gaze snaps to mine. He looks at me as though seeing me for the first time.

      There’s a moment when time stands perfectly still, and my heart literally stops. I’m aware the next beat is a millisecond away, but in that moment it’s as though my heart has given out for good, and I don’t welcome it. I don’t want it to stop beating.

      When he takes a step towards me, I draw in a stuttered breath, my body quakes with fear, with lust, desire, passion. I’m so keyed up that I have to press my thighs together to try and deal with the throbbing between my legs. God, I’m so wet for him.

      I’ve never felt more turned on, more alive than right this second.

      He walks towards me, still playing. His fingers fly over the strings as his jaw clenches with concentration. His music builds around us, rebounding off the walls, filling the space up with sound and energy. With nowhere to go, the sound returns inwards, covering my body with invisible vibrations, puckering my nipples.

      For the first time since he picked up the violin and began to play, Erik’s attention fixes on me and only me. I’m vaguely aware of Ivan taking a step towards me at the same time as Erik. Tension builds alongside the sound. We’re on the verge of something that will either break us all or bring us closer together. No one is going to come out of this unaffected. Not even me. Especially not me.

      Emotions I’ve kept at bay these past few months in the company of these men builds within my chest. I’ve been swimming against the tide for so long that I’ve forgotten how to just be. To be still, in the moment, now.

      There’s always been a battle to fight, a memory to run from, pain to overcome. But here in this room I’m forced to stop, to accept what’s coming.

      For better or worse, I chose to see this through and that’s what I’m going to do.

      As Erik moves closer to me, I risk a glance at Ivan and Anton, at two of the men who mean a great deal to me, even if I’m only admitting it now.

      Ivan is shaking, he’s strung tight. I can’t even decipher what he’s feeling, the emotions that ripple across his face are too complex to digest in the fraction of a second I allow myself to absorb them. Next to him, Anton is furiously drawing. His fingers moving across the paper just as quickly as Erik’s are moving along the strings. Both are frantic in their concern, Anton pours his worry into his art whilst Ivan tries to keep his at bay, locked behind a rigid stance and shaking fists.

      Erik keeps moving closer, drawing my attention back to him. The rust coloured orbs of his eyes penetrating my own. This time I don’t look away, understanding now that he needs to see within the depths. He needs to see me, so I let him.

      I remain still, submissive, patient. I wait for the storm to hit.

      And just like that, it does.

      Within four strides Erik is standing before me having discarded his violin and bow. He’s panting hard, his nostrils flaring as he draws in oxygen, as he breathes me in. There’s nothing in his eyes that I recognise as Erik, the man who held me, who hung onto me, keeping him in the present not the past. Now when I look at him, there’s nothing but an emptiness that chokes me, that no longer thrills but terrifies me.

      I’m looking into the eyes of a monster, and once again I’m the girl trapped in the bowels of Cerulean Blue. I’m the daughter of a woman who was raped by a faceless man drunk on whiskey and high on cocaine. I’m Rosie, abandoned by her mother because I reminded her of the stranger who hurt her. I’m Rosie, the scared girl who only ever wanted to be loved, who searched for love in the arms of a monster, who became a darker version of herself to survive the pain he inflicted.

      Now here I am, at the mercy of another monster. At the mercy of these men, two of whom claim to love me, who do love me. I know it. I feel it.

      I feel.

      Fear, real blood curdling fear boils inside my chest as I pull at the rope that binds my wrists and keeps me trapped. For the first time in my life I no longer want the monster. I want to be free. I want to live.

      Erik stops at the foot of my bed breathing hard, his nostrils flaring. Half a second later he’s upon me, straddling my hips. His weight is heavy, oppressive. This isn’t like it was before when we fucked. Even then, I could still see the man within. Now, he’s gone.

      There’s intent in his eyes. Erik means to kill me.

      “Erik?” I say, my voice cracking as he leans over me. But there is nothing even remotely human in his eyes. Caught in the past, his hands close around my throat.

      “No! Please…” I manage to whimper, tears streaming down my face. I let them fall.

      I want him to see me, the woman who dances inside his heart.

      I reach inside myself searching for the demon who protected me as a child. She’s gone. At some point over the last week she’s disappeared and though I feel afraid, I don’t feel sad at her loss because something infinitely more powerful remains in her place.

      Me.

      Time slows down once more as Erik’s fingers tighten and Ivan shouts, the sound taking forever to leave his mouth as he moves agonisingly slowly towards us both. All the while I break open for Erik, the man behind the monster. I let out all the years of pain and disappointment, the feeling of loneliness and heartache. I let it fall from me. With every tear, a piece of stone falls away from my heart, revealing it bit by bloody bit.

      I cry for the girl I was. I cry for the child whose mother never loved her because of the actions of a man who took what wasn’t his to take. I cry for the loss of a childhood, for the innocence of a girl who could have grown up to be someone very different. I cry for the man I loved despite the pain he caused. I cry for the father I watched die because I was too fucked up to save him. I choke on my tears, swallowing the salty taste. Every past hurt, every single disappointment, all the pain that has ever been inflicted is being purged from me beneath this man’s hold.

      I let it all go, just like Erik asked me to do.

      With every tear shed, something in the depths of Erik’s eyes glimmers, comes to life. There’s something in me he recognises. Agonisingly slowly his fingers unclasp from my throat. He pulls back, confused.

      Time speeds up.

      Out of the corner of my eye I see Ivan reach for Erik, hauling him off me. Anton stands too. His drawing fluttering to the ground.

      “Stop!” I shout as Erik falls to the floor.

      Ivan stands over him, his whole body quaking as Anton rushes to my side. Erik isn’t the only one who feels murderous.

      “Are you okay, Rose?” Anton asks, cupping my face in his hands.

      I nod, hauling in a painful breath. Erik’s hands were around my throat for mere seconds, but it felt like an eternity, a lifetime. Anton leans over me and unties the rope, then hauls me into his arms, clasping me against him.

      On the floor, Erik looks up at Ivan. He’s still lost, caught between the man and the monster. I see both within him. The danger hasn’t passed, not yet.

      Ivan glances at Erik, then at Anton, before finally resting his gaze on me.

      “You saved me, now it’s my turn to save you, Rose,” he says before holding his hand out to Erik. The second Erik is on his feet, Ivan leaps away from him, landing lightly just by Erik’s discarded violin. He bends over, scooping both it and the bow up gracefully. Then he pirouettes back to Erik and hands him the instrument.

      “Play again, Erik. This time I’ll dance.”
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      Anton pulls me to the corner of the room as far away from Erik as possible. He holds me against his chest, his arms wrapped protectively around my front as we watch them both.

      Erik picks up his violin and rests the bow across the neck. As he drags the bow slowly across the strings, the first note lifts into the air causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand. I hold my breath, too afraid to even breathe in case I break the spell spiralling in the air around us. Anton and I watch, waiting for the thunder to rumble and the lightning to strike, causing devastation and destruction. Erik tips his head to the side, his eyes squeezed shut in concentration, a muscle ticking in his jaw. His body’s stiff, waiting to be drawn under, waiting to drown under the sound, and the memories, and the fucking pain.

      A small, sick part of me is jealous of the fact that bitch has embedded herself into his consciousness so deeply, so irrevocably. My ego takes a knock knowing that he thinks of her, even if it is in hate and rage.

      I want him to think of me. Me.

      The note lingers, long and sharp, penetrating my skin, my muscle and bone. It delves into my veins, rushing a torrid path all the way to my heart. Erik lifts the bow off the strings, and for a moment I truly believe he’s going to stop playing. That he’s decided the danger just isn’t worth it. I’m not worth it.

      Fearing that he’s decided to stay in this cage for the rest of his life, I move towards him involuntarily, but Anton’s arms tighten around me, holding me back.

      “Wait,” he whispers.

      Ivan flicks his gaze to us both, he ripples with unspent energy, reminding me of the man I first met at Browlace. He’s uncertain too. He believes Erik has given up.

      We’re both wrong.

      In a sudden rush of movement, Erik’s fingers fly over the strings as the bow moves frantically. Notes tumble into the air, filling up the space and spreading around us like bubbles fizzing in champagne.

      In response, Ivan’s head dips, his body arching, his arms spreading out like wings. Then he flies, churning up the notes with grace, elegance and an undercurrent of steel.

      Within seconds I’m reminded of the dancer he once was; Luka Petrin.

      A ballet God. A dark angel, a beautiful, gifted dancer soaring across that hardwood of the stage. Even when he was surrounded by other dancers it was as though he danced solo. The spotlight on him and him alone, everyone else faded into the background. His talent, his light too bright to focus on anyone or anything else. Here with us in this confined space Ivan dances with the same kind of magic.

      He’s intense, brave, fucking breathtaking.

      He dances to save his Erik from himself, to save me, us. I’m in awe, caught in the tangled web of his purity, his brilliance. After Svetlana died, he vowed to never dance again, cutting out a piece of his soul to punish himself for the actions that led to her taking her own life. But he didn’t hold the knife to her wrists, he didn’t carve it into her flesh, severing arteries so she could sign out of this world. He made mistakes and paid for them over and over in the worst possible way; through grief and self-destruction.

      Now he’s purging that pain. Erik isn’t the only one severing the strings that holds him to the past. Here, right now in this room Ivan finally lets go too.

      My heart bursts open, it beats loudly, strong and true. It bleeds in time with the rhythm of his movement and the sound of the notes that Erik conjures for us all. I feel my heart unfolding, a rose blooming from the emotion that pours from them both, the same emotion I can feel pouring into me from the shaking man who holds me close. Anton breathes heavily, as affected by what he sees as much as I am. We are captivated, the pair of us, observing something precious, something that has the power to destroy as much as heal.

      Ivan dances with abandon. Like a leaf carried in the wind, moving with an invisible energy. Erik matches him note for note, his fingers flying fast over the strings, playing as though possessed, and I suppose he is in a way.

      With every step from Ivan, with every note from Erik swirling in the storm about us, with every beat of Anton’s heart against my back, I fall hopelessly, into an unknown future where hope, and the possibility of love exists.

      Together they make something beautiful, and Anton and I can only watch it unfold, helpless against it and the way it makes us feel. With every minute that passes, my breathing becomes less rapid, slowing to a steady rhythm. Anton’s arms relax their hold, his hands skimming my stomach, coming to rest on my hips.

      “This is all for you, Rose. You’ve cleaved open our chests and stolen our hearts. Every note, every step, every brushstroke, every fucking heartbeat, it’s all yours…” he whispers into my ear. Sliding his hand upwards, he places it over my heart. “Do we have your heart in return, the promise of it at least?”

      “I can promise that I won’t abandon you. I can promise that I will learn to live again. I can promise you that. My heart needs to heal. I need to heal first, and then… I have hope.”

      Anton presses a kiss against the curve of neck. “Then, together, we’ll help you to do that.”

      There’s a certain kind of freedom to my confession, and with it the energy in the room changes. Like a storm dispersing, we are left breathing in fresher, cleaner air, feeling safe now there’s no imminent danger.

      Anton’s fingers begin to draw small circles on my skin as we continue to watch Ivan move with the ebb and flow of a man who has found a reason to dance again. Minutes pass as we all co-exist in this bubble, waiting for the moment when it’s going to burst.

      But it doesn’t burst. Erik still plays, Ivan still dances, and Anton and I still sway in time to the music until the tune changes, slowing to a different kind of rhythm, one in which possibilities exist. Where hope exists.

      Erik plays with a freedom I haven’t seen before. The tightness around his mouth is gone, a softness appearing around his eyes. He’s no longer frowning, fighting against the memories. No, the change is subtle, but it’s there, and for the first time since Ivan handed him the violin again, he turns to face Anton and me.

      Before us stands the man, not the monster.

      There’s recognition, warmth, joy as he looks directly at me, the sweep of his dark blonde hair falling in his eyes with every movement. I know that there are a thousand things he wants to say; I see the words brimming on his lips and within his eyes. But right now, he expresses every word playing only for me. Something crucial shifts between us.

      It might take time, it might take months and months of persistence, but I know deep down in my very core that we’ll be okay so long as we aren’t afraid to bare ourselves. From this moment on I make a silent promise to myself. I will live, I will open my heart, and I will let love in.

      Erik smiles, understanding me as much as I understand him.

      The piece comes to an end, the last notes lingering in the air as Erik turns away from us both then crouches down, placing his violin and bow on the floor. Ivan stills, his chest heaving.

      They look at each other as Erik rises.

      My heart stops beating as the seconds tick by… then Erik grins, letting out a surprised laugh.

      “Thank you, brother,” he murmurs, stepping towards Ivan and pulling him in for a hug.

      Anton swears crudely, relief more than anything causing him to do so.

      “Go to them,” he says.

      I twist my head to face him, gripping his hand in mine. “You’re not sitting this one out,” I say, a smile pulling up my lips. “You don’t always have to be the observer, Anton. You’re a part of this family too,” I remind him.

      “Next you’ll be getting on your knees and asking me to marry you,” Anton jokes, giving me that panty melting smile of his.

      We both laugh and walk hand in hand towards them both. They pull apart, regarding us.

      “You were beautiful,” I say to Ivan.

      He nods, waiting for permission. I hold open my arms and Ivan walks right in, enveloping me. I breathe in his scent of sea air, musk and sweat, a heady combination. He’s so familiar and yet, somehow, he’s not. There’s a surety in him that wasn’t there before. He’s not lost his submissiveness, that’s not it. There’s just a certain kind of peace, acceptance. I press a kiss against his collarbone, laughing at how easy it is to be affectionate. There’s nothing holding me back, telling me to protect myself, and it’s thrilling in an unexpected way.

      “The next time I dance, it’ll be with you,” he murmurs into my hair, before leaning back and kissing me. My heart soars.

      “May I?” Erik asks.

      Anton and Ivan stand back a little as Erik moves before me. I look up at him, as he stares down at me, his eyes no longer dark but a beautiful golden amber. There’s a lightness in them that wasn’t there before. His fingers graze over my neck.

      “I hurt you…”

      “You didn’t, Erik. That wasn’t you, that was the monster.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not. You’re back and he’s gone. That’s all that matters to me.”

      “You don’t crave him?” he asks, cupping my face in his palm.

      I shake my head. “No. That isn’t what I need…” I admit.

      “What do you need, Rose?”

      I press my eyes shut and draw in a deep, steadying lungful of air.

      “I need the man. I need you, Erik. I need all of you. I’m ready to start living.”

      “And if the monster is still a part of me?”

      “Then I’ll take him too, until he isn’t.”

      Erik brings his other hand up to cup my face and kisses me. His lips are soft and searching as he presses his body against mine. But even though I’m loving the feel of Erik against me, there’s one thing I want more right now than anything else.

      I want out of this damn cage.

      Pulling back reluctantly, I grasp hold of Erik’s hand.

      “Are you ready to start living, Erik?”

      “I’m ready to try,” he responds, squeezing my hand in his.

      “Are you ready to let love in?” he retorts.

      “I’m ready to try,” I say, repeating his words. I’m not afraid anymore.

      “Thank fuck for that. I’m not sure I can take another night of watching you two eye-fuck each other,” Anton quips, lightening the moment with his crass remark.

      “Shut-up, Anton, you know you loved every second of it. All that fodder for your art,” Erik responds with a wink. He laughs loudly, surprising himself with the joy he feels, as though it’s not allowed somehow. I have a feeling he hasn’t laughed for a very, very long time.

      We all join in, reminding ourselves that there is joy to be found in living. Then, just as suddenly, silence descends as the reality of this moment sets in.

      What’s the saying? The proof is in the pudding… I guess we’re all about to find out if Erik is really ready to leave his safety net.

      Ivan nods to the discarded control. “Erik, it only seems right you should open the door.”

      Erik lets out a long, steadying breath then squeezes my hand as he crouches down to pick up the remote. He holds the remote in his hand, his thumb running over the buttons lightly.

      I squeeze his hand, reminding him I’m here, by his side. That’s all it takes.

      Erik raises his free hand, points it at the door and presses the button. The door slides open, a draft of cool sea-salt air scattering goosebumps over my skin.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “I’m ready.”

      Together we step out of the glass cage and into the outhouse beyond, noticing too late as Ms Hadley appears out of the shadows and aims a gun at my chest.
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      Erik – Present Day

      The sound of a gun firing rattles the air just a second before Rose hits the ground, blood seeping out of a wound in her left shoulder. Her scream pierces my soul and drive me into action. God knows I want to go to her, but in the fraction of a second it takes me to understand what’s happened, I know that if Rose is to survive, I must disarm the person intent on killing her. I react, running towards the woman who has just tried and failed to kill Rose. She’s not going to get another chance to fire that gun. But if she somehow manages to, I’m prepared to take a bullet for Rose, for my brothers. I will die for them if I have too.

      The red mist rolls in as I run towards this woman I no longer recognise. Instead of shrouding her, it reveals her for what she truly is; an envious, controlling woman intent on murdering the one person with the power to free me from her chains once and for all.

      Rose.

      Rose has set me free and my mother intends to kill her for it.

      A roar rips from my mouth as I knock the gun out of her hand with such force she falls to the ground in a heap. I kick the gun away, it skids across the floor lost beneath an old piece of furniture pushed up against the wall.

      Knowing that the immediate danger is gone, I allow myself to glance at Rose, taking in the carnage with a quick assessing eye. I know in an instant that whilst injured, Rose isn’t going to die. She’ll survive this. But my mother, she won’t be so fucking lucky.

      “Put pressure on the wound, use your top to stem the flow of blood,” I bark out.

      Anton nods, his eyes wide with fear and shock but with an undercurrent of rage. I feel the same rage too, it ripples in the air around us, violent and billowing.

      “Call a damn ambulance, and the fucking police whilst you’re at it,” I add.

      Ripping off his t-shirt, Anton presses it against the wound with one hand whilst yanking his mobile phone out of his pocket with the other. He hands it to Ivan as Rose’s scream carves open my fucking chest reminding me that life is precious, breakable, fragile.

      As if I need a reminder of that.

      I know how damn precious life is, how easily broken we all are. How suddenly things can change by making the wrong choice, trusting the wrong damn people.

      Well, no more. From this day forward I mean to change that.

      I lock eyes with Rose, hers are filled with unbearable pain as she battles to stay conscious.

      “You’re going to be okay, trust me,” I reassure her, before her eyes flutter shut and she passes out. Ivan swears loudly, still on the phone to the ambulance service. He’s ghostly pale, a shadow passing over his features as he looks at another woman he loves surrounded by a pool of blood. He lost Svetlana; he will not lose Rose.

      I won’t fucking allow it.

      A strange sense of calm settles over me as I twist on my feet and face my mother. She must see something in my eyes that scares her because she shuffles across the floor on her arse, backing away from me quickly. Dust motes lift up in the air in her haste, shards of daylight highlighting their path and the hate etched in every line of her skin.

      “I did it for you, Erik. I did it for all of you, out of love,” she whimpers, holding her hands up as though I mean to strike her.

      “Don’t fucking tell me this is about love,” I spit, rage a welcome emotion. I feed off it, not allowing any pity or empathy for a woman who only means to destroy Rose, destroy me, destroy us. Rose has given me something no one else can, hope. She threw the first stone and she helped me to throw the next. Rose has set me free, and my mother means to punish her for it, punish me for it. That isn’t love.

      Inside that glass room, I was a prisoner at the mercy of a woman who’s always tried to control me, who never loved me like a mother should, but treated me like a possession. Joining the army had taken me out of her control but returning broken and shattered had put the power firmly back with her. She fucking loved it. I see that now with a crystal kind of clarity.

      I know that now. How have I been so goddamn blind?

      “I only wanted to scare her. I didn’t mean to pull the trigger,” Mother lies, coming to a halt as her back slams against the brick wall. There’s nowhere else for her to go. Nowhere to hide.

      “Don’t bullshit me. You meant to kill Rose, why? To take back some control because you were jealous?”

      “Because I love you! Because she isn’t good enough for you! Because you’re my son! You’re MINE!” she screams, a wild craziness in her eyes. She’s fucking unhinged and a small part of me, despite the anger, the rage and disappointment, breaks for her.

      “I’m not yours…” I heave out a sigh.

      “You’re my boy, my son. I brought you up. I cared for you. Every single day I worked hard to keep a roof over our heads, to give you opportunities you would never have had without me and the generosity of Viktor. But you threw it all away on a girl who was fucking other men, just like her,” she spits, pointing a bony finger at Rose.

      “Threw what away? You mean Emmie?”

      “Yes, that whore who took your foolish, childish heart and trampled on it. She forced you away from me and into the army, into the arms of another woman who hurt you, who took away my gifted boy. Rose is just like them, she’s a harlot, taking you away from me, taking all of you away from me.”

      “You’re so wrong. Rose has fought to bring me out of this shit existence I’ve pretended is living. You should be thanking her because after five long years, I’ve finally picked up the violin and played without wanting to murder anyone. She’s brought me back to fucking life.”

      “No, all she’s done is controlled you by your dicks. Why are you all so blind? Blinded by beauty, and a pretty little cunt!” she spits, not even trying to hide her hate now.

      “Don’t fucking talk about Rose like that,” Ivan snarls from behind me.

      He stands, stepping forward, and I grasp him by the wrist. There’s blood on his hands and a silent anger that seeps from every single pore. If Mother isn’t afraid of my anger, then she should be afraid of Ivan’s. Very afraid.

      “This is not your fight, Ivan,” I warn, not because Mother doesn’t deserve every last shred of his rage, but because I want to be the person to dish it out.

      “This is absolutely my fucking fight. She hurts Rose, she hurts us all.”

      He’s right, of course he is. Glancing over my shoulder I look at Rose and Anton. He’s leaning over her, murmuring something. She nods, awake once more. Her face is pale, her teeth chattering in shock.

      But alive. She’s alive and that’s all that matters right now. In the distance I can hear the welcome sirens of the emergency services.

      “Take Rose to the house. Wait for the ambulance and police there. In the kitchen is a First Aid kit. Use the bandages to wrap her up. Keep pressure on the wound, stem the flow of blood. That wound won’t kill her, but blood loss might. Can you do that, Anton?”

      “Rose isn’t going to die. Not on my fucking watch,” he responds, gritting his teeth as he picks her up. She cries out but presses her lips shut against the pain. I can see she’s struggling to stay alert this time as she focuses on me. Her mouth pops open in a grimace before she speaks.

      “There will be no more blood on your hands, Erik. Let the police deal with her, don’t exchange a prison made of glass walls with one made of metal bars… Promise me,” she adds, pleading with me.

      She knows what I’m capable of and she’s trying to protect me from myself. Even like this, injured and in pain, she’s thinking of everyone else.  Despite the red mist that still clings to my vision, despite my very real need to murder my own mother, I nod my head, making Rose a promise I intend to keep.

      “I promise,” I respond, running the back of my knuckles over her cheek.

      She gives me a smile that turns into another grimace as Anton adjusts her in his arms. That movement alone making her pass out for the second time.

      “Get her inside,” I bark.

      Anton doesn’t hesitate. I watch them leave before I return my attention back to my mother. There are a few things I need to say before the police turn up because after they cart her off, I have no intention of ever laying eyes on her again.

      “Ivan, I need a second with Mother… Ms Hadley,” I correct myself. She’s no longer my mother, she lost that right the second she pulled the trigger and tried to kill someone I care about. Ivan steps back, giving us some space.

      “Mother,” she murmurs.

      “Not any fucking more,” I bite out. Her shoulders slump, but I barricade my heart against her. “From this moment on you mean nothing to me. Nothing. Do you understand?”

      “Erik, please,” she begs, crawling towards me.

      “No! We’re done,” I snap, stepping backwards. “The only reason you’re still breathing is because of Rose. You remain alive because of her generosity, her kindness, but let me make myself perfectly clear; I’m cutting you out of my life because of me. Have a fucking pleasant stay in prison, Ma,” I snarl.

      “You can’t do that. You can’t cut me out like that, not after everything I’ve done for you!”

      I bark out a laugh, the sound bitter, hollow. “What you did for me?”

      “You alright, brother?” Ivan asks, stepping forward. He flashes a dark gaze at Ms Hadley. She winces, backing away.

      “I will be as soon as she’s in prison and Rose is fixed,” I respond.

      I move to walk away, not wanting to be on the same island as her, let alone the same fucking room. But she launches for me, grabbing the material of my tracksuit bottoms.

      “Get your hands off me,” I growl as red mist feathers my vision once more. “How fucking dare you touch me!”

      “I saved you, you know. She was never going to take care of you, Erik. I made everything better,” she wheedles, her voice twisting into that of an old crone. I can almost see her holding the poisoned apple; she’s the epitome of evil.

      “Rose has shown me more kindness, empathy and care this past week than you have my whole damn life.”

      “Not Rose, not her,” she spits, then covers her mouth with a shaking hand. She lets go of my trousers and scuttles backwards as I stalk towards her.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      She shakes her head, folding into herself. My heart starts to hammer as the red mist climbs across my vision. I’m vaguely aware of Ivan pulling on my shoulder as I crouch down in front of her, but I shake him off.

      “Tell me what the fuck you’re talking about,” I demand, my hand grasping her jaw. It feels papery and thin beneath my hand.

      “From Isabelle… I saved you from her.”

      “Who. Is. Isabelle?” The words stab, as deadly and sharp as a knife.

      “My best friend, your birth mother,” she responds, a look of deep sadness in her eyes. I almost feel sorry for her. Almost.

      “What the fuck are you talking about? I was found on the steps of a hospital…”

      “No, you weren’t. Isabelle died two weeks after you were born. She went for a swim and came back three days later, washed up on the shore, bloated and unrecognisable. Her lungs were filled with seawater, leaving you an orphan with no other family but me.”

      Letting go of her jaw, I stand, stumbling backwards, my gaze flicking up to the rafters high above us. “You fucking bitch,” I manage to bite out.

      “Bitch?! The only person who’s ever looked out for you is me. Not Isabelle, not Emmie, not Rose, but me! I’m the one who loves you!”

      “What bullshit is this? You’re fucking lying to me…!”

      “No, I’m not. This is the truth. Isabelle got herself pregnant by some faceless man on the mainland. I helped her through her pregnancy, gave her a home in the cottage on this island. But she abandoned you! Who goes swimming in the middle of winter during a storm? It wouldn’t surprise me if she did it on purpose, that she wanted to drown.

      “Shut up!” I shout.

      “With the help of a few islanders, I made you my own. I saved you from a life in care. I SAVED you.”

      “What kind of fucked up shit is this?” Ivan shouts.

      “I was afraid social services would take you away. I wasn’t a relative of Isabelle’s, so they lied for me, said you were my own and not hers. She wasn’t strong enough to love you. I was. I am.”

      “You fucking lied to me!”  I shout, bitterness seeping from every pore.

      “Isabelle might’ve given birth to you, but she didn’t raise you. I did. You’re MY SON! I saved you!” she shouts, spittle flying out from her mouth in her rage.

      “You kept her existence from me. You stopped me from knowing where I came from, who my mother was. You had the power to give me that, but you chose to lie to me. You’re no different from the rest of the women who’ve claimed to love me. You’ve all lied to me, but you, you’ve lied to me my whole damn life.”

      I swoop downwards, grabbing her by the arm and chuck her inside the glass cage that she has only ever encouraged me to remain in.

      “Do not let her leave,” I snap at Ivan, then turn on my heel and run out of the outhouse towards Rose and the only future that’s worth having.
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      When I enter the farmhouse, Rose is lying on the couch in the front room, her head propped up on a pillow, covered in a blanket. Her shoulder is wrapped up tightly, but blood still seeps through the bandage and the white cotton of Anton’s t-shirt beneath it. Thankfully, it’s more of a slow bleed than the rushing of blood that poured from her in the outhouse. He’s done a good job stemming the flow, just like I asked him.

      Now Anton’s pacing up and down, alternating between checking Rose is still breathing to looking out of the window for the ambulance. His anxiety is like a living breathing being and combined with mine is not exactly helpful to Rose. We both need to calm the fuck down.

      “Where the hell are they?” Anton snaps, as if I have a direct line to the goddamn paramedics.

      “They’ll be here soon. She’ll be okay,” I respond, two statements I’ve said a dozen times between leaving the outhouse and entering this room.

      Anton nods tightly, he wants to believe me, but I’m not a doctor and he thinks I’m talking shit, so I don’t scare Rose. I might not be a doctor, but I’ve seen plenty of gunshot wounds in my time and I know the ones that kill instantly, the ones where you have a finite amount of time to get help before death comes knocking and the ones you survive.

      This is the latter, and I couldn’t be more grateful. A few inches down and Rose would have been ripped from us. My still simmering rage boils at the thought. I can’t even think about Ms Hadley. I fucking can’t.

      “Rose?” I say tentatively, moving towards her.

      She watches, pale, in shock, but alive. That’s the only part that matters right now. Everything else we can fix later.

      “Where’s Ivan?” she asks, noticing that he doesn’t follow me inside.

      “Waiting to speak with the police. He’s watching over Ms Hadley until they get here,” I say, reassuring Rose that Ms Hadley won’t get a chance to hurt her again. Not in this lifetime.

      She nods tightly, holding her hand out to me, wincing even when she lifts her unaffected arm. I take her proffered hand in mine. We’re past the stage of her needing my permission, I’m past the stage of being fucking terrified of her touch. I can and will accept her touch every fucking day for the rest of my life.

      “Hey, keep still. We don’t know the full damage just yet,” I reprimand her gently, squeezing her hand in mine. I’m reminded of how these same hands had bruised her skin, marked her, had almost throttled her. I move to pull away, but it’s her turn to hold on tight.

      “I have no regrets,” she says, knowing exactly what I’m thinking.

      Relief floods through me. One day when she’s healed, we can explore the kind of relationship that both of us need, but that time isn’t yet. One step at a time. “If I could change what she did,” I spit, not able to speak her name, “If I could’ve taken that bullet, I would’ve… in a fucking heartbeat.”

      “I know that, Erik. I know.”

      “This isn’t on you. Ms Hadley is to blame. As much as I don’t particularly like being shot,” she smiles ruefully, then winces, “I’m glad she’s shown you all her true colours. Her shade of green is not the pretty kind. Jealousy is a dangerous emotion.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I respond.

      “None of us are innocent, Erik. Not me, Ivan or Anton. It’s why we fit. Our pasts are bloodied by mistakes, but maybe our futures can be different…” her voice trails off and I’m not sure whether this time it’s because she’s in so much pain or because she’s still not quite ready to speak the truth of her heart. Time is what we need.

      “We’ll figure it out, together. All of us,” I reassure her. It’s not an empty promise. This is a promise I intend on keeping. When I look over at Anton, his expression tells me the same thing. I already know Ivan will do anything for her.

      Rose presses her eyes shut and this time her silence is very much to do with the pain lancing through her. She grits her jaw, a tiny nerve ticking behind her eyelid.

      “Have you ever been shot?” Rose asks eventually. Her green eyes even more astonishing in this light as she regards me.

      “No. I was fortunate in that respect.”

      She grimaces. A sudden rush of pain dashing across her face. “Well, I’m here to tell you, it fucking hurts like hell.” Rose laughs, then cries out in pain. “Fuck,” she bites out.

      I brush back a strand of bloody hair from her face. “I’m sorry, Rose. I’m so fucking sorry she hurt you.”

      “You didn’t pull the trigger, Erik. You’re not to blame.”

      Anton rushes past us both and yanks open the door, darting down the hallway. “Ambulance,” he shouts by way of explanation.

      Half a minute later he returns with two paramedics carrying large bags filled with medical equipment. I move away, giving them room to deal with Rose. Behind them Ivan walks into the room with a police officer. They talk in low voices whilst Ivan watches distractedly as the paramedics deal with Rose. He glances at me, a whole host of emotions rattling across his face. He looks like he’s seen a ghost.

      I guess finding out the woman you’ve known most of your life, that you trust, is a psychotic bitch is just as difficult for him to digest as it is for me.

      “Ms Hadley?” I ask.

      “In the police van,” Ivan responds quickly.

      “Fuck!” I mutter, as shock sets in. I feel like I’m being flogged in the town square. Every lie battering me, splitting me open, drawing blood. She knew who my mother was. Isabelle had been her best friend. She would’ve had years of memories to share with me. If she’d been the kind of selfless person Rose is, Ms Hadley could’ve shared every detail about her and yet she made me believe my mother abandoned me. She made me believe I wasn’t loved.

      “You okay, Erik?” Anton asks, placing his hand on my back. He’s shaking just as much as I am. We’re all going to crash soon. The adrenaline is going to wear off and we’re going to fucking crumble.

      “Not really, but Rose is worse off and she’s all I give a shit about right now,” I respond, wincing at how shitty that sounds. “Sorry, that came out wrong…”

      Anton pulls me into his side. “No need to apologise to me, brother. I fucking get it,” he responds.

      We both look over at Ivan whilst the paramedics work on making Rose comfortable before they move her. He looks like shit. I catch his gaze, and he shakes his head minutely as though telling me he’s got this in hand, under control. Honestly, I don’t give a shit about how he explains it away, I just want Rose fixed and Ms Hadley behind bars. I imagine he’s trying to explain away the glass room… Prison. For fuck’s sake, I really need to refer to it as what it really is.

      A fucking prison. Rose was right all along. She saw it for what it was when I was blinded by the truth.

      “We need to get you to hospital. Get you sorted out, okay, Rose?” the nameless paramedic says. He looks over at Anton and I, already making a judgement about us, about what’s happened. Pretty sure he thinks this is a crime of passion… I suppose it is in a way. My mother’s ‘passion’ for me has finally revealed itself. I shake off how fucked up that is. Not now. There’s time to unravel all of that later.

      “Where are you taking Rose?” Ivan asks, shrugging off the policeman’s questions.

      “Mainland. The air ambulance is already on the way. The hospital here isn’t equipped to deal with this type of injury,” the female paramedic explains.

      “We’re coming,” I step forward, not willing to let Rose out of my sight.

      “Not possible, I’m afraid…” the male paramedic, Richard, I think his name is, says.

      He gives me an apologetic look at the scowl I give him.

      “We’ll follow behind,” Ivan says quickly, tapping on his mobile and retreating to the hallway no doubt to arrange transportation. Being rich has its perks, I suppose. The policeman follows Ivan out into the hall.

      Anton steps towards Rose and places a hand on her leg. “We’ll be right behind you, okay?”

      She murmurs a response, the painkillers they’ve just injected already taking effect. Her gaze is unfocused, but at least the pain isn’t so bad now.

      “We’re going to take her to the airfield where the air ambulance is waiting for her.”

      “Thank you,” I manage to say.

      “Are you okay, sir?” the female paramedic asks, noticing the shake of my hand and the sweat trickling down my forehead.

      “Shock,” I bite out. That and the physical symptoms of PTSD still lingering, reminding me that whilst Rose has shown me I can live beyond those glass walls, I still have a long way to go. Healing isn’t quick or simple. I know that and so does she.

      This is just the first step, a big one, but the first step nonetheless.

      “Understandable, given the circumstances,” she agrees, smiling kindly as they help Rose onto a stretcher.

      I nod tightly. You’ve no fucking idea, I think.

      We all follow Rose out of the house and watch as they slide her onto the waiting gurney and into the back of the ambulance. Ivan steps into the ambulance and takes her hand, brushing a gentle kiss across her knuckles. He leans over and whispers something in her ear. I can’t hear him, but I know him well enough to know he’s telling her just how much she means to him, to us all. She accepts his affection, his love, for what it is and that’s more than I could ever have hoped for. He glances at Anton and me with pain in his eyes, and I know he doesn’t want to leave her, but he understands that both us have something we’d like to say, so he steps down, squeezing my shoulder as he passes by.

      “Brother?” Anton asks, wanting to know if it’s okay he speaks with her next. He’s covered in Rose’s blood, hands caked in it like paint. For the first time I’m glad he isn’t able to see colour, isn’t able to see the violence and destruction splattered over his skin.

      “Please,” I respond. I need to gather my thoughts before I say what I must.

      Anton steps up into the ambulance and presses his lips against her damp forehead. He pulls out a folded drawing from his back pocket and hands it to her. She looks at it briefly, a small sound escaping her lips.

      “Thank you,” I hear her murmur as she clutches it tightly.

      The paramedic moves towards them both and I panic not wanting them to leave before I say what I must.

      “Can I have a moment?” I say quickly, before the paramedic shuts the door.

      “Be quick,” he responds with a nod of his head.

      He steps aside, allowing me to climb up next to Rose. There’s so much I want to say, so much I need to share with Rose, but all that comes out are the words of a long dead poet.

      “There is a candle in your heart, ready to be kindled. There is a void in your soul, ready to be filled. You feel it, don’t you?”

      Despite the pain, Rose smiles. “I feel it,” she responds, the wreckage of her heart finally beginning to heal as hope starts to bloom right there in the depths of her eyes.
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      Rose – One Month Later

      The truth has a funny way of ripping you open, and more often than not, that one truth can uncover a multitude of lies. Lies that have the power to destroy like nothing else can. None of us have come out unscathed. We’ve all been affected by Ms Hadley’s secrets, and the lies decaying beneath them. Like weeds they’ve wrapped around the fresh green shoots of our connection, stunting the growth, trying to suffocate us all.

      You see, Erik wasn’t the only one whose life has been damaged by Ms Hadley’s lies, her deceit. Both Ivan and Anton are victims too. Victims of her jealousy and hate for anything they loved which wasn’t her. She has so much to answer for.

      It makes me sick to the stomach knowing what she did to them.

      If I’d known then, what I know now, I would’ve picked up the gun and killed her myself. I would’ve ignored the pain. Ignored the blood pouring from my gunshot wound and shot her. I wouldn’t have hesitated. Perhaps then her lies would have died with her and I could’ve prevented this final last conflict where love is both the reason for the battle and the solution to it. The woman in the restaurant, had been right. Sometimes things are best left in the past. Sometimes history does have a way of upsetting the present and destroying the future. It seems ironic now that she was the speaker of truths, this woman we only knew as Love. Now I know her real name, we all do, and like the oncoming tide, once one truth was spilled, the rest came in a wave that none of us had the power to stop.

      Ms Hadley is evil, and we are not the only victims.

      Evil like that has no right to remain living in this world.

      As it is, she’s not even in prison and we are struggling to cultivate what we’d only just begun to grow. Ivan has thrown himself into work. Erik has withdrawn to his rooms at Browlace, his healing stunted, and Anton can’t pick up a pencil let alone a paintbrush. We’re all trying to digest the jumble of lies in our own way. I’m living here with them now, taking up Ivan’s offer the second I was well enough to move into Browlace, and even though I’m healed physically from the gunshot wound, there’s still so much more to be done.

      They’re in pain. Which means so am I. Opening up my heart has meant that I feel what they feel. But I won’t run from it. Not anymore.

      Over the past month my hate for Ms Hadley has grown like poison ivy. It wraps around me, choking me. I want to let it go, forget about her. But I can’t. Every day I’m reminded of the damage she has caused, and my hate grows, consuming the air inside my lungs.

      If it wasn’t for Viktor’s help, Ms Hadley would’ve been locked away and we might’ve had the strength to sever her chokehold, but of course things never work out the way they should. For reasons best known only to him, Viktor hired the finest lawyer money could buy and her sentence was reduced to an undefined stay in a hospital for the mentally impaired. Ms Hadley is getting the best possible care somewhere in London and is a living breathing reminder of everything she did to us.

      Every day they’re forced to live knowing what she’s done and whilst on the surface, they appear unaffected, I know the truth. I can see beneath the muddy surface of their grief.

      They hurt. They’re in pain. They’re suffocating.

      All because of her.

      The thing is, whilst I hate her with a passion, whilst I want to destroy her and make her pay for what she did, I want to fight for us even more.

      I’m strong enough now to do that. Just like my men, I’m more than the broken shards of my past. I’m a culmination of everything that has come to pass and what is still yet to come. I’m the little girl trapped in the hold of Cerulean Blue, I’m the demon who fought to survive, I’m the woman who battles pain every day of her life, I’m Domina. I’m their muse, but above all else I’m Rose and I have fucking thorns that will slash through every last chokehold Ms Hadley has twined around us.

      She won’t win.

      She won’t get between us.

      Her jealousy and spite won’t ruin what we have. We’ll survive this just like we’ve survived everything else, even if they don’t know that yet.

      If it’s the last thing I ever do, I will make this right. I will show them all the strength of our connection. I will prove to them what they’ve known all along. They’ve each taught me something vital.

      Ivan has taught me that there is strength in submission, in love.

      Anton has taught me that there is a beauty in darkness that doesn’t have to be painful.

      And Erik has taught me that no matter how fucked up this world can be there is always hope if you’re brave enough to look for it.

      Now it’s my turn to teach them something in return. I’m the one, but I’m not the only one.

      You see, a symphony is made up of four parts and we are a sum of those parts; Ivan, Anton, Erik, me.

      This isn’t the end, but the beginning.

      Our Symphony has only just begun.

      

      
        
        To be continued in the final book of Finding Their Muse series…
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      Well, here we are readers, I hope you survived Strings. Erik’s story was one of the most difficult I’ve had to write, especially the torture scenes, but I hope that I’ve given both him and Rose some hope for the future. Honestly, it was never going to be an immediate fix for them, for any of them really, and there is still so much more healing to go. Though, I’ve always known Erik would be the person to break down Rose’s walls once and for all. But of course, he would never had been able to manage it if Ivan and Anton hadn’t done their part. They’re just as key to Rose’s healing as Erik, and of course, her future.

      Together they make the perfect symphony, which leads me nicely onto book four, the final book of the series….

      In this book, aptly titled Symphony, all the questions you might have about Ms Hadley and the harm she’s caused with her lies and deceit, will be revealed. I don’t want to give too much away but there’s even more darkness coming. Get ready for it.

      Don’t worry though, my books always have a HEA even if it takes a lot of heartache to get there. I promise you it will be worth it.

      As always, thank you so very much for your love and support, without you all, none of this would be possible. I’ve been blown away by the response to these books and am extremely proud of them all. Very soon these will be made available on audiobook too. I’ll keep you posted about that as and when news is available.

      Some of you may or may not know that I write to music, always. This time I’ve put together a playlist. I will keep adding to this as I continue to write, the link can be found on my website here:

      https://www.beapaige.co.uk/finding-their-muse-playlist.html

      If you want to keep up to date with all my releases you might want to sign up to my newsletter here. I have some incredible new series in the works. A dark romance trilogy, a gritty, contemporary romance four book series, and a second chance romance duet (ménage).

      https://www.beapaige.co.uk/get-in-touch.html

      Much love, Bea xxx
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