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      Anton

      If I told you that I’ve never seen the bright golds and yellows of a sunrise, the dusky pink blossom of a cherry tree, the stark red of blood blooming from a wound, what would you think?

      Like most people, you’d believe I was blind. That I see nothing.

      The thing is, I see everything.

      But I don’t see colour.

      You could tell me how the ocean off the coast of Land’s End is a deep midnight blue, how green the meadows that surround the manor look on a bright spring day. You could even tell me that my eyes are a rich chocolate brown with flecks of gold.

      But I won’t understand what that means.

      I never will.

      During the day, my life is lived in shades of grey. The light might break up the darkness so that I can distinguish one object from another, but at night I live in a black void, a pit so deep, so dark, that no light can penetrate it.

      If in the daytime I’m barely alive, then at night I’m a fucking ghost.

      I’m a ghost who walks amongst the living.

      Every night, whilst the world sleeps, dreams filled with kaleidoscopic colour, I wade through the inky darkness trying to find a way back to the living.

      Tonight, it’s no different.

      Along the silent hallways of Browlace Manor, I roam. I’m an apparition, as pale and as colourless as the world around me.

      But I’m not the only ghost that treads the wooden boards beneath my bare feet.

      This home is filled with them.

      Mine, Ivan’s, Erik’s.

      Each of us have demons that taunt us, memories that haunt us daily. Our hearts may beat, we may breathe the dust-filled air of this old, creaking house, but none of us really live.

      We hide behind locked doors. Closed off from one another, trapped in our own versions of hell.

      Ivan bleeds for the woman he destroyed, fucking women in the studio where his wife slit her wrists. He craves that one moment of blissful release because it’s the only way he can find peace from the guilt he’ll never be able to outrun.

      Erik is a prisoner to his own memories, the west wing of the manor his personal jail. It wouldn’t matter if Ms Hadley left the doors unlocked because he’s never been able to escape the nightmares of his past. There’s no freedom in being free, not for him.

      And me? I crave the impossible. I search for something I’ll never be able to have. I search for colour, any shade other than the faded monochrome that surrounds me. I use drugs, willing to chase the dragon just for a glimpse of its fiery breath, and as a result insomnia plagues me. Not that it matters, there is no comfort in the arms of sleep, only more torture, more anguish, more pain, more fucking grey.

      It's a thankless colour. A colour that’s bland, dull, lifeless, drab. It’s the colour of nothingness, of the space between day and night, light and dark. It’s the colour of punishment, of a father’s disappointment. It’s the brittle cold mist that hangs over Browlace Manor in the middle of winter. It’s the colour of aging, of paper thin flesh over brittle bones, of ash and dust, of smoke. Of everything that happens after life. It’s Svetlana’s gravestone that sits nestled amongst the wood she once loved to roam in.

      Grey is the remains of dreams, of whispers painted along the edge of sanity.

      And the one thing, the only thing that keeps me from losing my mind entirely are my pencils, paintbrushes and the possibilities of an empty canvas. The small shard of hope, that one day I might finally be able to breath colour into my life through art.

      Pushing open the door to my studio I turn on the light switch, objects take shape, forming slowly as my eyes adjust to the sudden change. This room is my sanctuary. It’s the only place where I feel a little less ghostlike and a little more alive.

      In the far corner of the room a large canvas leans against the wall, a painting of the woman I’ve been trying to recreate for the past two years. Even from where I stand, I know it hasn’t captured her. It pales into insignificance.

      How can I capture someone so pure, so free, so innocent, so full of colour, life?

      For months, following my arrival at Browlace Manor, she’d been my muse. She’d posed for me in my studio here.

      She’d come willingly at first.

      She’d laid bare so that I could draw every contour of her body; the sharp point of her jaw, the curve of her breasts and hips, the thatch of hair between her legs, the dip of her waist under a ribcage that expanded with anticipation and exhaled with desire. She was young, only twenty-two and had the soft plumpness that comes with being so youthful.

      She’d been in love with me.

      I knew that, and I used it to my advantage with the sole purpose to get what I wanted.

      Her name was Amber. A name that taunted me with another colour that I’ve never been able to see. She’d told me once that her hair was the same colour as her name, it was why her parents chose it for her. She’d even told me that if she stood in the sunlight just right, that her hair would become a halo about her head, conjuring images of angels and magical creatures that I had no right to capture on canvas, let alone anywhere else.

      Unknowingly, she taunted me with her words and it sent my obsession to seek her colours into the realms of insanity.

      Mine, hers.

      Neither of us got out without irrevocable damage.

      By the time I’d finished with her, she’d lost the innocence she’d started with, her passion for life dwindled to the point of non-existence and I’d lost another piece of my soul.

      I’m responsible for her slow spiral into madness and though she lives still, it’s not a life I wish on anyone.

      I ruined her.

      I took and took and took until all her colour bled onto the floor of my studio and seeped into the cracks between the wooden boards never to be seen again, not one ounce of it captured on the canvas that still lies unfinished to this day.

      She’s as grey as me now. A ghost just like I am.

      I’m a monster.

      I seek the impossible and I will do whatever it takes to get it…

      I destroy people, and I’m about to do the same thing again.
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      Rose

      Above me grey clouds billow with the threat of rain as I make my way up the drive towards Browlace Manor. Ivan’s insistence on sending a car to pick me up every morning for work is a kind one, but on this bitterly cold Friday morning I turned the offer of a lift down, sending Patrick, the head gardener slash impromptu chauffeur, away.

      Despite the aches I will suffer later, I need the fresh air and time to think.

      Tomorrow evening, Ivan leaves for Moscow for a couple of weeks to meet with a potential new client. He’s looking into opening a new hotel in the centre of the city and he’s asked me to go with him as his personal assistant… as his Domina.

      And even though the thought of being away with Ivan thrills me, I have a reason to stay.

      Two actually.

      Anton and Erik.

      Sighing, I tuck my mitten-covered hands deep into the pockets of my wool coat. It’s been almost two weeks since I became Ivan’s Domina. Every day has been filled with a new found happiness as Ivan and I work besides one another. Every night filled with mind-blowing sex.

      Ivan has submitted to me entirely, giving me his body and handing over his control willingly and though a huge part of me wants to go with him to Moscow, another part wants to stay, wants to explore the newly forming friendships with Anton and Erik. But more than that, I want to understand the dangerous attraction bubbling between us. Dangerous because unlike Ivan, their demons are still untamed.

      Erik is volatile, the threat of physical harm in his presence a very real one.

      Anton is a mystery, someone I’ve not really been able to work out. He’s layered, much more so than Ivan, and probably Erik too.

      Though Ivan still has days when he struggles with his past, he is secure in the knowledge that I am his Domina, that with me he can submit and let go of all the pain of his past, all of the guilt, the control.

      I believe he’s healing a little day by day, and to know I’ve somehow had a hand in that makes me feel a little better about myself. It eases some of the hurt of my own past, and the memories of a man who broke my heart when I was just a child.

      Erik’s demons lie in his past too, but in a very different way. His anger and violence are wrapped up in the memories of the torture he was subjected to. I don’t know all the details, but in the brief moments when I’ve been around him it’s clear to see that out of the three men his demon is the closest to the surface.

      But at least with Erik I can see exactly what I’m dealing with.

      It’s like standing in front of a lion in a circus. It might be tamed to a certain extent by rules and training, but it still has the ability to gut you with one well-placed claw. It’s still a wild animal beneath all the conditioning.

      With Anton, his demons are buried so deep, hidden so well, that I suspect he’ll be the hardest to uncover. Just like his paintings he’s layered, each colour painted over the other, hiding the first sketch, the heart of who he is.

      Something about the way Anton’s been acting over the last week or so has me concerned for him. That’s another reason why I can’t go with Ivan.

      I’ve always been attracted to broken men, and Anton is more broken than most.

      Stopping at the top of the driveway I look at the looming sight of Browlace Manor. It’s a beautiful home, built entirely with Cornish stone. Ivy trails up the left side growing over the windows of the west wing of the manor and crawling across the grey slate roof. The gravel drive has a central grass island, and in the middle sits a cherry blossom tree which is nothing more than barren twigs given it’s practically winter, or at least it feels like it on this freezing October day.

      Beyond the thick stone and inside the manor there are still areas that are off limits to me, Erik’s wing being one of them. I haven’t had a chance to spend time with him since Ivan and I fought for dominance that night in Svetlana’s dance studio. He’s kept his distance whilst recovering from his stab wound. His mother, Ms Hadley, is taking ‘care’ of him.

      I laugh out loud at that, white plumes of breath leaving my mouth. My demon coming alive from the inside out.

      That woman makes my skin crawl. Since the night I warned her not to fuck with me, she’s stayed away. But that doesn’t mean to say her threat to ruin me has lessened any. She’s biding her time.

      I know that, because so am I.

      I will get to the bottom of her role in their lives. It’s more than mother, housekeeper, ex-nanny. Much, much more.

      If anyone holds secrets, it’s her.

      And I intend to find out what they are.

      

      Entering our office, I find Ivan sitting at his desk drinking a cup of coffee. He looks up when I enter, a smile lighting his blue-grey eyes even if the rest of his face remains impassive. It’s as though he still can’t quite give in to the happiness he feels. Even though his guilt has lessened, and his demon vanquished, he still can’t allow himself that gift.

      Perhaps one day that will change. We just need to take it one step at a time.

      “Morning, Rose. Did you clear the cobwebs?” he asks.

      “Something like that.”

      I close the door, hanging my coat on the hook, before settling behind my desk. He watches me thoughtfully. I know what he’s itching to ask, but I’m not ready to tell him just yet.

      Ivan waits for me to log onto the computer before broaching the subject without asking me outright what I’ve decided. Gone are the days where he would demand an answer, trying to bully me into responding. That man who needed to control, to rule, he’s no longer here.

      “I’ve just been going over the itinerary. It’s going to be a busy couple of weeks,” he says.

      Opening up the file on the computer that holds the details of his trip, I glance over the information. “Is there anything left I need to do? Would you like me to call the hotel and check everything is in order?”

      “There’s no need. You put this itinerary together, Rose. It’s foolproof. You’re very good at your job. I’m a lucky man.”

      I raise my eyebrow at that.

      “I mean it.”

      Ivan stands, his movements far more graceful than they were the first time we laid eyes on each other in this office. Whilst each day he becomes a little less stiff, I fight to remain subtle. My medical condition worsening with every passing day, despite my efforts to stop it from ruling me. I’m well aware of the swelling surrounding more of my finger joints. They’re ugly. I feel ashamed of them.

      As Ivan approaches, I hide my hands beneath the table. I don’t want him to see them. Which is entirely crazy given he’s sucked every single one of my fingers and never complained.

      “You don’t believe I’m lucky?” he asks, approaching me.

      I shrug, not willing to answer that question.

      “Rose, I know I’m not the type of man to express how he feels with words…”

      “Unless he’s in a rage,” I mutter, with a half-smile.

      “I’m not particularly articulate then either,” he responds with a rueful laugh as he perches on the corner of my desk “The point is I feel lucky. I’m grateful for you, Rose. You’ve changed everything.”

      Although I can tell he wants to, Ivan doesn’t try to touch me. In this room we work. It must be that way otherwise we’d never get anything done. In this room it’s just Rose and Ivan, not dominant and submissive. We can be free to talk, behave naturally, but there is absolutely no sex. None.

      Being intimate now happens in the privacy of Ivan’s bedroom. We haven’t entered the dance studio together since that night he submitted to me. I won’t dominate him in the same room his wife committed suicide. He doesn’t need a reminder of that kind of guilt and frankly neither do I.

      After what happened that night, I took the decision out of his hands and made sure that whenever we come together it would be anywhere other than Svetlana’s studio. Besides, there’s something about that space. The handful of times I’ve gone there, I feel as though I’m being watched. That I’m not alone somehow.

      Svetlana’s ghost lingers in that room, just as much as the stain of her blood. That room belongs to her, to Ivan’s past. Not his future.

      “Rose, are you listening? You’ve changed everything.”

      “Not everything,” I reply before I’m able to stop myself.

      I haven’t changed Anton, Erik. I haven’t set them free, and something deep within me really wants to do that. My need to save them is becoming an obsession of my own. Perhaps it was because I couldn’t save Roman, perhaps it’s just because broken men are the ones I’m most drawn to. Either way, it’s becoming a very real need in me.

      “Rose…” he starts, a frown pulling his dark eyebrows together.

      But he doesn’t get to finish his sentence, not when the door to the office slams open and Ms Hadley comes rushing in.

      Both Ivan and I stand abruptly. Ms Hadley wouldn’t be here unless it’s an emergency. Ivan made it quite clear that’s the only reason she could ever come to our office uninvited. The fact she’s still allowed to be in the building makes me uncomfortable, but currently I have no reason to persuade Ivan to change that… yet.

      “What is it, Ms Hadley?” Ivan asks.

      Her face is pale, her mouth pinched. She glances between us both.

      “Is it Erik?” Ivan bites out, his muscles tensing under his white shirt.

      Ms Hadley’s gaze flicks to mine, and for the briefest of moments I swear I can see triumph in them before it disappears and is replaced with fear.

      “No, not Erik. It’s Anton. I can’t wake him.”
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      Anton

      Darkness looms, the black gulf of its gaping maw ready to devour me.

      I don’t fall into the darkness peacefully.

      I fight. My arms flail, my legs kicking as I fall…

      Then nothing.

      No sound. No images. No light.

      No. Fucking. Colour.

      I can drink myself into a stupor. I can smoke weed in the hope that, somehow, it’ll allow me to see.

      And yet I’m left with…

      Nothing.

      I’m floating in a void of nothingness.

      And even though I can no longer feel my body, it isn’t a peaceful weightlessness.

      It isn’t anything.

      There’s no pain, no happiness. No relief.

      I lift my head trying to see a shape, anything that I can grab hold of, something to anchor me. Something to keep me from floating away into space, from dispersing into the air.

      But I realise there’s no anchoring a soul that can’t find peace in its own body. How can you anchor something that has no substance?

      You can’t.

      There’s no helping me.

      No matter how much I want to fill the pain that lives inside. No matter how much I crave colour to make me whole, it’s useless.

      It’s fucking useless.

      My mind wanders to the girl I ruined.

      She lives half a life because of what I did to her, because of the way I used her for my own gain. I’m not proud of myself, I hate that I hurt her.

      But I’ll do it again if I have too.

      Because without colour, I’m nothing.

      Without colour I’m a swathe of smoke; weightless and insubstantial.

      Dangerous.

      I’m a secret assassin. I creep into the cracks of people’s hearts, seep into their lungs and steal their breath, consuming them slowly over time. I suffocate and destroy.

      But the thing is, whilst I destroy others, I destroy myself too. I’ve been doing it for a very long time…

      Time.

      It ticks away endlessly as I float in the darkness.

      Darkness that consumes me, that threatens to break up the molecules that barely bind me together. One strong wind and I will disperse, with no strength to remain whole.

      Then slowly… grey filters into the black, absorbing it so that it isn’t so bottomless.

      The void fills with smoke, it billows around me.

      It is me.

      I take form, the tendrils of my soul feathering outwards.

      The colour grey might be who I am, it might allow me to see.

      But it reminds me of everything I’m not.

      It reminds me of what I desire.

      Colour.

      My muse.

      Rose.
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      Rose

      We all rush from the room, following Ms Hadley to Anton’s studio. As soon as we enter, I can smell the stale stench of weed, alcohol and vomit. In the corner of the room by his easel, is Anton. He’s lying naked on his side in a pile of his own sick.

      “Fuck’s sake, Anton,” Ivan growls, leaning over him, checking for a pulse. “How long has he been like this?”

      “I don’t know, I just came to bring him some breakfast,” Ms Hadley says, pointing to a tray on his art table. “And this is how I found him.”

      Her voice cracks as her hand flies to cover her mouth, and a small part of me wonders whether I’ve got her wrong. Right now, she seems genuinely concerned.

      “He’s breathing, Ms Hadley. Anton’s just passed out. Luckily for him, he’s puked up the contents of his stomach. Hopefully, whatever shit he’s taken will be out of his system now and he can sleep it off.”

      “Shouldn’t we take him to the hospital? Get him checked over just in case?” I ask, dropping besides Ivan.

      I run my fingertips over the cool skin of Anton’s thigh, unable to stop myself from touching him. It’s then that I notice the tiny red pinpricks peppering the crook of his arm. They aren’t fresh marks, definitely more than a couple of weeks old, but they’re concerning enough.

      “Ivan…?” I murmur, catching his eye.

      “No! No hospital. We’ve done this before. He’ll sleep for the day, then wake up with a fucking hangover from hell. I’ll speak to him then, but for now we need to get him to his room,” Ivan says, before turning his attention to Ms Hadley. “I’m going to need Erik’s help, go get him.”

      “But what about…” she says, flicking her eyes to me.

      “I can’t lift him on my own. Get Erik!” Ivan snaps.

      Ms Hadley nods sharply and rushes from the room, but not before giving me a wicked look. Frankly, I couldn’t care less what she thinks of me. I’m glad she’s been sent away, even if it is only for a moment.

      “Ivan, the marks on Anton’s arm. Is that what I think it is?”

      Ivan sighs. “I thought he’d got it under control. He did have it under control. He’s been clean for months. FUCK! How could I miss this?”

      “Hey, don’t do that. No guilt,” I command, lowering my voice to the familiar tenor that is Domina. Ivan nods, his guilt leaving him in one long breath. I envy him that, because inside I feel guilt constricting my own lungs.

      “Does this happen often?” I ask.

      “Often enough for me to worry about the stupid bastard.” Ivan confesses.

      “Talk to me, Ivan. Don’t carry this burden alone. What’s going on here?”

      Ivan considers me a moment, conflicted.

      “Ivan,” I prompt him.

      “Over the years Anton falls into bouts of…” He swallows hard, unable to continue.

      “Depression?” I ask gently.

      He flicks his gaze to me, scraping a hand through his dark hair. “Yes, partly that, but mostly psychosis. Ant loses himself for a time. He takes drugs, which makes it worse. He doesn’t sleep, barely eats. Anton locks himself in this room, he withdraws from everyone except the one person he shouldn’t be around because of how obsessive he becomes.”

      “What do you mean, the one person he shouldn’t be around?”

      “His muse, Rose. You. He chose you. I should’ve warned you, I should’ve seen this coming. This is just the start. He can’t control his obsession. When he said you’re the one, I thought he meant something different. But it’s happening again.”

      “The one?”

      Ivan gives me a pained look, one that tells me he’s holding back from telling me the whole truth. Everything about this moment is worrying. Anton’s drug abuse, the threat of his obsession that has been brought up by both Ivan and Anton on more than one occasion, and lastly the truth being held back from me.

      “I thought he meant you’d be the one to help him get over his need to see colour. I thought he meant you’d be enough. Now I know I’m mistaken and that puts you in danger, Rose.”

      “Why?”

      “When he’s like this, he’s dangerous.”

      “How so?” I look from Ivan to Anton. To me, he just looks vulnerable.

      “Because he’s capable of anything. He will hurt you.”

      “Not in this state he won’t. He’s comatose,” I retort.

      “I don’t mean physically, Rose…”

      “No one has the capability to hurt me that way anymore, Ivan. It’s impossible.”

      Ivan looks at me with troubled eyes. “He’ll find a way. Don’t underestimate him, Rose.”

      He falls silent, unspoken words hanging in the air between us.

      “Will you ever tell me about your past, Rose?” he finally asks me.

      The vulnerability he shows me in that one question almost floors me. For a man who until recently kept everyone at arm’s length, it’s a show of emotion that’s perfect in its nakedness.

      “I don’t know,” I respond honestly.

      Ivan gives me a lingering look, then nods his head turning his attention back to Anton.

      “I should’ve kept a closer eye on him.”

      “Stop that now. He’s a grown man, Ivan. The decisions he makes are his alone. You didn’t roll those joints,” I say, pointing to the overflowing ashtray. “You didn’t pour that bottle of whiskey down his throat either, and you certainly didn’t inject heroin into his arm. You aren’t responsible, and you can’t prevent this kind of self-destruction. Believe me, I know that better than anyone.”

      Memories of Roman pull at the corner of my consciousness, but I push them away, slamming the door on them. I won’t be reminded of that time. Not now. Not when I feel so afraid, because despite my words of comfort for Ivan, inside I feel my guts churn at the thought Anton is suffering like this and that I might be responsible.

      “You don’t get it… There’s more to being his muse than you think, Rose.”

      “Let’s try and sit him up so that it’s easier for you and Erik to lift him,” I say, trying to be practical and, more importantly, avoiding the conversation for now.

      Ivan sighs, but doesn’t push further. Between us we manage to get Anton into a seated position. His head rolls forward, the long strands of his hair falling over his face.

      “This is the last fucking time I do this,” Ivan snarls as he hauls Anton against his chest, guilt replaced with anger now.

      Anger is still Ivan’s go-to emotion when he can’t handle an emotional situation such as this. I get that. I understand him, because beneath the anger is concern, fear, love.

      I see it now in the gentle way he holds Anton despite the anger making his jaw tight.

      “You and I both know that isn’t true, Ivan,” I say softly.

      Ivan frowns, the muscle in his jaw twitching.

      Reaching over I cup Anton’s face, pushing his head gently back against Ivan’s shoulder. His eyelids flicker open, a stream of nonsense falling from his lips as beads of sweat pearl on his forehead.

      “Shh, Anton. It’s okay,” I say, swiping the long tendrils of hair off his face. He looks at me blankly, his dark eyes black. The pupils are so large they practically encompass the whole of his irises, the whites bloodshot. He looks like shit. He looks broken.

      He looks ashen, grey.

      And I already know that I won’t be able to leave his side until I fix him or ruin myself trying.

      “We’ll get through this, okay?” I say softly to Anton. Ivan is staring at me with a look that makes my throat constrict.

      It’s a promise I know I have no place making. I made a similar promise to Roman and that didn’t end well.

      “I’ll have to cancel my trip,” Ivan says, abruptly.

      He adjusts Anton in his arms. Anton groans, his head falling forward the moment I let it go.

      “No, don’t do that…” I say, propping Anton’s head back once more.

      “I can’t leave him in this state.”

      “Ivan, you must go, you’ve been working so hard. There might not be another opportunity like this.”

      I don’t get to argue my point further because Ms Hadley returns with Erik.

      Erik.

      The atmosphere changes the moment he steps into the room. Instantly, I feel the prickles of danger and the spark of attraction erupt over my skin.

      “Erik,” I murmur, unable to help myself.

      I don’t raise my gaze, automatically reacting submissively. Around him, I find it difficult to behave any other way. I know Ivan is acutely aware of the change in me too. I hear him draw in a harsh breath at my instantaneous response to Erik.

      “Rose, you should step aside,” Erik says, his smooth voice edged with sharpness.

      I respond immediately, getting up and backing away enough so that Erik feels comfortable to move from behind Ms Hadley. Something about him using her as a shield grates more than I’d care to admit.

      I watch from beneath lowered lashes as he strides over to Ivan and Anton. He's wearing workout gear, his muscular legs encased in running shorts. I allow myself to raise my gaze a little higher just enough to see that he’s also wearing a muscle top. He has thick arms, and large hands. Everything about him screams strength and power.

      “Stay over there,” Erik says, addressing me, and my gaze snaps to the floor once more.

      “Of course,” I whisper, backing up against the wall on the other side of the room, putting as much space between Erik and me as I physically can.

      Despite his outward appearance, and the control he seems to have currently, I know it can change in an instant. One false move from me and this whole situation could spiral quickly.

      I hear Ms Hadley draw in a sharp breath, unable to hide her surprise at Erik’s ability to be in the same room as me. The violence in Erik is still barely contained, I can see how close he is to losing control in the tenseness of his stance, but he hasn’t tried to kill me, yet.

      Not able to help myself, I glance at Ms Hadley. The look she gives me is murderous, but then again what did I expect?

      “What was it this time, Ivan?” Erik asks, crouching down beside them both. His hand rests on Anton’s leg, squeezing gently.

      “Just weed and whiskey,” Ivan responds.

      “Maybe today, but he’s been using recently,” Erik says, pointing to the needle marks on his arm.

      “I know.” Ivan sighs heavily, and my shattered heart aches for them all.

      “I haven’t seen him like this since…” Erik starts, then his shoulders bunch tightly as he remembers I’m still in the room.

      Since what? Svetlana’s death? A relationship gone sour? More secrets swirl about us, thickening the air further. Choking me.

      “Since what?” I ask, unable to help myself.

      Both men clam up, using the excuse of lifting Anton off the floor as a reason not to answer.

      Anton groans as Ivan adjusts his grip. “Let’s get Anton to bed,” Ivan says, looking at me grimly. “Then maybe we can talk.”
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      I follow a safe distance behind Ivan and Erik as they carry Anton to his bedroom. Ms Hadley walks beside me not uttering a word, but I can feel her malice towards me as though it’s a sentient being.

      “He’ll need cleaning up. Bring me some warm water, washcloths and towels,” Ms Hadley orders the moment Ivan and Erik have placed him on his bed.

      My skin instantly prickles. He doesn’t need cleaning up, he needs sleep. He’s a grown fucking man, he can shower when he wakes.

      “No way!” I respond instantly. She’s not touching him.

      Ms Hadley snaps around to face me. Out of the corner of my eye I see Erik tense. His fingers curling into his palms as he senses the hate between us.

      “He’s covered in sick, he needs cleaning.”

      “He’s not your charge anymore. Anton can wash himself when he wakes up.”

      Ms Hadley narrows her eyes at me, folding her arms across her chest. “I don’t know what you’re insinuating with that look, young lady, but I’ve taken care of this boy since he was a baby, and I will continue to do so until he tells me otherwise, so if you don’t mind…” she retorts, turning her back to me and heading over to Anton’s side.

      “Actually, I do mind. Very much, in fact. Ms Hadley, you aren’t washing Anton whilst he’s passed out. When he wakes up, he can tell you if he ever needs that kind of looking after, but until that point you need to back off. And, for the record, he most definitely is not a boy!”

      He’s a man, for fuck’s sake. He’s naked, vulnerable, and something about the way she hovers over him has my skin crawling and my stomach roiling.

      Ms Hadley stiffens, my veiled threat hanging in the air around us. She might be the matriarch of this family, ruling over these men, but I’m not about to let her do something I don’t agree with. No way in hell.

      “Mother, it’s time to leave. Let Anton sleep this off. As soon as he wakes, Ivan can let you know,” Erik says, breaking the battle of wills happening between us.

      He briefly looks at me, his emotions schooled behind taut features, and before I avert my eyes, I can see beyond the pretence. I know that he’s suffering just being in the same room as me, any longer and he’ll not be able to control himself. Ms Hadley must see that too because this time she doesn’t argue.

      “Fine, but the moment he wakes I want to know. Come Erik, let’s get you back to your room.”

      Erik nods his head, not denying her even though I desperately want him to. I watch him carefully under lowered lashes. When he passes behind me, I can feel the almost visceral pull that makes me want to fall to my knees and beg for… I don’t know, release, I guess?

      Forgiveness, that voice inside my head says.

      I shake that thought away. Why would I need forgiveness from Erik? We barely know each other. The moment they both leave I let out a long breath.

      “Well, that was fucking intense,” Ivan says, with a smile that doesn’t reach the confusion in his eyes.

      “It could have been a lot worse. What is it with that woman?”

      Ivan sighs. “She has been part of our family for a long time. She cares for us, Rose.”

      I let out a sharp laugh. “Are you certain of that, Ivan?”

      He doesn’t respond immediately. “Besides, I wasn’t talking about the tension between you and Ms Hadley.”

      “What then?”

      Ivan looks from me to Anton and back again. “You’re attracted to him, aren’t you?” he asks.

      I don’t respond right away. I look at Anton, bare and vulnerable, completely oblivious to what’s going on around him right now. I think about the moments we’ve spent together in his studio, and my need to uncover the truth of him.

      “Yes.” I respond, because Ivan deserves some honesty. “Yes, I am. But it doesn’t change anything between us, Ivan. I’m still your Domina. Do you understand that?”

      “I do…”

      “But you’re still troubled. Why?”

      “I meant Erik,” he responds.

      “I’m attracted to you all,” I say truthfully, hating that my cheeks flush. I should own how I feel, not feel guilty about it. Pulling my spine straight I look Ivan directly in the eye. “I can’t deny my growing attraction to Erik and Anton. I want to be honest with you.”

      There’s no point in denying it. I won’t lie to the man who’s only ever been truthful to me.

      He nods, already trying to process the reality of this possible new dynamic. We’ve been skirting around the issue of Erik and Anton for a while now, but this is the first time we’ve discussed it openly.

      “How will this work?” he asks.

      “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      We fall silent, both of us trying to process that.

      “What do you want from me, Rose?”

      Everything, I want to respond.

      But that’s flirting with dangerous emotions and right now I must protect myself.

      “Come here, Ivan,” I demand, needing him to understand that what we have is important to me despite admitting my attraction to his best friends.

      Ivan leans over, grabbing the thick throw from the bottom of Anton’s bed and covering him with it before coming to stand before me.

      “I want you to go to Moscow. I want you to trust me to take care of Anton. And I want you to know that when you return, nothing between us will have changed. You are still mine, Ivan.”

      He steps closer. I can feel his need for me growing between us, the demon within me awakens.

      “You don’t understand what you’re dealing with, Rose. Anton is dangerous. He’s hurt people. This,” Ivan says, pointing to Anton’s peaceful form, “is just the start.”

      “I understand dangerous men, Ivan. I can deal with it.”

      “You don’t know Anton. What kind of man would I be to leave you alone with him, knowing what he’s capable of?”

      “You’d be the kind of man I’d respect. I think you know I can handle myself.”

      Ivan grimaces. He knows it’s true. I managed to tame the demon within him, didn’t I?

      “This is different, Rose… he fucking painted you.”

      “I know that. I let him. I agreed to be his muse, Ivan. That hasn’t changed.”

      “No, you don’t get it, Rose. You don’t understand what you’ve agreed to. I should’ve warned you. I should’ve told you immediately what that meant.”

      “Then tell me now. Tell me what it is that has you so worried and let me decide whether I can handle it.”

      “No,” a voice croaks from the bed.

      Ivan stiffens as I turn to face Anton. He hauls himself upright on unsteady arms and swipes a trembling hand over his ashen face.

      “Fuck,” he breathes, pressing his fingers against his eyes.

      “We didn’t think you’d be awake for some time, Ant,” Ivan says, perching on the corner of the bed. “How do you feel?” All his anger is gone now, just relief.

      “Like I’ve drunk too much whiskey and smoked too much weed.”

      “And what about the heroin? You might not have taken it tonight, but those marks on your arm are recent,” I ask, not willing to avoid the subject. He needs to be open with us, with me.

      Anton’s gaze meets mine. “I needed something, Rose.”

      “Not that shit you don’t.”

      “It’s the only way I’ve got through…”

      “Got through what?”

      “These past few weeks being here in this house whilst you two spent every second together. Damn it! I needed you Rose, and you didn’t come. You didn’t fucking come.”

      Anton brings his knees up, resting his elbows on top of them. He clutches his head, unable to look at us both. Despite what I said to Ivan earlier, guilt burns my throat and constricts my lungs. Anton’s right, I didn’t go to his studio like I promised. I’ve been too wrapped up in Ivan. Helping him get prepared for this trip meant every hour of every day has been filled with work. Every evening we’ve locked ourselves away and fucked, blocking out all thought of everyone else.

      We’ve been selfish. I’ve been selfish.

      “I’m sorry, Anton. I didn’t realise being with Ivan affected you this much.”

      I glance at Ivan whose mouth is pressed in a hard line. I’m not sure whether he’s angry at Anton for bringing the subject of us up or me because I’m apologising for it.

      “No, you misunderstand, you being with Ivan doesn’t upset me. I’m glad. I said that before, and I meant it. I just needed you as well.”

      “Then you should’ve said,” Ivan snaps, his go to emotion bubbling once again.

      “I should’ve done a lot of things in my life, Ivan, but you know as well as any that I don’t always follow the right path.”

      “I know that very well, Ant. Look what happened to Amb…”

      “Enough!” Anton snaps, his dark eyes smouldering with anger of his own. “It isn’t your story to tell. It’s mine. Mine, Ivan.”

      He turns his hot gaze to me. “If you want to know what being my muse truly means, then I should be the one to tell you. Me, not Ivan.”

      I nod my head in agreement, stepping closer to him, and despite the worry in Ivan’s gaze I know that I won’t be able to leave this room without hearing the truth.

      It's time to find out what being Anton’s muse really, truly, means.

      “Are you ready to hear my story, Rose?” Anton asks.

      “I am.” Aren’t I?

      Reaching for Ivan’s hand that’s currently curved into a fist on his lap, I squeeze tightly.

      “Go back to the office, Ivan. Finish off whatever you need to do so that you’re prepared for your trip tomorrow. Anton has a right to tell me his story, and I’m going to listen.”

      Ivan grits his teeth, but he doesn’t protest even though I know he wants to. Standing, he gives Anton one last piercing look.

      “Tell her everything, Ant. No secrets. Rose needs to understand, and I need to know I can trust you to tell her the truth, all of it. Even the shit you think I don’t know.”

      Anton blanches at that.

      “If you hold back, if you leave out one piece of the story to make you sound fucking better, then know this, best friend or not, brother or not, I will end you.”

      “Ivan!” I say sharply.

      He looks down at me, his eyes pleading for me to understand.

      “Rose, you’re my Domina and I will do anything you ask, everything, but I draw the line at compromising your safety. That’s my hard limit. That’s Red. If Anton tells you the whole truth. If he tells you just what he's capable of, then perhaps you’ll understand why I’m acting this way. If you choose to remain his muse after that then I know it’s a decision made on all the facts, not a mirage of the truth. I will accept your decision, no matter how hard that will be for me, but if at any moment I believe you’re in danger I won’t hesitate to act.”

      With that he leaves us alone, and for the second time in Anton’s presence, I wonder what the hell I’ve got myself into.
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      Anton

      Rose watches Ivan leave, jumping slightly as he shuts the door.

      Is she afraid to be alone with me?

      She should be.

      Ivan was right to warn her, to warn me.

      When I hurt Rose the same way I hurt Amber he will keep his promise and I’m glad of it. There’s no if’s in this situation. I’ve already gone beyond the point of no return.

      Now that my hand has been forced and I have no choice but to give Rose the truth, I feel a kind of grim acceptance. It will be hard for me to tell her, but the truth is, I’d rather she came willingly than me taking her by force.

      And believe me, if she refuses, I will take her by force despite Ivan’s threats.

      Because this time I know she’s the one.

      She’s strong enough to survive what I must do. I have to believe that.

      Rose turns back to face me, her expression neutral. Our eyes meet, and not for the first time I wish I could see the true colour of them. That day, when I’d stumbled blindly into Ivan’s office and came face to face with her, she’d told me they were green. I’d said that was a colour I hadn’t seen in a long time. I’d lied.

      It’s a colour I’ve never seen.

      “What is it, Anton?” she asks me, and I realise I’m frowning. I’m staring at her so intently that even though I can’t see her skin blush, I know that she is.

      “Ivan is right to warn you. He’s right to threaten me. I’ve caused pain, Rose.”

      “And he hasn’t? Ivan has dished out his own, he’s freely admitted that.”

      “This is different. He never made promises to the women he fucked. They knew what they were getting into with him. He never lied about who he was.”

      “To them perhaps. To himself, to Svetlana it was a different story. I don’t blame him for her death, of course I don’t, but hiding who he truly was, only hurt them both.”

      She’s right. He hid behind a façade for years. Luka might be his real name, but Ivan is the man he’s always been. Only now, in Rose’s presence, has he finally accepted the truth. It’s why I know she’s the one who can help me, and why, despite Ivan’s threats, I will do what I must to ensure that she does.

      “The lies he told himself kept him from being the real person inside,” Rose continues, explaining what I already know. “Ivan opened himself up to me. I understand the truth of him now and I’m not afraid of it.”

      “This isn’t the same, Rose…” I repeat, suddenly panicking at the thought she’ll run, and I’ll have to fucking catch her. I don’t want the chase. I don’t want to force her into this situation, but I will if I have too.

      That’s a truth that neither of us can escape.

      Today I’m going to tell her everything about who I am.

      No more hiding.

      “So, tell me what this is. Tell me what you’ve done that’s so bad Ivan is willing to hurt you if you do the same to me.”

      When I do the same.

      Drawing in a shuddering breath, I pull back the throw covering me and stand. My head spins, and I fight the urge to let the darkness swallow me.

      “Can I take a shower first, I smell like a fucking vagrant,” I grind out, willing the bastard of a headache to go away and the floor to stop moving.

      Rose nods her head. “Of course.”

      She keeps her gaze trained on my face looking at me just as intently as I look at her. My skin covers with goosebumps as I recall the night a few weeks ago when she’d slept in the room a few doors down from this one. That night I’d stayed awake whilst she’d slept. I’d sat by her side fighting the urge to mark her, but as dawn broke, I’d taken my paintbrushes and paints and I’d done just that. I’d started my descent into madness the second the brush had touched her skin, and unwittingly so had she.

      Swallowing hard, I fight the nausea that climbs my throat wondering how the fuck I’m going to broach the subject with Rose. I’d stripped her down to her underwear with every intention of wrapping her up in a warm duvet and letting her sleep.

      But I hadn’t left the room.

      I’d sat in the darkness watching her fade into the night and I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear to see her disappear. I fought myself for hours. Hours of pacing up and down beside her bed, until I couldn’t take it anymore.

      I’d returned to my studio grabbing what I needed and returned just as the sun was rising behind the horizon, and I painted her.

      “I’ll wait here whilst you shower,” she says finally, breaking the spell between us.

      Gritting my teeth I walk to the corner of the room and open the door to my en-suite knowing that no matter how many showers I take, I’ll never wash away the sins of my past, or the ones I’m about to commit.
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      Twenty minutes later I’m clean and dressed in a pair of tracksuit bottoms and a long sleeved top. My wet hair is combed back off my face, but I leave it to hang loose so it can dry. I’ve trimmed my beard so that it’s lost its shaggy look, and though I look better I still feel like shit.

      With my fucking nerves frayed and my stomach roiling, I push open the door to my bedroom.

      Rose is standing by the window looking out onto the grounds beyond. Outside a mist hangs over the scenery blocking the view behind a light grey blanket.

      I prefer days like these. There’s very little colour for everyone when the mist rolls in, selfishly it makes me feel better.

      “It’s pretty miserable out there. It’s the kind of weather that seeps into your bones,” Rose says, absentmindedly.

      She doesn’t turn to face me, she simply stares ahead, her hands clasped together across her front. I stop, captured by the beauty of her profile. The slope of her nose, and the tiny bump across the bridge, the arch of her brows and the soft curve of her lips. Today she wears her hair down, tucked behind her ear, and though I only see it as a stark grey, I long to touch it. I long to twine my fingers in her hair and breathe in her scent. She looks like a 1950’s movie star with her knee length skirt and fitted jacket.

      She looks untouchable.

      “The mists will linger for days with the colder temperature,” I respond, shivering a little despite the warmth from the shower, and the heat of the room.

      She turns to face me, her body moving with remnants of grace and I’m forced to lean against the doorframe for support as another, ghostlier version of Rose appears by her side, the alcohol and drugs making me see double.

      “Do you need to sit down?” she asks, noticing how unstable I seem.

      “It’s probably best,” I say, as another wave of nausea washes over me.

      I should probably eat something, or at least send for something warm to drink, but honestly, I don’t think I could stomach anything right now.

      Rose steps back as I walk past her on unsteady legs, but when the edge of the rug catches my foot and I stumble, she reaches for me hauling me upright.

      “Take it easy, Anton,” she says, her soft voice whispering over my skin.

      Every molecule of my being hone in on the point where her warm hand grasps my skin through the thin material of my top.

      “I’ll be okay,” I respond, reluctantly pulling free from her hold.

      The last thing I want her to think is that I’m weak. The fact that the light is so low today from the mist blocking the sun, doesn’t help either. Everything gets that little bit harder to see. Combine that with a bitch of a hangover and I’m not exactly graceful. Not that graceful has ever been a word to describe me.

      Being unsteady comes with the territory, even without the fucking drugs.

      “Anton…” She reaches for me again as I lurch towards the sofa.

      “I’ll be fine!” I snap, pride making me ungrateful.

      She nods, her mouth tight as she takes a seat next to me.

      “Should I get Fran to bring you up something to eat. It might help?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll ask her later myself, right now I can’t stomach anything.”

      “Was it really just weed and whiskey, or something stronger?” she asks, not skirting about the issue. I both like and despise that curiosity. She’s not judging, just simply asking.

      “Yes.”

      “But you have been using stronger drugs recently?” she persists, her gaze flicking not to my arm, where I know she’s seen the needle marks, but to my bare feet. Shit.

      “Those marks hidden beneath your top might not be recent, but I’m betting the ones between your toes are just a few hours old.”

      “Rose…” I begin, wanting to explain myself but she holds her palm upwards.

      “Stop right there. Anton, I’m not a fool, and neither are Erik and Ivan. You’re injecting heroin and it needs to stop. Soon you’ll be coming down hard and fast. I will be with you when that happens, but it will be the only time. This ends now.”

      “It isn’t as easy as that. I need it.”

      “I won’t watch you kill yourself,” she says fiercely, grasping hold of my hand. This time I’m unable to pull away from her touch. I need it to anchor me. I already feel myself dispersing.

      “I can’t do this without something.”

      “Do what?”

      “Live.”

      “It’s really that bad?” she asks, her own voice troubled now.

      “It really is,” I admit. It really fucking is. “I’ve tried to exist without drugs, Rose. Sometimes I can go months without needing anything, and then the darkness rolls in and I can’t get out from beneath it. I can only dull the pain. I’m not proud of myself.”

      She squeezes my hand, her fingertips edging into the space between my palm and curled fingers. Her touch should be a comfort, but it makes me want to own her, to take everything I can get. It also makes me want to curl up in her arms and sink into her skin.

      “Then I’m going to find a way to help you. I won’t watch you destroy yourself.”

      Her words make me want to throw up, because I know I will destroy her before she ever gets a chance to help me. It’s an inevitable fate that neither of us can escape.

      Pulling my hand from her grasp, I fold my arms across my chest.

      “Ivan wants me to tell you my story. I’m not going to lie, Rose. It’s fucking ugly. He has good reason to feel afraid for you and even more reason to want to protect you.”

      She looks at me for a long time, long enough for me to worry about whether I’ll need to act now despite Ivan’s threats. The thing is, it doesn’t really matter because by the time he needs to act I will have already taken what I needed, and Rose will be fucked.

      Rose tips her head to the side, observing me. If I wasn’t feeling so sick to my stomach, I would’ve appreciated her efforts at trying to uncover me with her gaze. The thing is, no one has ever been able to peel back all the layers. No one, not my best friends, my father, Ms Hadley, Amber.

      No-fucking-one.

      I hope Rose is as strong as she appears because this time, I feel my sanity dispersing as quickly as I try to hold it together.

      She breathes in deeply, inhaling the billowing smoke that is my soul. I let her take it, holding me within the expanse of her lungs. That first breath she takes is easy, natural, the rest won’t be. Eventually, she’ll suffocate.

      Rose shifts on the sofa, attempting to make herself comfortable. I watch as she runs a hand over the swollen knuckles of her fingers. She knows I’m watching her, she accepts that from me. Rose allows me to see the twisted pain, somehow knowing that it helps feed my need to absorb everything about her, even the parts that are raw and wild. Ugly.

      My fingers itch to draw her. Even here, sitting in the dull half-light of my bedroom, I want to immortalise her on canvas.

      I want to paint her.

      I want to run my brush over her skin, drawing lines of colour over every inch until she’s covered.

      Until I can see.

      The need burns in my chest, and I must swallow the urge to yank her to her feet and drag her to my studio and the hidden room beyond.

      “Anton?” she questions. Her hands still on her lap, her long fingers stretching over her thighs as she waits.

      I absorb her flaws and they excite me. I see the deep grooves of pain in the lines about her eyes, and the stiff way she holds herself despite trying her best to remain graceful. I see the way her fingers have begun to bend unnaturally, deformed by the swollen joints. I remember how it felt to touch the hot skin of her knee in my studio a couple of weeks ago as though fire lived beneath her skin. Her own demon burning her from the inside out.

      She doesn’t hide anything from me, at least not what I can see on the surface.

      “Does the swelling cause you much discomfort?” I ask her. It’s an innocuous question, but she flinches anyway as though I’ve struck her.

      “Every day, yes.”

      I reach out, unable to stop myself from touching her. My finger grazes against one of the swollen knuckles. She flinches, about to draw her hand away, but I grip hold of it.

      She sucks a breath through her teeth, hissing from the pain I’ve inflicted, but her hand settles beneath my own despite it.

      “This condition you suffer from has no cure?” I ask, unfurling my fingers a little. The tightness around her mouth eases.

      “It doesn’t, no. At best, I will keep the pain at bay with drugs that have the ability to harm me in other ways. At worst, I will end up a cripple in a wheelchair. I don’t suppose any of you will be interested in me then.”

      She sighs. It isn’t an accusation, just acceptance of a reality she already believes is in her future. What she’s failed to factor into her assumption is me, and what I’m capable off. She may never get to the point when her life is lived in the confines of a wheelchair. I will have ruined her way before then.

      “What?” she accuses, daring me to object.

      I don’t. Instead I ask her a question that I’m suddenly desperate to hear her response to.

      “Would you rather be mentally well and confined to a wheelchair?” I ask, tapping my head. “Or would you rather be fit and pain free but haunted by your demons and lost to the world?”

      “Why do you ask? Where are you going with this?”

      I shrug, pretending I have no reason, that it’s all hypothetical. Just a response to her earlier assumption, when really I’m already searching for absolution where there is none.

      “Can’t I have both? Can’t I be fit and mentally capable?”

      My hand clasps hers tightly again. “No, the world never works that way. You can’t have both. No one ever gets both.”

      “Sure they do,” she responds, but even I hear the lie she tells herself.

      I shake my head. “No, they don’t. You’re either betrayed by your body or your mind, eventually.”

      She laughs, but it’s a hollow laugh, bitter. It comes from a place of understanding and suffering. “You’re right, you can’t have both.”

      “So, what’s it to be?”

      Her answer is immediate, certain.

      “Mentally well.”

      She grasps my hand, wincing through the pain she’s inflicted on herself now.

      “The human body is capable of enduring huge amounts of physical pain. Women in childbirth do it every second of every day. People suffer with a multitude of conditions that cause indescribable pain but live a life despite it. It’s torturous, yes, but there can still be happiness. In my opinion, mental suffering is a pain that isn’t so easily fixed. It’s darker, impossibly cruel. So, in answer to your question, I’d rather be free from the pain up here,” she says tapping her head, mirroring the movement I made earlier.

      She stares at me a long time. Observing me, as much as I observe her.

      “But my answer is moot, Anton, given I already suffer both. There isn’t anything that can hurt me now.”

      I withdraw my hand, her words stinging. Another rush of nausea rises up my throat and I lean forward in my seat, clasping my head in my hands.

      Her voice softens in sympathy and it fucking guts me.

      “Pain is relative, Anton. Do I wish to be free from the pain I endure? Yes, of course I do,” she says, misunderstanding my reaction, believing me to be a better man than I am.

      I feel for her, yes. But my sudden need to empty my guts isn’t because of that, it’s because I’m knowingly going to inflict more.

      “You don’t understand, Rose,” I say eventually, raising my head to meet her gaze.

      “That’s why I’m still here. I need you to tell me your story, Anton.”

      And so, I do.
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      Anton - two years ago

      Sitting in my usual spot under the shade of a small apple tree in the furthest meadow from the manor, I prop my sketch pad against my knee, sliding the pencil I’m holding behind my ear. It’s May and far hotter than it has any right to be at this time of year in Cornwall. Sweat slides down my back, sticking my t-shirt to my skin. I have a baseball cap pulled low over my head blocking the sun’s most powerful rays that find their way through the gaps between the tree’s canopy above me.

      It’s the first time I’ve left the manor, the first time I’ve left Luka on his own since I arrived here a month ago. Well, he’s not on his own really, given Ms Hadley and Erik are with him. But Erik has his own shit to deal with and though Ms Hadley is doing her best, nothing she’s done so far has been able to ease Luka’s grief.

      This is a waiting game. He’ll either come out the other side or he won’t.

      Guilt eats away at me, but as much as I love Luka, I need a fucking moment to catch my breath because his guilt is all-consuming. It’s like a wildfire, and none of us have got away without feeling the burn.

      Svetlana’s suicide has left a stain far darker than any of us could’ve foreseen because Luka is changing, or perhaps he already has. Either way, I needed to escape today.

      Pulling out the joint I’d already pre-rolled from my t-shirt pocket, I place it between my lips, lighting it.

      Even on the first draw, I already feel the effects. Holding the smoke in my lungs, I lean my head back against the rough bark and look up into the tangled branches trying to envision what it would be like to really see the colour there. Imagining what the different shades of green would look like. A colour many people have tried to describe to me but failed miserably at.

      “Can I have a toke on that joint?” a sing-song voice asks.

      Slowly, I lower my gaze to find an attractive young woman standing in front of me. She’s no more than a teenager really, early twenties at a push and far too young for me. She’s wearing cut off denim shorts, flip-flops and a t-shirt that sits above her belly button. Her hair is pulled up into a messy bun and she’s giving me a look that says she’s more than happy to ask a complete stranger to give up his joint. I allow the smoke to wind its way out of my mouth, making her appear ghostlike behind the sweet smelling veil.

      “Did you know you’re on private land?” I ask, responding to her question with a question. I take another deep lungful, the end of the joint sizzling as I wait for her answer.

      “Did you?” she retorts, plopping down beside me and holding her hand out.

      I smile at her forthrightness, handing over the joint. She grins, placing the wet tip between her lips before practically inhaling the whole joint on one intake of breath.

      “Man, this shit is good,” she says, smoke curling up around her head as she talks.

      She shuffles closer, her bare arm grazing against mine as she hands back the joint. “So, are you out here hiding from life too?”

      “You could say that,” I respond taking another pull then passing it back to her.

      She simply nods her head, not bothering to press the point further, instead she snatches up my art pad.

      “Wow, this is great. You an artist?”

      “It depends.”

      “On what?” she asks.

      “On the eye of the beholder, I suppose,” I respond with a shrug.

      Or the opinion of a disinterested father.

      She pulls a face. “Like that, is it?

      “Like what?”

      “Daddy never tell you how good you are?”

      She’s right on the money, I wince at that. I didn’t think I was so transparent.

      “Thought so,” she says, breathing in more marijuana and exhaling slowly. “You know, someone your age really shouldn’t give a crap about the opinions of others. You’re good. Really good.”

      “Someone my age?”

      She cocks her head watching me as much as I watch her. “Yeah, a thirty something year old man should know better than to let what some old bastard thinks affect them.”

      “You’re quite confident for a kid barely out of their teens.”

      “I’m well past my teens, and confidence is a state of mind. Maybe you should try it on for size, might turn that frown the right way up,” she shrugs.

      I let out a laugh. It almost surprises me as it bursts from my lips. I haven’t laughed for a long time. She winks at me through the haze of smoke curling at out of her mouth, then turns her attention back to my sketch. Something about the way she stares at it with a look of appreciation has my interest piqued. I watch her as she runs a finger over my drawing, as though needing to touch it to see if it’s real.

      “Okay, then…?”

      “Amber,” she responds filling in the gap.

      “Okay then, Amber. Tell me what you like about this sketch.”

      Frankly, it’s nothing more than a few lines and a bit of shading making up Luka’s face. I’ve drawn it from memory. It’s the look he gave me when I’d arrived at the mansion the day after he called and asked me to come. I’ve tried to capture it a million times before now, but honestly, it’s a steaming pile of shit.

      I won’t forget the look he gave me for a very long time, but what’s on paper pales in comparison to the memory I hold. Grief is one of the hardest emotions to capture because it’s all in the eyes. Luka hasn’t cried, but I don’t need to see tears to know he’s hurting.

      He’s fucking dying inside, and I have absolutely no idea how to help him.

      Amber thinks for a while, staring at the sketch. Then she looks up at me, her own eyes rimmed with the tears Ivan isn’t able to shed.

      “I like the rawness, the sadness he’s drowning in. I see it. I feel it.”

      Her words are both like a punch to the gut and a balm to my soul. How it is possible that she can see that in this half-arsed sketch is beyond me, but she does.

      “You don’t believe me?” she questions batting away at an invisible gnat.

      “It’s not that I don’t believe you. I’m surprised that’s all. You appreciate art then?”

      She twists her head to face me. “I appreciate lots of things,” she smiles, a small giggle escaping her lips like a bubble from champagne. Looks like the effects of the marijuana are setting in as the giggle becomes laughter.

      She laughs like someone free from burden, I envy her. To just be happy for happiness’ sake is something I’ve never been able to feel. She looks upwards, her body moulding into my side as she adjusts her position. On any other occasion I would find this kind of closeness uncomfortable, but this girl fascinates me, and I can’t seem to move. Her hair tickles my cheek as she points upwards.

      “Look at this beautiful tree we’re sitting under and the light filtering through the leaves. They look like miniature stained glass windows with all the tiny veins illuminated like that,” she says her arm waving above us.

      I follow her pointed finger, observing through a monochrome lens. My heart squeezes at what I’ll never be able to see, never be able to enjoy. And fuck if it doesn’t make me want to scream out loud at the unfairness of it all.

      I stand abruptly, so abruptly that she falls to the side. Her reflexes are slow, and she falls onto her elbow rather than her hand. I don’t try to help her. I don’t do anything other than walk away.

      Running is what I do and if it weren’t for Luka, I’d pack my bags and run from the girl named Amber who has stirred up feelings deep within me. Feelings that are dangerous. Feelings that could get a person hurt.

      “Hey! Hey, what’s your problem?” she calls after me.

      But I refuse to stop, intent on getting back to Browlace Manor with its dark hallways and even darker hearts that live within its brittle walls. I feel at home there with the sadness and the grief. Out here with Amber, I feel like a ship lost at sea.

      “Wait!”

      Amber it would seem, can’t take a hint. She falls into stride beside me.

      “Well, that was rude!” she remarks, totally unperturbed by my sudden change of attitude. “Just as well I’m not easily put off.” Her smile widens showing a row of perfect teeth.

      Her kindness and the ease with which she deals with my crap irks me. I stop abruptly.

      “Look, Amber, I came out here for peace and quiet, not to make friends with a girl who thinks that kind of shit is art,” I say, pointing to my sketch pad she’s clutching against her chest. I’d left it behind purposefully. Not because I wanted her to have it, but because I didn’t.

      She frowns at me, cocking her head to the side. “Firstly, I’m not a girl, I’m twenty-two. Secondly, I like your shit. What’s the big deal? Are you always this rude to people?”

      I shake my head and start walking again. “Pretty much.”

      She laughs, keeping up.

      “So what’s your deal? A dad that hates your artwork, an aversion to young pretty women who actually appreciate your art and a hate for leaves, or trees, or perhaps it’s stained glass windows? I’m not sure what part of that sentence poked the beast, but I’m sorry for it. I was just making conversation.”

      Fuck. Who is this girl?

      I don’t answer her. Honestly, I don’t think she expects me too, but she keeps up with my long strides nethertheless. By the time we get to the edge of the field and the turnstile that leads to the meadow just beyond the edge of the formal gardens surrounding the manor, my anger has dissipated somewhat. I stand on the plank of wood, straddling the turnstile. From this height I can see Browlace Manor in the distance. Even though it’s a bright day, the manor looks as melancholy as it always has. Or perhaps that’s just how it looks to me, given everything has a melancholy edge when all you see is shades of grey.

      “Same time tomorrow?” Amber asks.

      I add presumptuous to her personality flaws. That and an innate ability to read a person.

      “After what I just said, you want to see me again?”

      She shrugs. “I like you.”

      I frown, lifting my leg over and jumping down behind the turnstile. With Amber on the other side, I feel a little safer. Which is ridiculous given I’m the one she should fear.

      “I’d like to see more of your artwork. Besides, you’re interesting, even if a little rude.”

      I choke on a laugh as she assesses me. Amber still has my sketch pad clutched against her chest as though she’s protecting Luka’s drawing from me. She’s right to, because given half the chance I’d rip it from her hands and tear it into tiny pieces.

      “Okay then,” I say before my brain has caught up with the words blurting from my lips.

      “Okay then, what?” she presses.

      “You can see more of my artwork. Come to my house tomorrow. Ms Hadley will show you to my studio.”

      “Ms Hadley? Where is your house exactly?”

      I crook my finger. Urging her to climb up on the turnstile. She clambers up, her bare thighs pressing against the wood whilst her fingertips steady herself.

      “Where?” she asks again.

      I point to the direction of the manor.

      “I’m staying with a friend. Come tomorrow at midday. I’ll be waiting for you.”

      With that I turn on my heel and walk up the slope. Amber calls out behind me.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me your name?”

      I swivel on my feet. “If you turn up tomorrow, I will.”

      Her laughter follows me all the way home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Rose – present day

      Anton looks at me heavily. The weight of his memory dissolving the brief glimpse of happiness in talking about a woman who clearly meant something to him.

      “Amber is the woman you hurt?” It’s an obvious bloody question, but the way he recalls their first meeting makes me question how he could hurt someone he clearly holds in such high regard.

      Anton nods his head. He can barely look me in the eye, his absolute conviction that he’s a monster is etched into the deep lines of his frown. Yet, nothing he’s said so far has given me any reason to believe he is, even though the pain in his eyes and his body language is telling me otherwise.

      “Why her?” I ask.

      I’m not certain why that’s the most pressing question I have. I should probably be pushing him to tell me what he did, but right now I want to know why he chose this young woman who sounds like someone I could be friends with.

      Free-spirited, that’s what she seems like to me. Something about that calls to me.

      I’ve never really fit. I’ve always been the child who was too curious for her own good, the teenager who sought out danger when she had no right to, and the adult who feeds the demon inside with men who could ruin her.

      “Why her?” I repeat, suddenly feeling protective of this woman I don’t know.

      “Because Amber saw something in me. Because I saw something in her, something I wanted.”

      “And what was that?”

      Anton pushes his semi-dried hair back off his face. It has a slight kink to it that I hadn’t noticed before. The tawny colour of his hair and the large orbs of his dark eyes reminding me of an owl. He certainly looks at me with the same kind of intensity. There is a sharpness to his gaze, an inherent need to capture, just like an owl hunting a mouse.

      “Her ability to see.”

      Anton watches me carefully, waiting for me to react. But how can I react to something I don’t understand. What does he mean exactly?

      “That night after Erik was taken to the hospital, you asked the same of me. You asked me to be your muse, that you needed me to see. Explain to me what you meant. I need to understand, because as far as I can tell being your muse isn’t just about me inspiring your art or helping you pick the right colours. There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

      He shakes his head. “No. That’s exactly what I wanted from Amber… at least at first. I wanted her to help me use colour correctly in my art. I wanted her to inspire me. She was so vibrant, intuitive, so full of fucking sunshine that I thought some would rub off on me… It didn’t and so my desire changed into something else, something hateful.”

      There was so much hidden in that confession that I have to pick it apart bit by bit, starting with the fact that he’s referring to Amber in the past tense. What exactly did he do to her?

      “Was?” I ask, trying to disguise the first tendrils of fear in my voice.

      “Yes, was.”

      The air fills with a thick, billowing tension and suddenly I find it hard to breathe, so I don’t. I hold my breath and wait for him to starve me of more oxygen.

      “Amber died six months after we met.”

      I flinch, dragging in a thick choking breath. Black spots appear in my vision as I try to absorb what he’s said.

      “Amber no longer lives…” he begins.

      “You killed her?!” I rear upwards, my body reacting before my brain can catch up.

      Anton stands too. He reaches for me, but I step away from him. “What the fuck did you do?” I hate that my voice quavers with fear.

      He fucking killed her?

      “No, No! You’ve got it wrong. She’s still alive!” he responds frantically, crowding me with his body.

      There’s fear in his gaze too, but there’s also desperation. Desperate men are more dangerous than any other. The blood on my dead father’s hands is proof enough of that.

      I back away from him quickly, stumbling over my own feet until I hit the wall.

      “Amber isn’t dead… though she may as well be.” Anton’s voice cracks at the admission.

      “What do you mean?” I ask tightly. As fucked up as it is, I’m equally drawn to his pain as I’m frightened by it.

      “I destroyed Amber. I stole her light, her vibrancy. I ruined her. Damn it, Rose. I told you to run. Why the fuck didn’t you listen?”

      Anton crowds me, forcing me to move along the wall in my need to get away. My back hits the cold windowpane. I try to scoot around him, but his hands fly out trapping me against the glass. He isn’t touching me, but he may as well be. Everything about him in this moment is too much. The way he’s looking right into the deepest darkest depths of me, the heat from his body matching the heat from mine, even the feel of his breath against my skin.

      I can’t breathe. I can’t fucking breathe.

      “Why do you stay?” he whispers.

      It’s not a question he expects an answer to, but I answer it anyway. I drag in a breath, drawing on desperate oxygen. My fingers grip onto the window ledge, clutching it tightly. “Because I believe I can help.”

      Because I can’t stay away, because fucked-up is my drug, my obsession. Because if someone is more broken than me it gives me hope.

      “I want to believe that, Rose. I want to more than anything. I can see what you’ve done for Ivan, but how the fuck can you help me?”

      “I have to try…”

      “I will ruin you. I won’t be able to help myself. I know what I’m capable of. I know what you mean to Ivan, what you could mean to Erik, but I’m willing to fuck that all up so that I get what I want. ”

      “What do you want?”

      “Colour… I don’t want to be a ghost anymore. I’m barely fucking living, Rose.”

      “You’re searching for the impossible.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?”

      “You destroyed Amber in the pursuit of an impossibility?” I whisper.

      He squeezes his eyes shut briefly before opening them again. “Yes. That’s my sin, Rose. My fucking obsession.”

      “And you’re willing to do that again, to me?”

      Anton leans down, pressing his forehead against my own. His warm breath puffing against my skin. He steals my oxygen, just the same as I steal his.

      “I can’t be a ghost anymore,” he repeats.

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek, drawing blood. I should probably run. He’s told me so many times to run. But I can’t.

      I can’t.

      I look at Anton and see Roman’s black eyes staring back at me. I couldn’t save Roman, but maybe, just maybe I can save this man from himself.

      “Run, Rose. Get out of here.” Anton whispers, stepping aside, making room for me.

      I glance at the door. It’s just a few steps away, but I know already there’s no point.

      “Why? You’ll only chase me.”

      Anton shudders with the truth of my words. “How?”

      “How do I know that you’ll chase me?”

      Anton nods sharply, his muscles tensing beneath his tight top.

      I laugh, but it isn’t filled with joy and happiness, it’s filled with recognition that comes from a place of experience. It’s filled with dark bitterness.

      “I knew a man like you. I loved a man like you. He was dangerous. He told me once to run, but he didn’t mean it either. He almost destroyed me with his obsession, with his form of love, and I would have let him. I wanted to take everything he dished out because the thing is, he was my drug, my obsession. The only reason I survived was because my father killed him first.”

      “What?!” Anton flinches, stumbling slightly.

      I ignore his shock and carry on. I need to say this. “You were right about me, Anton. I carry secrets just like you. You said once that within me you see yourself and you were right. I knew dangerous men. I loved one and I watched the other die not doing anything to help save him. You see, Anton, I’ve killed too.”

      Anton doubles over, his hands gripping onto his knees as he dry heaves. I wait for him to get a hold of himself. He rises slowly and turns to face me. I look into his dark eyes and ask him the question that’s burning my lips.

      “Tell me, Anton. If Amber is alive, why did you say she died six months after you met?”

      “Because the Amber I knew is lost to the prison of her mind… She’s locked up in a care home for the clinically insane sixty miles from here.”

      “Jesus Christ, Anton.”

      “Amber is dead in every way apart from physically and I’m responsible. I sucked every last bit of vitality, of colour from her, leaving just a pale apparition of the person she once was. I knowingly drove her insane in my selfish pursuit for the impossible. She was a beautiful person and I fucking destroyed her bit by bit. I plucked away at her, feasting on the very essence of her. It was all for nothing. I gained nothing, and Amber lost everything. She’s dead, a ghost, a fucking shell.”

      My lungs constrict and this time it’s my turn to fight for breath. Anton watches me as I battle to gain control of myself. He doesn’t try to comfort me, just like I didn’t try to comfort him.

      “Was it worth it?” I eventually ask, trying to hold my voice steady.

      “No, of course it wasn’t.”

      “Yet despite that, you’re willing to do the same to me too?”

      Anton doesn’t respond. His silence is answer enough.

      Drawing myself up to my full height, I breathe deeply, letting out the stress, the panic, the fear. I made a promise to myself, and despite the very real danger Anton presents to me I remain.

      “Tell me how you destroyed her,” I demand.

      He flinches.

      “You’ll run…” his voice trails off. There’s a hunger in his eyes. He can deny it all he likes, but this man loves the hunt. It’s part of who he is.

      I see that now, and I’m determined to remain. I won’t become the mouse waiting to be snatched up in his deadly claws and devoured. I won’t give in to the chase. I shall remain steadfast. Lifting my chin and gritting my jaw I refuse to take my eyes off Anton.

      “Tell me what happened to Amber. Tell me what you did. Tell me how you killed her.”

      Anton swears under his breath.

      “Better yet, take me to her.”

      “What?” he snaps, his eyes widening.

      “You heard me, Anton. I want to meet Amber, and on the way you can tell me how you stole her soul, so I can prevent you from stealing mine.”
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      “Wait a minute,” Ivan grasps my hand, stopping me from sliding into the backseat next to Anton. He pushes the door shut on his best friend giving us a moment alone.

      “What, Ivan?”

      “Are you certain about this?” he questions, the darkness of his brows pulling together shielding his eyes from the misty rain that has begun to fall.

      “You wanted Anton to tell me everything, and he’s doing that. But I need to see with my own eyes what he’s capable of, Ivan. I have to do that for me.”

      “Isn’t it enough that he tells you? Can’t you make a judgement based on that, Rose?”

      I reach up and brush the dark hair of Ivan’s fringe out of his eyes. My throat tightens at the worry I see sparkling in them and I want more than anything to tell him that I’ll survive this, that if I’m strong enough to help him, then I’m strong enough to help Anton too.

      But promises are easily broken, and I won’t make a promise that I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep. There’s so much about Anton that pecks at my resolve to be untouchable, detached. I can’t compartmentalise my feelings as easily with him as I can with Ivan. Ivan is my submissive in the bedroom, my boss in the office and my friend at every other time. He fits easily into those roles, just as much as I do. We both need those distinctions to survive each other.

      “I won’t let Anton hurt you,” he whispers.

      “Ivan, I need to see for myself the damage he’s inflicted. I need to look it in the eye. I need to understand just what I’m dealing with.” My voice wobbles, betraying me.

      I don’t usually succumb to fear, I own it. So why the fuck am I so afraid?

      Perhaps it’s because Anton has admitted to sending Amber into the depths of madness, perhaps it’s because I have a sense of foreboding that lingers just as much as the mist surrounding us does.

      What the fuck did he do to her?

      Those questions will only be answered when I come face to face with the woman he destroyed. I need to look her in the eyes. I need to see her insanity for myself.

      “Rose, you can still walk away.”

      “If I did that, I would be walking away from you, from Erik too. Is that what you want?”

      Besides, I’ve already established that Anton will chase me no matter what, though I refuse to say this to Ivan. He doesn’t need to know just how far Anton will go to get what he wants.

      Ivan reaches for me, his hand hovering over mine. He wants to touch me, and despite my rules I let him because I need him to touch me too. Stepping forward I walk into his arms, letting him wrap them around me. I’m aware that I’m crossing a boundary here. Physical touch isn’t permitted between us when it isn’t confined to a private space, but right now I need a damn hug. I breathe in the musky male scent that is Ivan, and I feel some of the smoke that is Anton leave my lungs.

      Leaning my head back I look up into his stormy eyes and part my lips. Needing one more thing whilst I steel my resolve. I need to feel the strength that is Domina, the woman I become when I’m alone with him, because so far she’s evaded me when I’ve been with Anton.

      “Kiss me, Ivan. Give me what I need so I can face what I’m about to see.”

      Ivan doesn’t hesitate.

      His hands cup my head as he crashes his lips against mine, his tongue spearing my lips. I blot out everything apart from the way he makes me feel in this moment. When we’re alone his attention is solely on me and me alone. I relish the private time we spend together when I make demands, and he relinquishes control. Every request I have, he fulfils. There is nothing he won’t do in the bedroom.

      Ivan backs me against the car, not caring that Patrick can see or that Anton is waiting for me. I allow him the dominance of this kiss. I allow him to stoke the demon within my chest, prodding her to life with his probing tongue and sharp teeth against my lip. Ivan understands what I’m about to walk into, he knows what Anton did to Amber and as he reaches up under my jumper to squeeze my breast knowing that such an act will provoke my demon and bring forth Domina.

      I force him back, panting.

      “I gave you permission to kiss me, not touch me like that, Ivan. There’ll be consequences when I return.”

      Ivan steps back, his chest heaving in time with my own ragged breaths. “I will take the punishment gladly, Domina.”

      He drops his gaze, but not before I catch the satisfaction in his. I know what he’s doing, he’s arming me the best way he knows how and I’m grateful for it.

      “Be ready for me when I return,” I respond before turning on my heel and opening the door.

      When I slide onto the warm leather seat, Anton is looking at me with interest.

      “What?”

      “Does he know about the secret you’ve been hiding?” Anton asks just as Patrick slides into the driver’s seat in front. He glances at me in the rear view mirror then presses a button on the dashboard. A blackened glass screen rises in the panel behind him giving us some privacy.

      “No,” I respond, as we pull out of the drive.

      I look out of the window, my eyes fixed on Ivan as he watches us leave, the mist swallowing him the further we move away. Am I doing the right thing? Should I have run instead of stepping into this car with Anton?

      “Should I ask Patrick to stop the car?” Anton asks, reading my indecision.

      “Absolutely not,” I respond sharply.

      I need to be better at covering my emotions with him. They’re a currency that I’m not willing to barter with. Not with Anton. We fall silent, the tension between us thick and cloying. Out of the corner of my eye I see Anton pull a joint from his jacket pocket. He places it in his mouth and lights it. The familiar sickly sweet smell sucking even more oxygen from the confined space. I press my finger against the switch, opening the window enough to let the smoke out and fresh air in.

      “Is that really necessary?”

      Anton laughs darkly. “Are you fucking kidding me? I’ve not seen Amber since her parents chucked me out that last time I dared visit her a few months back. I need this to get me through. To take the edge off.”

      “You visit her?” I snap my head around, avoiding eye contact until this moment.

      “That surprises you?”

      “After what you admitted, yes, it surprises me. Why would you do that?”

      “She doesn’t know I’m there. I’m just another face she doesn’t recognise.”

      “Are you hoping she will one day, is that it? Do you think that she’ll suddenly wake up and be the girl you once admired before destroying her?”

      My anger reaches new levels. I’m not sure if it’s the new found strength Ivan has given me to face Anton, or the fact that Anton reminds me so much of Roman. Either way I can’t seem to help myself. I’ve gone from being fearful to angry. Two emotions that have the greatest capacity to destroy over any other.

      I hold my hand out for the joint. Anton raises an eyebrow but passes it to me after taking another deep pull. I contemplate taking a drag, but don’t. Instead, I open the window further and chuck it out before he’s even able to protest.

      “What the fuck, Rose?”

      I turn to face him, rising anger lapping at my strength. “You don’t get to numb the pain, Anton. If Amber is trapped in her head suffering her own kind of living hell, then the least you can do is be present when she goes through it. You need to witness what you did.”

      Anton’s face pales. “I’m fully aware of what I did, Rose.” He swipes a hand over his face, then stares at me in that way of his. “But you’re right, she deserves that much at least. If I could change it, I would.”

      “Don’t lie. Don’t do that,” I snap. “I’m not here because I want you to tell me what you think I need to hear. I’m here because I want to know the truth. Give me that at least. Honour the woman you screwed up by providing me with the whole story. I won’t accept anything less than the truth, Anton.”

      “Fine. The truth. No holding back, but once you know my full story, I want you to tell me yours.”

      “I never agreed to such an exchange.”

      Anton holds my gaze, then he reaches over and unclips his seat belt, shuffling forward in his seat. He knocks on the glass partition. A second later it rolls down.

      “What is it, Mr Sachov?” Patrick asks.

      “Turn the car around, we’ll not be visiting Amber today.”

      “What?!” I screech. “Don’t you dare, Patrick.”

      He catches my eye in the rear view mirror. “I’m sorry, Miss. Mr Sachov is my boss.”

      “No, Ivan is your boss, Anton is a guest in his home. I’m Ivan’s personal assistant which means right at this moment in time I say what does and does not happen. Keep driving,” I snap.

      Patrick nods his head, the glass partition rising once more.

      Anton slides back into his seat, snapping the seatbelt back in place.

      I round on him. “What the hell was that?”

      “Do you always get what you want, Rose?” Anton asks, ignoring my question.

      “This isn’t about what I want. If you haven’t already noticed, this is very much about you.”

      “Now who’s lying. You and I are alike, remember? You can no more stay away from me than I can from you. It’s already too late. You’re already leaking colour and you don’t even realise it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean, I’m leaking colour?” I retort sharply.

      “The second you agreed to be my muse it began, and the moment you revealed that deeply buried secret the wound widened. Truth has a way of cleaving open a person’s soul, Rose.”

      “And I suppose the only way I can stop it is if I share my story with you, is that it?”

      “No. You’ll leak more. At the end of it, you’ll either end up like Amber, or you’ll end up like me. Either way you’re fucked, so what difference does it make if I hear your story?”

      Inside, my demon rises to the challenge. I laugh sharply. “Then perhaps you should’ve chosen someone else to be your muse, Anton, because only one person is going to be fucked when we’re through and it won’t be me.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest and twisting my body away from Anton, I look out of the window, willing the crashing pulse of my blood to settle. The fact of the matter is, he’s right. I’ve already chosen to see this through. Being here in this car now is proof of that. Given that fact, the only thing I have left to bargain with is my sordid, fucked-up past.

      And I’m not sure I can do that.

      For ten minutes we don’t speak and as the car picks up speed along the motorway, I will my body to relax. I’ve no idea what to expect when we arrive. Images of a hollowed out woman rocking in a padded cell come to mind, and I wince at the horror it ignites within me. I push those thoughts aside, mulling over whether I can willingly share my story instead.

      Up until recently, I’ve refused to think about Roman. Pushing all memory of him behind a thick wall kept firmly locked by my need to dance. Ballet kept me sane for years, an outlet that took up all my time, my attention and devotion. But since I stopped dancing the memories have been creeping steadily back in. Today, was the first time I’d allowed a real glimpse into the darkness of my past and it was in Anton’s presence. That must mean something.

      Anton believes it’s the start of me losing my colour, my descent into madness.

      Maybe he’s right.

      But then again, maybe this was always going to happen. Maybe if I share my story with Anton, I’ll find another way to survive.

      Perhaps we’ll find it together.

      “How long do we have until we get there?” I ask suddenly, wanting to know how long I’ve got to try and control the demon clawing inside my chest. Ivan has successfully roused her, and though I need the strength she provides I don’t need the destruction she can wreak if I let her out without gaining control.

      “Around an hour, possibly more if there’s traffic.”

      “Good. That should be plenty of time for you to tell me how you destroyed Amber, and enough time for me to prepare for what’s to come.”

      “You still insistent on hearing my truth?” Anton presses.

      “You still insistent on hearing mine?” I throw back.

      “Yes.”

      “Then I suppose we have ourselves a deal. You first,” I say.
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      Anton - eighteen months ago

      Amber lies on the chaise in the middle of my studio. She’s naked, her pert breasts and smooth stomach perfectly flawless. She smiles at me, her head resting on a pillow, her hand hiding beneath it. Her long hair tumbles around her shoulders, some of it splayed out behind her on the velvet cushion. She adjusts herself slightly, the curve of her hip rising as she does.

      She’s flawless.

      Perfect in so many ways.

      I try to hide the shake of my hand, it’s not because she makes me nervous. Far from it. It’s because I understand the enormity of the gift that she gives me with her presence. It’s also because I understand the expectation she has in return, and the danger she’s in because of me.

      For almost six months now, she has come to my studio. Spending most evenings here and almost all the weekends. We’ve never been anything more than artist and muse and though I know she wants more, I’ve never once tried to fuck her. That isn’t what I need or what I want.

      Yes, she’s attractive, funny, sweet, kind, she’s all of that. But since the first time she tried to kiss me a week after meeting in the meadow, I’ve avoided physical contact with her at all costs.

      This isn’t about sex. This has become something different.

      Something far more twisted.

      “Are you okay, Anton?” she asks.

      “Long night,” I lie.

      “Were you up late again?”

      “I don’t sleep well, Amber,” I respond. Leaning out from behind the canvas, I catch the concern in her eyes and quickly retreat to where she can’t see me.

      “It’s not healthy you know, not sleeping. Most of the time I wonder how you function.”

      Her voice is full of concern and it makes me wince. She’s kind, thoughtful, the complete opposite of me. It doesn’t even occur to me until this moment that she’s been lying in front of me for hours now. I haven’t asked her if she wants a break, or something to eat or drink.

      I’m a selfish bastard.

      “How do you survive?”

      “I’m used to it.”

      “I wish you’d let me help.”

      “You’re helping me now.”

      “I don’t mean with your art. I mean with relaxing enough to sleep.”

      She shifts again, clearly uncomfortable, but her slight adjustment ruins the lines I’ve just painted, and I snap.

      “Just keep fucking still.”

      Amber falls silent, her smile disappearing with my curtness. I’ve become more and more sharp with her. The easy going relationship we had in the first couple of weeks has changed somewhat. I’ve found myself becoming more agitated, angrier with every passing day. Not at her, not really.

      But at me.

      Frustration bites at my ankles, gnaws at my mind, pecks at my soul.

      No matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to capture her.

      And it’s killing me.

      It’s making me fucking insane.

      It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve sketched Amber.

      Dressed, undressed. Smiling, frowning, crying even. I just can’t get it right.

      Nothing I’ve painted, drawn, moulded with my fucking hands does her justice. All of them are a pale shadow to her vibrancy.

      And to make matters worse, with every passing day that she’s in my presence, suffering internally from my wrath, being refused any kind of affection she’s so obviously desperate for, that vibrancy dims. She’s been leaking colour. If I could hold an empty vessel to catch it, I would.

      I would capture her colour and use it to bring her to life on canvas.

      But that’s impossible.

      She sniffles, holding in a quiet sob. I know why she’s crying. It isn’t because I’ve snapped at her just now. It’s because she understands where this is going.

      Nowhere.

      She wants affection, physical contact, love, and those are things I can’t give her. I’m incapable of it.

      I make the mistake of peering back around the canvas to look into her eyes. Tears well there; I watch as one rolls down from the crease in her eye and along the tip of her nose. A better man than me would get up, pull her into their arms and comfort her.

      I don’t do that.

      Instead, I pick up the half smoked joint, place it between my lips and light it, drawing the smoke into my lungs. I don’t offer her any.

      I smoke it right down to the butt, then crush the burning embers in the ashtray.

      “You know I want you,” Amber says, her voice so low it’s almost inaudible. “I come here every day, helping you, posing for you. I lay myself bare and you take everything from me with your silent stares and eyes that scorch my skin. Every day I fight with myself, knowing I should stay away, but return anyway. Why do you punish me, Anton?”

      “I never asked you to come,” I respond, unkindly.

      “You never told me to stay away either,” she murmurs, swiping at another tear.

      She’s right, I didn’t, because I need her to stay. I know that I’m affecting her. I see the struggle she’s fighting beneath the flawless façade she presents. She’s the perfect model, and yet, if I look closer, if I really look, there are flaws that are beginning to show. Heavy bags sit beneath her eyes where the joy that once lit them has faded, the delicate bone of her rib cage seem to protrude more, and the curve of her mouth is no longer lifting into an easy smile, but perpetually sad.

      “What do I need to do to get you to touch me, Anton?”

      My fingers curl into my palms. I knew it would come to this. “I won’t do that, Amber.”

      She flinches at the acid in my voice. Long gone is the laughter that she’d managed to pull from me the day we first met. I’ve been spiralling into darkness ever since, and so has she.

      “Why?” she asks, sliding her bare feet to the floor as she sits up.

      Her hair falls over her shoulders, brushing against the hard little buds of her nipples that are desperate to be sucked. My eyes graze over the slimness of her waist and the sharpness of her hip bones as she stands.

      “That isn’t what I need from you,” I grind out. I’m gripping my paintbrush so tightly it snaps. The jagged shards of wood pressing into my palms.

      “But it’s what I need from you.” Her response comes out as a half-sob.

      Another man would do anything to be desired this much, wanted this much. They’d get on their knees in front of this woman and take her pussy in their mouth, devouring her.

      But I won’t.

      She’s beautiful, innocent in so many ways, but I don’t want her that way. I drop the broken paintbrush, it clatters to the floor. Paint flicking across the wood… a colour I can’t fucking see but a colour that she tells me is the same as her hair.

      Amber, I’m told, is the colour of the sun at dawn, the shade that slips silently between yellow and orange. It’s the colour of a gemstone that seeps from trees trapping insects, preserving them within its warmth. It’s wisdom that takes an eternity to form.

      It’s the name of a young woman who desperately needs to be loved by a better man than me.

      Amber is the dappled remnants of a memory trapped forever in the past.

      It’s a colour I’ll never see despite this woman’s efforts to show me.

      “Anton, please, touch me,” she begs, baring her body and her heart.

      I stand abruptly, anger coursing through me. I swing my arm wide, knocking the easel sideways. She lurches for it, her pretty breasts jiggling as she moves. I grab her wrists before she can stop the canvas from crashing against the floor and yank her against my chest.

      Amber takes it as an opportunity to wind her arms around my back, snuggling against me. So desperate for any attention that she’ll take the scraps I give her, even the angry ones.

      My hand reaches up, fisting her hair. I pull her head back sharply.

      “I won’t love you Amber. I can’t do that. But if you give me what I want, I might fuck you.”

      She draws in a shocked breath.

      Amber wants hearts and flowers. She wants whispered words of love. She wants the romance of storybooks and movies. She wants passion and laughter. She wants the impossible.

      But then so do I.

      “Tell me what you want. Tell me what I must do,” she responds breathlessly, innocently.

      I want to bleed you of colour.

      She doesn’t know what she’s asking. Her chest heaves against my own. It would be so easy to take her, to push her against the table and fuck her.

      Maybe I should.

      But it wouldn’t get me what I want, and it wouldn’t give her what she needs.

      I yank her head back further and bend over her arched neck, running the tip of my nose against her skin. My mouth finds her ear and I bite hard. Hard enough to draw blood.

      “I want you to fucking bleed for me,” I growl into her ear.

      She stiffens in my hold, her heart a frantic butterfly beating against the cage of her ribs.

      “What?” she stutters, her voice mixed with the sharpness of pain and the hollow depths of fear.

      I wipe the tip of my finger over the blood dribbling from her ear and smooth it between my finger and thumb. All I see is a dark shade of grey.

      Fucking grey.

      “Blood is red, but I don’t know what the fuck that looks like…” I snarl, smearing the warm liquid over the smooth skin of her cheek.

      “Anton, please…” her voice begs me to let her go, but her body tells me something else. She pushes herself closer against me.

      “You want this?” I taunt, rubbing my cheek roughly against hers, her blood on my skin now.

      “Yes.” She grips me tighter.

      “You want me to touch you?” I grab hold of her breast and squeeze hard.

      “Yes,” Amber whimpers, her voice cracking.

      Tears cascade from her eyes, but she doesn’t try to pry herself out of my hold. On the contrary she presses into me harder despite the hurt I’m causing.

      “Then you have to give me everything in return. I want it all, Amber. You bleed for me, you give it up and only then will I fuck you.”

      “How?” she whimpers.

      Stepping back, I release her. She stumbles backwards, her teeth chattering. Her eyes widen as she reaches for the spot I bit her, wincing when her finger grazes against the wound.

      “You should go.”

      She shakes her head, despite the pain I’ve caused, that I am causing.

      “YOU NEED TO FUCKING LEAVE!” I roar, and yet she remains.

      Tears fall unbidden now, her vibrancy leaking with every damn drop. I can’t lose it all. If she insists on staying, then I won’t watch it drain away.

      I must do something to make it stop. I need to capture it first.

      In two strides I pull her into my arms and crash my lips against hers, kissing her ferociously. It’s a cruel kiss, lacking warmth and compassion, but she grasps at me as though I am the oxygen she so desperately craves. When I let her go with a shove, she is panting, her skin covered in goosebumps, her eyes holding a mixture of fear and desire.

      “You should’ve run,” I sneer, hating the same viciousness in my voice. Hating the twisted bastard I’ve become. She doesn’t deserve it, but I can’t seem to stop.

      She rocks on her feet, part of her wanting to run, but an even bigger part needing to stay.

      “I’ll wait for your love,” she responds, lifting her glistening eyes to meet mine.

      She’s still so certain that I’m capable of such an emotion. Still hopeful despite how I’ve treated her.

      I shake my head.

      “You are capable of it, Anton. I believe that, even if you don’t,” she says it defiantly, with such conviction that I almost believe her.

      But how can a suffocating swathe of smoke be anything other than the lingering stench of a life half lived?

      “Then you’ll be waiting forever,” I respond, grabbing her wrist and pulling her across the room. With my free hand I push against the edge of a large canvas. It slides across the floor revealing a locked door hidden behind it.

      “What’s this?” she asks, her voice quavering once more. Fear constricts her words.

      I look down at her, bringing my hand up to cup her face. It’s a tender gesture and one she grasps onto. A tiny smile lifts the corner of her lips, but it soon disappears.

      “This, this is where I’ll absorb your essence, your colours, Amber. You should’ve run.”

      Then I kick open the door and drag her into the dark corridor leading to the locked room beyond.
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      Rose - present day

      We sit in silence for the remainder of the journey, both of us lost in our own thoughts. As we travel the final couple of miles to the care home where Amber lives, I try to focus on the man I’ve come to know these past few weeks, and not the man he described in his memories. But one thing, more than the cruelty he described, more than his obsession for the impossible, is bothering me and I must know the answer.

      Everything hinges on it.

      “Was Amber your prisoner, Anton?” I ask abruptly, breaking the silence as though smashing through glass. I feel the shattered edges slicing into my resolve to remain strong.

      How I want him to say no.

      “Anton?” I press, looking at the side of his face, at the beard that covers the bottom half and the woollen hat pulled tightly over his head leaving only a small section that isn’t hidden away. He stubbornly remains looking out of the window, one foot propped on the seat, his bent arm pressed against his knee.

      “We’ll be there soon,” he responds, not bothering to acknowledge my question.

      Patrick indicates, turning left onto a side road off the main one leading to a remote village I’d heard about but never visited before. Like most country roads in Cornwall, they’re slim with hedgerows so high you can’t see the surrounding fields, but Patrick doesn’t speed along them like my father used to do. He’s careful.

      “Anton, did you keep her locked up?” My mouth goes dry, my tongue thickening beneath the stranglehold he has over me. Despite leaving the window open a crack, I still feel as though I can’t breathe. Inside my demon thrashes, snapping and biting. I hold onto her anger for dear life, oscillating between wanting to unleash her on Anton and trying to calm her into submission. This push and pull with him is both terrifying and electrifying. With Anton there is fear, but also a sick sense of fascination.

      His darkness is alluring and that makes me just as fucked up as he is.

      “What do you think?” Anton eventually answers, his voice tight.

      There’s an inevitability to his tone. Like he regrets what he did, but can’t change it, wouldn’t change his choice even if he were able to.

      “I think you locked her up,” I whisper, barely able to hear my own voice above the crashing pulse in my ears.

      “Then you’d be correct in that assumption.”

      His voice cracks. I hear the guilt within it and the pain, but I’m not sure whether it’s because he broke Amber or whether it’s because he never got what he wanted. Perhaps it’s both.

      A roiling sickness rises within me once more. Will that be my fate too? I’ve been there once already, can I do it again with Anton?

      No. No fucking way.

      The fear I thought I’d got under control years ago starts to creep back in as I remember the darkened cupboard Roman kept me in as punishment for disobeying his orders. I vowed back then to never let another man trap me that way, kept in the dark losing all sense of time, all sense of who I was. In some ways I’m grateful for it, because if Roman hadn’t kept me prisoner, my demon may never have come to life. She’s been protecting me ever since.

      Fortunately for me, I’d found a way to get Roman to release me, and I’ll find a way to make sure Anton never feels the need to keep me prisoner, because although I might have been able to live through it once, I’m not so certain I could survive it a second time.

      My face must reveal my emotions because I find Anton staring at me, his own features schooled into a blank slate. He’s become unreadable, shutting down his feelings as I try to regain control of my own.

      “I told you it wasn’t pretty. I told you before that there is more reason to fear me than Ivan and Erik.”

      “How long?” I manage to ask, choking on the cloying atmosphere between us.

      Anton pulls off his woollen hat and scrapes a hand through his tousled hair. “Long enough for Amber to fall harder for me. Long enough to lose the girl I found in the meadow that day, and long enough for every last drop of colour to drain from her.”

      “Did Ivan know? Did Erik?”

      I choose to ignore the statement that Amber fell more in love with Anton despite the fact he locked her up. It’s too close to the bone. Roman kept me prisoner for a time and though I hated him for it then and now, I still loved him. A part of me always will.

      It's all so fucking twisted.

      Anton shakes his head. “Not until it was over, and even then, I don’t believe Erik knows the full story. I didn’t think Ivan did either, until today.”

      “Did no one come looking for Amber? How are you not in jail for kidnap?”

      “Wealth can buy a lot of things, Rose. It bought the police, even her parents. Beside my father is a powerful man”

      “What?! You’re telling me you paid them off?”

      Anton nods sharply. “We live in a fucked up world. Everything has a price.”

      “Including her soul, it would seem,” I respond sharply.

      “Yes, including that,” Anton responds, not denying it.

      We travel for another couple of miles in silence. My head spins from the thoughts whirling around it. So this is the truth behind Anton. He’s a man with an obsession so strong he’s willing to destroy another human being to get it. He allowed a woman to fall for him, expecting love and devotion, when all he gave her in the end was pain and emptiness. He lied to his family, he paid off the authorities and Amber’s parents to hide what he did. All of it in the pursuit to obtain the impossible…

      The ability to live a life in colour.

      The thing is, he’ll never be able to, not just because it’s a physical impossibility but because he’s incapable of understanding what it means to live without it. To him colour is the key to unlock his cage, to breathe life into a world that is otherwise colourless. But the truth is, it’s the damn cage. Anton might have held Amber prisoner, but he’s the one who’s trapped in a prison of his own making. The damn bars are rainbow coloured.

      Half an hour later, Patrick pulls into a winding, tree-lined road, not dissimilar to the one leading up to Browlace Manor. I notice an iron sign as we approach the large, white brick building.

      Wuthering Heights – Home for the Mentally Impaired, it says.

      “Is that a joke?” I ask, pointing to it.

      “The owner is a fan of Emily Bronte.”

      “It’s not the best choice of name in my opinion.”

      “All of the occupants are either too sedated to care, or too far gone to notice the irony,” Anton responds.

      “Which is Amber?” I ask, unclipping my seat belt just as Patrick parks the car.

      “Both,” Anton responds dully.

      I nod tightly, opening the door and stepping out into the crisp Cornish air. Slamming the door behind me I take in a deep lungful of air, replacing the cloying oxygen I shared with Anton in the car.

      “I’ll wait here,” Patrick says through the lowered window.

      “Thank you, Patrick. I’m sorry for snapping at you earlier.” I give him a smile, trying to make amends.

      “It’s no bother, Miss.” He nods his head with a brief smile, then winds the window back up.

      “He likes you. Patrick barely says a word to anyone,” Anton remarks as he walks around the car towards me.

      “Perhaps it’s just you he doesn’t speak to?”

      Anton laughs. “Probably.”

      It’s a light sound and has no business here. I frown, crossing my arms over my chest. Is it right that he can experience happiness when he’s taken that from Amber? Anton scowls as he shoves his hands into his pockets, rocking on his heels. A dark shadow passes over his face and I realise that just because he laughs, smiles, it doesn’t mean he’s happy.

      How can he be knowing what he’s done?

      “I called ahead whilst you were talking with Ivan. They’re expecting us,” Anton says, turning on his heel and marching up to the door. He walks with a confidence that belies the shake in his hand and the tension in his shoulders. When he reaches the front step, he turns to look at me.

      “But before I take you to Amber, I want to tell you what happened the day I released her. I want to explain how she became this person you’re about to meet.”

      Then he steps into the building, disappearing into the darkened hallway where the ghost of his past awaits us both.
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      Anton – eighteen months ago

      Amber sits on the single bed in the corner of the room, her legs drawn up to her chest and her cheek resting against her knee. She’s been here for almost two weeks.

      I’ve kept her locked in this room with no explanation and no promise of release.

      The room itself isn’t bad. It’s fitted with comfortable furniture and warm lighting. A small portion of it has been made into a shower room and toilet. It might not be luxurious, but it’s functional. A cosy fire is lit in the hearth, a sheepskin rug thrown across the bare wooden floor in front of it.   

      She has everything she needs, except what she wants; her freedom and my love.

      Ignoring the fact she’s refused to eat the sandwich I brought earlier, I step into the room. It’s past six o’clock, but she wouldn’t know that given there are no windows. These last couple of days Amber’s stopped asking what day it is, what time, and the faraway look in her eyes is even more troubling now the light has gone from behind them.

      Guilt twines up my chest, tightening with every intake of breath.

      I’m a monster.

      Leaning against the wall, I observe Amber for a moment. She glances at me, her sad eyes lingering on my face. She doesn’t beg me to release her, she hasn’t once asked me why I’m keeping her in here, but with every day I have, she’s lost another piece of her soul and with it everything that makes her unique.

      Minute after minute, hour after hour, day after day, it’s been leaking from her and I’ve been trying so fucking hard to capture it.

      I don’t know where this is going, where it will lead. I’m too afraid to think beyond each day, but something must give and soon.

      The police came knocking earlier today. Ms Hadley answered the door. I overheard them questioning whether she’d seen a young lady fitting Amber’s description. In that moment, as the officer questioned her, I’d felt a sense of relief, relief that someone would finally put an end to my fucking madness, my obsession, and free Amber.

      I’d stood in the shadows of the entrance hall listening to Ms Hadley denying any knowledge, knowing full well that Amber had been visiting me these last six months. They’d believed her, leaving me free to return to the darkest pits of my soul and to the once vibrant young woman hidden away in the room beyond my studio.

      If Ms Hadley knows what I’m doing now, then she hasn’t said. I’m not sure if I’m grateful or not for that. Someone should be stopping this madness because, apparently, I’m incapable.

      “You need to eat, Amber,” I say, the gentleness in my voice surprising her, surprising me.

      Since the moment I bit her ear and forced her into this room, I’ve not touched her. Not given her anything but the scraps of my attention as I try over and over again to recreate her on canvas. My fingers are blistered, my fucking body aches from the hours repeating the same strokes, trying desperately to make all this torture worth it.

      For her, for me.

      Outside in my studio is the evidence of my defeat. Dozens of sketch pads filled with images of Amber, not one of them capturing what it is to be her. Several large canvases lay discarded, ripped and torn in frustration.

      “Please, Amber, eat something,” I repeat.   

      She looks up at me, a spark illuminating in her eyes at the compassion she hears. Unlocking her arms from around her knees, Amber twists her body and reaches for the sandwich, taking a small bite.

      “Good girl,” I say.  

      In the corner of the room sits a large canvas taking up most of the space and blocking access to the bathroom. But rather than take position behind it on the stool like I usually do, I choose to sit beside Amber on the bed.

      She glances at me with her haunted eyes, her lifeless hair shadowing half her face as she chews slowly on the mouthful of sandwich. I watch her silently as she takes her fill. Only attempting a conversation once she’s eaten it all.

      “Thank you,” I say, as she places the plate back on the side table. I realise how empty that sounds the second the words leave my lips, and so does Amber.

      “For what? Loving you enough to endure this prison, or not loving myself enough to try and escape?” she responds, her voice croaking from lack of use.  

      It’s the most she’s said to me in days, and her carefully chosen words are a sucker punch to the gut. A kind of whooshing noise releases from my lips as I recognise the absolute hate she has for herself and the misplaced love she feels for me. I drop my head into my hands unable to look at her.

      “Anton?” she questions, tentatively reaching for me.

      I feel the coolness of her fingertips resting gently on my back. Despite everything I’ve put her through she’s still willing to comfort me when all I’ve done is hurt her.

      And it fucking kills me.  

      “Don’t do that,” I say, snapping my head up and slapping her hand away. “Don’t be kind. I don’t deserve it.”

      “I don’t care. I love you,” she wails, her eyes filling with more tears. “Please, Anton. I’ve done this for you. I’ve given you what you want. Just love me in return.”

      She clutches at me, but I push her away. “Stop this, Amber. That’s enough!”

      “Anton, please!” she shouts, her voice cracking with emotion.

      Standing, I back away from her, watching in horror as she frantically rips off her clothes then slides off the bed, collapsing on the floor.

      “I’ll do anything. Keep me here forever, tie me up. Do what you want to me, but please, please just love me. I need you to love me.” She looks up at me, completely naked and utterly vulnerable, and I feel nothing but an empty hollow where my heart should be.  

      “It isn’t enough. It isn’t working,” I mutter.

      I’ve drawn her on canvas, on paper, I’ve sculpted clay with my bare fucking hands. But it doesn’t matter how hard I try. It doesn’t matter how many hours I’ve kept her here desperately trying to rid myself of the shadows that taunt me, I’m still lost to the darkness. I’m still a fucking swathe of smoke.

      Colour still evades me.

      All I’ve done is choke the life from Amber in my quest for the impossible.

      “I’ll do better. I’ll do anything. Just name it, Anton. Please.”  

      Amber crawls towards me, sobbing now. Tears pour down her face leaving glistening tracks over her pale skin, but all I can do is back away from this creature who is nothing like the girl I met six months ago. She’s broken.

      I broke her.

      She has nothing left to give, nothing that I want. It’s too late.

      “Stop it, Amber!” I shout.

      But she doesn’t stop.

      She keeps coming, her face a swollen mess of tears. Launching for me, she grabs at my waist then clambers up my body.

      “Please, Anton,” she begs, her hands grasping at my top, her eyes wild. Her pain is raw. If it had a sound, it would be deafening.  

      I look into the deep hollow of her eyes for long moments and see nothing of the girl I knew. She’s gone, she’s bled out in my studio, in this room. She’s lost too much of herself to be as she once was. This isn’t Amber, this isn’t even my muse. This is an empty version that I don’t want anything more to do with.

      I want to shake her off me, but I don’t even have the strength to do that.

      Something inside breaks and a darkness starts to infect me, I feel it creep in between the cracks of my shattered heart and begin to take shape. It comes to life inside of me. An entity full of bitterness, jealousy and hate.  

      Everything about this is wrong.

      I’m wrong.

      “I love you,” she chokes out.

      “The door is unlocked. You should go, Amber. Please,” I beg, giving her one final chance to run.

      “No,” she sobs, her glassy eyes showing some of the fire I sensed in her the first time we met.

      But it won’t last. I’ll put that out too.

      Fuck, why won’t she leave?

      “No. I won’t,” she repeats, every word a breath of air I consume.

      Out of the corner of my eye I see my paints lined up on the table next to the easel and canvas. Colours that are varying shades of grey, at least to me.

      Fucking grey!

      A sudden rush of anger explodes inside me.

      “GET THE FUCK OUT!” I shout, pushing her forcibly away.

      She stumbles back, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Please…” her voice trembles.

      “You want me?! You want this?” I rage, smashing my fists against my chest.

      “Yes,” she sobs.

      “FUCK!”

      Without thinking about my actions or how frightening I appear to be, I pick up a tube of oil paint nearest to me and unscrew the lid, squeezing some into my hand. Discarding the tube, I stride over to Amber.

      She raises her arms as if I’m going to hit her.

      I’ve never hit a woman in my life. I never fucking will.

      It should be enough to make me stop.

      I should stop.

      But I don’t.

      It's too late now.

      I grasp hold of Amber’s arm and pull it towards me, smothering her in a colour that I can’t fucking see. Will never see.

      Her eyes widen, as my paint covered hand slides up her arm and across her collarbone.

      “What fucking colour is it?” I ask.

      “Red,” she stutters, her lips wobbling.

      “I don’t know what that means!” I rage, storming back to the table to pick up another tube of oil paint. I squeeze it into my palm, and stride back to her.

      She waits, her whole body trembling. I take her other hand and pull her arm upwards roughly, wiping paint over her bare skin. In my world of grey, it’s a shade darker than the other I’ve just slashed across her skin. This time I swipe it up her arm and over her right breast.

      “What fucking colour is it?” I repeat.

      Her chest heaves on a sob. “Brown,” she whimpers.

      “Brown? I don’t know what that is!”

      Back and forth I go. Colour after colour. I ask the same question each time, hoping that at some point I will see for myself.

      But, of course I don’t.

      Eventually I stop when almost every part of Amber’s body is covered in paint. The only place I’ve left unmarked is her face.

      Standing before Amber, my own chest heaving in time with her sobs, I take one last look at the girl I’ve destroyed.

      “I love you, Anton,” she repeats. Her teeth are chattering now, her body shaking with adrenaline and sadness.

      And you know what? Instead of feeling pity, guilt, shame. All I feel is envy.

      I envy her ability to see what I cannot.

      “Don’t you get it? It isn’t enough…” my own agony cracks, leaking from me now and as we stare at each other, two broken souls bleeding their hurt and pain, I understand one simple fact.

      There’s no point to any of this.

      I’m chasing a ghost.

      And with that thought the last piece of my sanity disperses, floating off into the air whilst inside something far more dangerous comes to life.    

      “No more,” I murmur, folding her into my arms that are no longer controlled by me, but by someone, something else entirely.

      The darkness gives her comfort, when all I want to do is hide inside myself like her.

      It soothes and murmurs, the falsity of that sound wrapping around Amber in an invisible shroud. She clutches onto me, her body relaxing as a long sigh releases from her mouth.

      “That’s it, hush now.”

      I lower my head to her cheek and press my lips against her cool skin. It’s a gentle kiss, but all the more dangerous for it, because it doesn’t come from me. It comes from the darkness lulling her into a false sense of security.

      She whimpers, clutching me tighter.

      “I love you,” she whispers, tears cascading from her eyes.

      I feel the wet warmth of them as I slide my lips across her skin, tasting her essence in every salty drop. My hand rubs gently up and down her back, soothing away the tears, blending the paint. The monster inside thrives on her vulnerability and the misplaced trust she shows me.

      Without contemplating further what I’m doing, I lift Amber off her feet and flip her around so that her back is pressed against the cold stone wall. Her eyes widen in surprise, quickly replaced with desire and yearning.

      “Anton,” she whimpers, wrapping her legs tightly about my waist.

      She looks at me with such devotion, such love that it sickens me because I’m about to use her despite how much of a sick fuck that makes me.

      I’m not strong enough to fight the darkness.

      I’ve lost, and so has Amber.

      Look what I’ve done to her. She’s skin and bone. She’s shattered, broken, and yet despite all the shit I’ve put her through she craves my love and attention so badly that she’s still willing to give herself to me. Even now, like this.

      I reach down for the zip of my fly, undoing it with a quick tug. Yanking down my trousers and underwear with one hand, my cock falls free.

      I’m hard.

      Despite my self-loathing, despite how the real me feels about what I’m doing to Amber in this moment, I’m still fucking hard. This woman is unravelling before me and according to my cock I want to fuck her.

      The darkness billows inside, blossoming outwards as it relishes the thought of taking something precious from this woman and not giving anything back in return.

      What’s wrong with me?

      Who the fuck am I?

      You’re the darkness that breathes despair, the demon that draws on light.

      I lean my forehead against Amber’s, drawing on her soft breaths. Finding strength in the frantic beat of her heart.

      “Anton,” she whispers, her hand sliding up my arm before tangling into my hair.

      I absorb her breathlessness as though it’s my oxygen. Breathing in her need and desire, the darkness taking over, consuming me, us.

      Amber lets out a little moan as the tip of my cock slides against her entrance. She mewls against my ear, the sound of a broken woman clinging on to the last remnants of her soul. I squeeze my eyes shut on what I’m about to do.

      She believes I’m giving her a gift.

      But I’m not.

      The darkness swirls within as I steel myself, hoping against hope that when I open my eyes she’s filled with colour.

      Please let her be. I need to end this. A far away voice echoes inside my head.

      “Anton, look at me,” she begs, not knowing that it’s better for her if I don’t. “I need you to fuck me, Anton. Please.”

      My body tenses as I battle against myself and the darkness intent on swallowing us both whole.

      “I love you,” she sobs.

      Her words are like daggers to my heart and an unreasonable anger unfolds as I open my eyes to take one last look at the girl I’ve destroyed.

      She’s still fucking grey.

      I lose what little piece of hope I have left.

      “But I don’t love you. I never will,” I grind out, sliding into her with one quick thrust and severing the last frail connection of her sanity.

      Her head falls back against the wall, her mouth parting on a whimper. She looks at me as I fuck her, knowing that I do so without affection, without love.

      And it isn’t enough that I see all hope slip from her gaze. It isn’t enough that as I fuck her against the wall, the sounds of her pleasure a stark contrast to the light in her eyes that dims with every thrust, her heart shatters.

      I still need to fuck her into oblivion.

      She couldn’t give me what I wanted, and I can’t give her what she wants either. There’s a twisted kind of symmetry to that.

      My hand reaches for her throat and I squeeze. Air loosens from her mouth in a puff as her eyes glaze over. The last flickering flame is gone, put out with the strength of my touch and the force of my will. Crushing my mouth against hers, I draw on her breathe whilst my fingers squeeze, heightening her pleasure and my pain.

      Amber trembles in my hold. Her core tightening around my cock as she milks me with her body. Her eyes roll back in her head as her orgasm explodes on a breathless kiss. And as I grind into Amber with bitterness and self-hatred, she unravels in my arms leaving behind nothing more than a ghost.

      Just like me.
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      Rose – present day

      I sit next to Anton feeling numb.

      So many colliding thoughts and emotions make it difficult for me to clear the sudden fog that’s entered my head. It’s as though the white mist from outside has made its way into my mind and covered everything making it impossible for me to see straight, let alone think straight.

      Anton is watching me. I can feel the heat of his stare burning into my skin. I’m acutely aware of the sound of his breathing as he draws in a deep lungful and I’m suddenly gasping for air myself.

      I can’t breathe.

      “Rose?”

      He reaches for me. I feel his hand settle on my arm, but I pull away from him. It isn’t because I don’t want his touch. It’s because I want it more now than ever before.

      So, what kind of person does that make me?

      He locked Amber up. He hate-fucked her. He used her, then discarded her when she didn’t give him what he wanted. Anton got into her head and he destroyed her.

      He’d suffocated Amber, not with love and affection, but with an absence of it.

      Anton described a demon within himself not dissimilar to a man who almost destroyed me, and it terrifies me. I’d be lying to myself if I said it didn’t.

      I should walk away now.

      But even knowing what I know, I don’t want to.

      I won’t.

      I can’t.

      He was right before when he said that I’m already leaking colour, that this thing between us is inevitable. I can almost see it leaching from me now. I wonder, briefly, what colour I’m losing.

      “You could have killed her,” I blurt out. There’s so much more that I want to say, but these are the only words that come.

      He looks at me in confusion. I know what Anton’s thinking, he’s just admitted that he ruined Amber, and here I am concentrating on the fact that he cut off her oxygen in some twisted, fucked-up sexual encounter. A sexual encounter that turns me on, that makes me feel more than just pity and heartache for Amber, that makes me feel envious for what she shared with him.

      What the hell was wrong with me? I swallow hard, the realisation of  how messed up I am like a knife twisting in my gut.

      “I did. I have, Rose. Amber’s fucking dead,” Anton says quietly.

      I bite down hard on the remark I want to respond with. I feel myself catapulting into a place that is darker than anything I’ve ever experienced before. I don’t want to be locked up, that much I know, but I do want to be consumed by Anton. I want him to devour me, just like he devoured Amber.

      Only I’m going to be the one to survive it. I must.

      His dark eyes widen as he reads my thoughts. “You’re not disgusted? You’re not afraid? You won’t run, even now, will you?” he asks.

      Disbelief tracks across his features which is soon followed by hope, then quickly snuffed out by fear. Fear of me, or fear of the possibility I might be the one to change everything? Who knows.

      “Rose, who are you?” he asks, lifting his fingers to trace lightly over my chin.

      “I have no idea,” I respond, truthfully. All I know is that in front of him I’m naked, stripped bare. For some reason with Anton, I can’t hide so easily. “Perhaps you can tell me?”

      He tips his head to the side, confusion now replaced with understanding, with recognition. Anton looks and sees the truth within me. I know it’s just as dark as his own.

      I snatch my gaze away, wondering for a moment who’s beside me. Is it Anton, the man that feels remorse, guilt, pain, or the darkness within him, the demon that draws on light and bleeds a woman of colour?

      For a moment, I wonder which of the two I’m drawn to the most.

      Always the darkness, Rose, a familiar voice responds.

      I push it away, not willing to acknowledge the truth, not here, not when I’m about to meet the woman he hurt so badly she withdrew inside to save herself.

      “Mr Sachov, thank you for waiting.”

      My head snaps up, a woman who looks to be in her early fifties, strides towards us. Her sharp gaze assesses me. She reminds me of another woman I dislike.

      “You’ve brought your assistant?” she asks, making a decision about me with one quick glance. Immediately my hackles rise, as if it’s any of her fucking business. Anger boils. I’m more on edge than I’ve ever been before. Inside my demon paces, wanting out.

      “Maryanne, this is Rose. She’s Ivan’s personal assistant, and my friend,” Anton responds, standing. He looks down at me, hope lights his eyes, but it’s gone just as quickly as it appeared.

      I almost laugh.

      There’s no hope for the damned. I should fucking know.

      “Nice to meet you, Rose,” she says insincerely.

      I stand. “Likewise.”

      Maryanne nods, unconvinced. She turns on her heel. We follow.

      A couple of minutes later, after passing through several communal rooms filled with residents and their visitors, we reach a door numbered 1003.

      “Amber awoke about an hour ago. She’s doing well today. I think you’ll agree just how well when you see her for yourself,” Maryanne says, patting Anton on the arm. She nods at me before walking away.

      Anton waits until Maryanne has walked out of sight before turning to me. He reaches his hand out, his fingers gripping hold of my arm.

      “Last chance, Rose. Walk away.”

      It’s insincere. He no more wants me to go than I want to leave. We’re beyond this bullshit now. He knows that as well as I. Raising my gaze to meet his, I allow myself a knowing smile.

      “Why, so you can chase me? No fucking chance,” I respond, reaching for the door handle.

      Anton moves aside, and I enter the brightly lit room. There’s no colour.

      Everything is white.

      Stark.

      A blank fucking canvas.

      The floorboards are a weathered white, the walls white, the furniture, bedspreads and curtains all white. White, white, white.

      It reminds me of a padded cell. It’s clinical, utterly impractical but it also speaks of purity and somehow, innocence. White is everything before the multicolour of life happens. I wonder if all the rooms are like this.

      “Hello?” I ask tentatively, walking further into the room.

      After a few steps, I stop in my tracks. Sitting in an armchair wearing a long white nightie is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      Beautiful in a whimsical, fragile way. She has delicate features made starker by her thinness. Despite her fragility, she exudes a kind of inner calm, peace even, and that intrigues me. It wasn’t what I was expecting.

      “This is Amber,” Anton says, drawing in a sharp breath, his gaze settling on her too.

      Out of the corner of my eye I see him raise a shaking hand to his face, holding it over his mouth. A simple gesture showing me his regret more than any words can. A strangled noise releases from his mouth, muffled by his hand. He can’t take his eyes off her.

      “She’s worse,” he manages to say as he takes a step towards her. But I don’t see what he sees. I see a woman who has retreated into herself, yes, but I don’t see pain or anguish. Just acceptance of what is. I see an empty calm.

      Amber stares at a spot on the far wall, unaware that we’ve entered the room.

      “Amber, it’s me, Anton,” he says.

      Something about the way he moves towards her has my throat closing over. He approaches her with reverence, as though she’s a mythical creature to be worshipped, adored.

      How can I compete with that?

      Jealousy spikes in my chest. It’s so powerful that I must clamp my mouth shut on my need to tell him not to touch her, the greenness of my jealousy drips from my fingers onto the bleached white floorboards beneath my feet, marking her private sanctuary with my envy. If only he could see. If only he could understand… an idea begins to form in my head, interrupted by Anton as he kneels before her.

      He looks up at Amber from his position on the floor and another surge of jealousy spirals up my spine, snapping it straight.

      He’s mine.

      Inside my demon roars.

      “Amber, it’s me, Anton,” he repeats.

      I look at him, trying to regain some control over my wayward feelings. The overwhelming sense of ownership washes over me and I scramble to hold onto my demon, so she doesn’t try and take what’s hers.

      Not here, not now.

      I have to remind myself what I’m dealing with. This man before me forced Amber into the shadows of her mind with his need to garner the impossible, his need for colour. How ironic, given here in this stark, white room, the only colour of any significance is Amber and her fiery red hair.

      “Amber, sweetheart. I’m here.”

      Sweetheart?

      I watch with a sick kind of fascination as he pushes a strand of that beautiful hair behind her ear. The colour is like the sun setting over the horizon, it’s a deep orange with natural blonde lights that shimmer in the sunlight attempting to break through the mist. Selfishly, in this moment I’m glad he can’t see colour because hers are so very beautiful, utterly alluring in fact. Next to her I pale in comparison.

      Anton’s palm cups her cheek and I half expect her to disperse, his touch disturbing the fragile molecules holding her ghostly figure together. Yet she remains, and part of me, that small dark voice I try hard to ignore, starts to laugh.

      Another woman you’ll never be able to replace, Rose. He’s still obsessed with her. You couldn’t replace the woman Roman had loved, and you won’t be the woman Anton needs either.

      I shake my head, not wanting to think too deeply about what I see before me. Their connection is a fragile one, barely visible, but often those are the hardest to break. I can almost see it, a thin ribbon of smoke curling around Anton’s chest and wrapping around Amber’s wrists, binding them together forever.

      I need to sever it.

      He must let go of his past if he has any chance of living in the present.

      “How are you?” he asks, taking her hand in his.

      Her gaze flicks to his face, but there’s no recognition. Nothing but emptiness.

      She stares into him, not at him, as she holds his gaze with her sea-green eyes.

      Anton was right, she’s empty. There’s no life left within her.

      I feel equally relieved and horrified by the thought.

      Now who’s the monster?

      “I’ve brought a friend with me, Amber. This is Rose,” he gestures to me, urging Amber to turn and face me. She responds robotically as though she hears his instruction somewhere deep inside, but isn’t conscious of it. Eventually, her eyes meet mine.

      I reel backwards, gasping for air at what I see in them.

      “No!”

      Turning on my heel, I blindly run from the room, the sound of Anton calling my name following me out.
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      “Rose! Rose, wait!”

      I quicken my steps, needing fresh air, needing to escape the sudden feeling of suffocation. Finding myself in a conservatory I rush towards the doors, not caring that half a dozen people are gaping at me. Flinging them open, I half-stumble, half-run into the gardens beyond.

      “Rose, come back!” Anton shouts, but I ignore him and run, allowing the mist to swallow me, wanting to hide from what I saw in Amber’s eyes.

      I don’t know where I’m going, I just head deeper and deeper into the mist. It’s worse now than before. For a moment inside I thought the sun was finally dispersing it, but out here it thickens like a great rolling cloud, the kind that sits heavy and white in the sky.

      My teeth begin to chatter as I feel a layer of dampness settle over my skin the further I walk into the mist. Footsteps sound on the gravel behind me, then I hear nothing but the softness of my breaths as I try to regain control, knowing Anton won’t leave me be.

      “You said you wouldn’t run,” Anton calls, his voice taking on a predatory rumble.

      My demon snarls at the challenge, forcing my feet to stop moving, pulling me up sharp.

      “I’m not running from you,” I retort, trying to control the shake in my voice.

      “Who then?” he asks, his voice getting closer even though I can’t see him clearly yet.

      I stand glued to the spot, twisting my head from side to side, feeling disoriented both by the thick mist and by what I’d seen in Amber’s gaze.

      “Rose, tell me who!” Anton persists.

      I turn my body towards the direction of his voice as a silhouette materialises. A first, I can’t see him clearly, just an outline of a man who’s more ghost than human. Then slowly, Anton appears before me, his hair and clothes covered in a fine layer of water droplets. I look up at him aware that we are very much alone. The mist surrounds us in an impenetrable blanket. Everything is quiet except for the loud drumming of my heart.

      “Who?” he persists.

      “Myself,” I whisper in return.

      Anton stares at me for a long time. “No, you are nothing alike.”

      His response makes me feel worse, because he’s right.

      “That look in her eyes. It reminded me of the person I once was, the child who lost herself…” My voice trails off at the sudden surge of sadness, and I drop my head. Right now, my demon is nowhere to be found. Spooked by the memory of a girl who died a long, long time ago, she abandons me. The loss I feel is expansive and I stumble slightly. She isn’t gone for good, I know she’s still there deep within. But I need her now. I need her strength.

      “What happened to you, Rose?” he asks, gently.

      Grasping my arm, he steadies me. There’s so much kindness in his voice, I almost lean into him, but something stops me from doing so. Instead, I raise my gaze to meet his, and what I see has me stepping back. I’m looking into the eyes of a man who wants to absorb all my grief, my pain, my happiness, every last piece of me and it isn’t because he means to help me, but because he means to help himself.

      “No!” I say sharply, shrugging him off.

      “No?” he questions, unsure, uncertain of my constant changing reaction to him.

      “Don’t do that, Anton.”

      “Do what?” he retorts.

      “Kill me with kindness. I won’t be another victim. I won’t let you take the scraps of me. I can only give you what I’m willing to share. Do you understand?”

      “I want to comfort you…” he stumbles over the words, they are as alien in his mouth as they are for me to hear. Comfort isn’t something I’m used to, and neither is it something he can give without wanting far more in exchange. Amber is a proof of that.

      “I see you, Anton. I know what you want from me, there’s no hiding it. You told me the ugly truth. I’ve seen it for myself written in the vacancy of Amber’s stare. She was a reminder of a girl I once knew, that’s it. I don’t need your kindness. I need the truth. Only that.”

      “Then you have the truth. There’s nothing more for me to say. I’m a fucked-up freak. I will break you to get what I want. I don’t want to do it, but I will, Rose. Goddamn it, I will!” He grinds his teeth, the sound is loud, and grates against my willpower.

      My nostrils flare as I drag in the damp air. Inside my demon finally comes to life at the threat he poses to my sanity. I feel her strength boost my own.

      “I don’t doubt you’ll try.”

      “You think I can’t? Won’t?”

      “This isn’t a battle, Anton. I’m doing this because I want something too. You’re not the only person who’s fucked-up.”

      “You want something from me?” he asks, swiping a hand over his face. “The freedom to dance? You have that already,” he questions, misunderstanding me once again.

      “It’s beyond that now. No, I want something more.”

      He needs to be taught that there is another way. Roman stole my innocence. Anton will not steal my soul, at least not what’s left of it. I’m going to bind him to me so tightly that if he tries then he’ll only ruin himself in the process. If I go down, then so will he.

      “What then, Rose?”

      “Your devotion.”

      His mouth pops open, but I hold my hand up. “You will devote yourself to me, you will be everything I ask and in return I will be the same for you.”

      “You want my love?” he laughs bitterly.

      “No, not that! I never asked for that. Love doesn’t exist, not in my world, not for me. Not ever.”

      “Then what? You want to fuck me, Rose, after everything I’ve said? Done?” His eyes alight with a burning desire. A sense of satisfaction rolls over me. The jealousy I felt seeing him with Amber dissipates somewhat.

      “I want to be the person you consume in every way, sex is a part of that, but not all of it. I’m giving you permission, Anton.”

      “Permission? To do what?”

      “To take what I give freely. You don’t have to steal from me when I give it willingly.”

      His eyebrows pull together in a frown, genuinely confused. It raises a choked laugh from me.

      “What?” he asks, folding his arms across his chest defensively.

      It makes me laugh harder. I’m almost hysterical with the rapid wave of emotions that crash against my resolve to remain strong. My demon paces restlessly and I laugh harder, letting out the pent up crazy emotions I feel, letting go of the girl I was and embracing the woman I am now. Anton was right, I’m strong enough and I will win this battle of wills or die trying.

      “Rose, talk to me. Make me understand. I need to know what happened to you,” Anton insists.

      He steps closer, reaching for me. He cups my jaw in the palm of his hand. His touch might be gentle, but I know it’s just a ruse, a lie he tells himself so he can survive in a world that constantly denies him happiness, peace. He is so full of bitterness I can almost taste it.

      “Despite everything you’ve told me. Despite the woman inside who you’ve ruined, I’m going to help you, but there’s one more thing I must ask of you,” I say, not ready to reveal my story just yet.

      “What’s that?”

      “Promise me you’ll never lock me up.”

      Anton draws in a sharp breath as though I’ve slapped him, but his lack of response is telling. There are lots of things I can take but being locked up isn’t one of them. He needs to understand where I draw the line. I pull myself up straight and look him in the eyes.

      “If you ever attempt to lock me away like you did Amber, it won’t be Ivan you’ll need to fear, but me,” I say with steely resolve.

      He nods once in understanding. “I give you my word.”

      It’s a tenuous agreement, and I realise that I’m trusting a man who has as much power to destroy me as Roman once did. I’ve looked into the eyes of Anton’s victim not more than ten minutes ago and had seen a version of myself I’ve tried hard to forget. I won’t be that person again.

      “What happened to you, Rose?” Anton asks once more. He steps forward, towering over me. I watch the gathering liquid on his forehead form a droplet of water. It rolls down his face, like a tear shed for me. Tears I’ve never been able to release.

      “I loved a man when I was just a child. A man who, for a period of time, locked me away on the pretext that he loved me in return. He took everything of the girl I once was, just like you took from Amber.”

      “Not everything,” Anton whispers, lifting his knuckles over my cheek. “You survived.”

      “Did I?”

      He stills, and I allow him this moment to let that fact seep in. I might be here now rather than in a care home like Amber, but that doesn’t mean I’m not broken by my experience as much as she is. It just means I have found a way to live with it.

      “Was he the man you killed?” Anton asks.

      My mouth parts as his thumb finds my bottom lip and my chest tightens with anticipation, with the knowledge that I’m about to reveal a secret I’ve never revealed to anyone before.

      I shake my head, dislodging his hand. “No, not him. Another man who owned me in a different way.”

      “Then who?”

      I’m about to respond when I catch movement in the mist behind Anton. A shape forms, moving closer to us both, a ghostly figure with fiery red hair.

      My breath halts, my body stiffens.

      Amber appears before me, a beautiful apparition. Her white nightie clinging to her body, her hair flaming about her head.

      She’s so beautiful, so fucking lost. She isn’t real.

      She’s the ghost of my past. She’s the woman that haunts Anton’s present. She is a portent of the future that both of us wish to deny.

      My body stiffens as I try to understand what I’m seeing.

      Anton glances over his shoulder following my gaze.

      “What are you looking at?” he asks, turning back to face me.

      “Just a ghost,” I whisper, my heart heavy.
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      Anton

      Rose is quiet on the journey back to Browlace. She stares out of the window deep in thought, not answering me when I ask question after question.

      Her silence speaks volumes.

      It fucking frustrates me more than I’d care to let on.

      I need to know what happened to her. I need to look into the darkest parts of her soul and consume them. Somehow, that has become a need in me that won’t be quietened.

      A fucking obsession, another one to add to my growling list. She’s cast a spell over us all. Her power is beguiling, intoxicating.

      Today, she promised to help me in more ways than one. I feel the beginning of the withdrawals from the heroin I took in the early hours this morning. The tell-tale sweats, the deep ache in my muscles and bones. It’s beginning. Pretty soon I’m going to feel like shit, worse than shit.

      And yet, she wants me despite the track marks on my arms and between my toes, despite everything I’ve shown her, everything I’ve said. She’s looked into the eyes of the woman I destroyed and saw a glimpse of her past, it scared her and yet she remains. Her strength is more of an aphrodisiac than even I thought possible. I’ve been hard for her ever since she revealed a glimpse into the darkness of her past. She loved a man. She killed a man. I want to know why, I want to know it all.

      I want to own every piece of her heartache. I want to draw out all the colour that makes her unique. I want to claim her body as my own.

      “Rose, will you answer me?”

      She turns slowly to face me, her eyes wide. Her lips part, and I have the sudden urge to lean over and devour them with my own. I understand Ivan’s need for her. I get Erik’s attraction because I feel it too. Fuck do I feel it.

      It was never this way with Amber. I fucked her out of frustration, despair, anger. Even now I can’t even understand how I was physically capable of doing it. I will never forgive myself for what I did to her. But regret is useless. I can’t change what I did.

      Amber thought she knew who I was, and it ruined her when she realised I couldn’t be the man she wanted. Rose sees the real me and remains even when she understands the danger I present.

      “Rose?” I prompt.

      “No, not today,” she responds, before turning her attention back to the mist that has enveloped the whole county in its white embrace. It takes another thirty minutes before we turn into the private road leading up to Browlace Manor. The whole time Rose has remained withdrawn inside herself. My questions remain unanswered, but my need to know every inch of her, both physically and emotionally, has grown like a deep ache in my chest.

      She asked for my devotion, and I already know I’ll give it. But there will be a price, there always is, and one of us is going to have to pay.

      Maybe this time, even both of us.

      “What will you tell Ivan?” I ask as the car finally pulls in front of the manor.

      She turns to me, her fierce gaze cutting deep.

      “The truth, only that.”

      “He won’t let me hurt you,” I say before I can stop myself. She wanted the truth, I guess now she has it.

      “Do you want to hurt me?” she asks, her face impassive.

      “No, but I will.”

      “I won’t let that happen, Anton.”

      “He’ll want to protect you from me,” I respond, gritting my teeth. “He won’t risk it. I know Ivan. I know how his mind works.”

      Patrick parks the car, turns off the engine and gets out, leaving us alone for a few precious moments. As soon as Ivan realises that we’re back he’ll be wanting Rose and I shall have to wait for my time alone with her, that’s if she can convince him to leave for Moscow. I’m not so certain her powers of persuasion are that effective, not when it comes to me, not when Ivan knows what I’m capable off too.

      Rose grabs the handle opening the door. “Yes, he might, but I need to show Ivan I don’t need his protection.”

      “That isn’t true. You’ve seen what I’m capable of,” I say to her retreating back as she moves to exit the car.

      She turns to face me. “I told you I’m not easily breakable, Anton.”

      “Everyone has a limit.” You’ve already told me yours, but I don’t say that out loud. I tuck that important piece of information away. I made a promise that I hope to God I’ll never have reason to break.

      Rose hesitates, one foot already placed on the driveway. She pulls her leg back inside the car and slides across the seat pressing herself against me.

      “Don’t forget I’m capable of darkness too, Anton. After all, isn’t that why we are so drawn to one another? You have something I want, and I have something you need.”  She leans in close, her pretty mouth parting on a breath.

      “I’m dangerous.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she whispers against my lips, brushing hers gently across my own.

      That gentle touch sets a tinderbox alight in my chest and without thinking about what the fuck I’m doing, I unclip my seatbelt and pull her into my arms, crushing my lips against hers. Rose yields to me, her body melding against my own as she kisses me back ferociously. Then just as suddenly as I reached for her, she pushes me away. Her breaths come short and sharp as her gaze strips me bare.

      “White,” she says.

      “What? You want me to wait?” I respond. My fucking hands are shaking with need, my cock is thick and painful in my trousers and she wants me to wait? Even with the bitch of a withdrawal coming thick and fast my dick is still rock hard.

      “No. White. You see in shades of black, grey and white, yes?”

      “Yes, that’s right… but I don’t understand.”

      “You will. Give me one night with Ivan. Tomorrow morning come to his room. Bring a fresh canvas, your easel and a pencil. No paint. Do you understand?”

      I nod my head even though I have absolutely no clue what she’s up to.

      “Hold on, okay,” she retorts, then slides out of the car and strides up the front steps and straight into Ivan’s arms.

      I’m not sure how long he’s been standing there watching us, but the look he gives me is one I recognise. There’s absolutely no way he’ll leave Rose alone with me. He turns his back to me, wrapping an arm protectively around Rose’s shoulder then they disappear inside leaving me alone and uncertain in the car.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I head up to Ivan’s bedroom with an easel and canvas, a pencil tucked behind my ear. I physically have to force myself up the flight of stairs. My body aches, goosebumps cover every inch of my skin and I feel restless, sick. I’ve barely slept and when I did it was filled with nightmares of dark shadows and glimpses of grey wisps of smoke. If I had any heroin to hand, I would have taken it. Instead, I had to make do with some weed and whisky to soften the blow.

      I’m fully aware that I’m undergoing a state of withdrawal. I’ve been here before, but for some reason my symptoms seem less intense this time. Normally by now I’d be curled up in my room begging for more heroin, but somehow, I find the strength to go on without it, at least for now. Who knows how I’ll feel after this morning, given I’m about to walk into the unknown that is Ivan’s territory. I don’t make a habit of going into his private rooms, and he rarely goes into mine. Well, unless I’m fucked up on drugs like I was yesterday morning, that is. I lean the easel against the wall and rap on the door.

      “Come in,” Ivan says, his voice dark, brooding.

      He sounds pissed off, he has every reason to be.

      Grabbing the easel, and clutching the canvas under my other arm, I enter the room trying hard to hide the edginess I feel. Ivan is sitting on the edge of his bed, shirtless and wearing just a pair of loose slacks. He captures my gaze, anger blazing in his eyes but there is also a begrudging respect. He didn’t think I’d tell her, let alone agree to take Rose to Amber. Perhaps he doesn’t know me as well as he thinks.

      “Set up by the window, the light is better there,” he orders.

      “Where’s Rose?” I ask, trying hard to ignore the fact my fucking hands are shaking alongside the rest of my body.

      “She’ll be here.”

      Ivan points to the table in the corner of the room where a covered plate of food sits alongside a tall glass of water with a slice of lemon. My stomach growls, and I realise that I haven’t eaten for twenty-four hours, let alone had a drink.

      “Eat, drink. Fucking get a hold of yourself, okay?”

      I nod tightly, feeling my cheeks heat with shame. I already feel like shit, but I won’t let him know that. “How did you know?”

      Ivan’s hands grip the bed sheets, his dark gaze sweeping over me. “I saw the needle marks on your arms. Rose told me about the ones between your toes. We got you through it the last time and you’re back on that shit? You’re a fucking idiot!” he shouts, standing abruptly.

      “That wasn’t what I meant,” I respond.

      “This is my fucking house, Anton. You think I don’t know what goes on inside it? One of the staff told me about Amber, about how you kept her locked away whilst I was out of the country. If you hadn’t let her go, I would have set her free myself. By the time I returned home Amber was already gone and you had bribed everyone to keep your fucking secret.”

      “Who told you?” I ask.

      “It doesn’t matter who. Just be glad they did.”

      I turn my back on him and remove the cover from over the plate of food. A simple breakfast of eggs on toast with a side of crispy bacon greets me. Picking up the fork, I dig in, devouring every last scrap then chasing it down with the glass of water. Wiping my mouth with the napkin, I settle myself on the seat placed before the window and set up my easel and canvas. Ivan watches me the whole time.

      “Get through this and you can rest,” he says, seeing the shake of my hands and the bead of sweat rolling down my cheek. He already knows I suffer, he’s punishing me. I don’t blame him.

      Gritting my teeth on the sudden nausea, I nod my head, digging deep

      “You told her everything then?” he asks, already knowing that I did.

      “Yes.”

      “Fuck!” He begins to pace up and down.

      “She knows what I did, Ivan. She knows what I’m capable of and still she remains.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about. She deserves better than us,” he murmurs.

      “Yes,” I respond, not able to disagree.

      Light footsteps enter the room and we both look up as Rose enters. Ivan draws in a breath, he wavers, taking a step towards her, but she shakes her head and he remains where he is, under her control.

      “Jesus Christ,” he remarks, dropping to his knees.

      He lowers his gaze and I suddenly feel sorry that he must look away until she gives him permission to feast on her beauty. But she doesn’t have that kind of control over me and I’m selfish in my need to absorb everything about her.

      She’s a fucking vision in white.

      It is one of only three colours I can see, if you can call it that. White is merely the absence of colour but somehow on Rose it’s so much more. On her feet she wears a pair of ballet shoes, the ribbon winding up her leg. White lace knickers and a matching bra finish off the ensemble. In her hair she wears a ribbon that looks a dark grey but is more likely a colour I can’t decipher.

      “Anton,” she says in greeting.

      I have the sudden urge to turn my gaze away and slide to the floor on my knees like Ivan, but just as I’m about to move, Rose stops me.

      “No, not you,” she says. “I want you to keep your eyes on me. Do not look away. Understand?”

      “Yes,” I murmur, my fucking heart beating rapidly with a concoction of lust and heroin withdrawal. She walks towards Ivan, lightly running her fingers over the bare skin of his shoulder.

      “Yesterday you took advantage of my vulnerability, and whilst I was grateful for it, I hadn’t permitted it. Are you ready to take your punishment, Ivan?”

      Ivan exhales slowly, his whole body seems to relax with every soft whisper from Rose. “Yes, Domina,” he responds.

      “Good. Stay there. Don’t move.” She bends over and presses a light kiss against his shoulder. He shudders with that simple gesture.

      Rose walks towards me and I’m transfixed. She’s a fucking vision. I want to draw her so bad I can barely breathe. My fingers ache to pick up my pencil and bring her to life, they ache to touch her.

      “What does white mean to you, Anton?”

      Her question takes me aback.

      “What do you mean?” I stutter, caught off guard.

      “It’s a simple question. The colour white, what does it mean to you?”

      She stands before me, waiting. We stare at each other for long moments. I don’t know where this is leading, but I answer her regardless.

      “White is emptiness. It’s cold, stark. It’s everything that isn’t something… It’s the ghost of my past and the reality of my present.”

      She tips her head to the side, her eyes boring holes into my soul. “No, you’re wrong. It’s so much more than that. It’s endless possibilities, its freedom. It’s faith in the unknown. It’s purity, innocence, virginity,” she smiles at that part, her fingertips trailing over the curve of her hips.

      My throat dries. Automatically, I reach up to pull the pencil from behind my ear, wanting to feel something familiar when unfamiliar emotions rattle inside my chest. Rose steps closer, I smell the heady scent of her perfume. Her hair is loose about her face, drawn back only by the ribbon, and whilst I can’t see its colour, she’s no less alluring for it. Everything about her draws me in. Her scent, her beauty, her strength, her passion, her fire, her fucking darkness.

      Rose lifts onto her pointes and begins to move with tiny steps, her arms spread wide as she moves gracefully before me.

      I watch her. I see beyond the perfection, to the crooked bend of her middle finger, the swelling of her knee, and the almost imperceptible curve of her spine. I see the pain she holds and the anguish that rides alongside it always.

      She’s perfectly imperfect. Beautiful in all her brokenness.

      She’s a fucking angel.

      Rose lowers her arms and settles back onto the soles of her feet. She places her hand gently on my arm. I flinch at the sudden rush of heat that fills my belly, that sparks along my spine and fills my cock with burning lust.

      “White is the dusting of frost on a winter’s morning, a covering of unmarked virgin snow. It’s the mist that blankets and soothes. It’s serenity and calm, clarity. It’s simplicity. It’s the start of everything. White is the beginning, the quiet peace before life begins. It’s a blank canvas, Anton. It’s hope.”

      Rose studies me for a moment, waiting for a response. But I can’t speak. I can’t respond. Her words echo my own thoughts every time I sit down in front of an empty canvas. She’s seen right into the heart of me and understood what it is that I desire.

      Really understood.

      “I can point to a tube of paint and tell you what red is, green, blue, yellow. I can show you where to place that colour on a canvas to paint a perfect picture, but you’ll never truly see if you don’t understand. So, I’m going to show you, I’m going to help you understand what it means to live a life filled with colour. The good and the bad. Your education starts today. Right now.”

      She turns and walks away from me, standing beside Ivan’s side who has remained quiet, submissive, all this time. She reaches up and pulls at the ribbon holding back her hair from her face.

      “It’s time to learn the next colour…”

      She holds her hand out, the length of ribbon laying across her palm.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “Red,” she responds before bending down and tying the length of ribbon around Ivan’s wrists.
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      Crouching behind Ivan, I twine the red ribbon tightly around his wrists. Ivan’s muscles visibly relax as it bites into his skin just enough to keep his hands in place.

      Honestly though, there really isn’t any need to restrain him. This is just for show, for pleasure. I already know that in this space he would never touch me unless I told him to. I trust him implicitly and he trusts me the same way in return.

      In this room, like this, Ivan always gives up everything to me without question. Now, I just need to convince him to leave for Moscow tonight and that might prove a little harder to do.

      I know with utter certainty that Anton and I need to do this on our own. It won’t work with Ivan here watching our every move. As much as it pains me to say it, it will be easier for us all if he went away.

      It’s only a couple of weeks, I tell myself already feeling the loss of his absence. My demon snarls restlessly.

      Leaning over I press my lips against Ivan’s ear. “Ivan, I’m going to allow Anton to watch us.” I hear his sharp intake of breath, but he doesn’t try to dissuade me. “Do you trust me to know what’s right?”

      “Yes, Domina,” he responds immediately.

      “Tell me your safe word.”

      “Red,” he murmurs.

      Behind us Anton makes a small sound. I’m not sure whether he’s excited by what he sees, unwell because he must by now be suffering the symptoms of withdrawal from heroin, or for some other reason I’m yet to understand.

      “Good. If this gets too much, you must use it.” I press a gentle kiss against the curve of his neck, then stand.

      Turning to face Anton, I rest the palm of my hand on Ivan’s shoulder and squeeze gently. Ivan stands, his back to Anton.

      “This is Ivan’s safe space. Where he can be who he truly is without judgement or ridicule,” I say as I move in front of Ivan. Stretching my hands around his waist, I slide my fingers under the waistband of his slacks and grasp the firm globes of his arse cheeks, eliciting a deep rumbling moan from his lips. The power his submission gives me is intoxicating and I must calm my own racing pulse that’s pumping my blood so fast I feel lightheaded.

      “In this room I’m no longer Rose, I’m Domina.”

      Hooking my fingers into the tops of Ivan’s trousers, I pull them all the way down his legs. Ivan steps out of them kicking the material away. His cock falls heavy before me, and as much as I have the sudden urge to take him in my mouth, this isn’t how it’s going to go. At least not yet anyway.

      “Wait here,” I say to Ivan as I stand upright, allowing myself a moment to lean into the hard plains of his chest, breathing in his powerful scent.

      Ivan’s cock twitches against the curve of my stomach. His arousal is my drug, my addiction. Is it any less damaging than Anton’s? I guess that will depend on how I cope whilst he’s away. Stepping out of Ivan’s arms, I move around him. The fact Anton watches me so intently only heightens the sexual tension bleeding into the room. I’m swimming in it. Walking over to the dresser tucked away in the corner of the room, I pull open the top drawer and grab a flogger made of the finest leather. The handle sits snugly in my hand and the long strips of leather are soft to touch.

      “You’re going to use that on Ivan?” Anton asks, his voice cracking not with emotion but with lust. Thick, heavy, lust.

      “Would you rather I use it on you?” I retort, walking towards him.

      He flinches, behind me I hear a guttural noise from Ivan, but still he remains where he is, his gaze lowered to the floor despite his obvious jealousy.

      “I’m not certain Ivan would appreciate that,” Anton says with a wry grin. It doesn’t reach his eyes though, and I can see very clearly that he’s suffering from withdrawal, unable to hide his symptoms any longer.

      “Do you need to rest?” I ask softly.

      My first reaction is to stop, to escort him to his room and to nurse him better. But I know, instinctively, that isn’t what he needs right now. Amber had been kind and it drew out the worst in him. One day perhaps he will be able to receive kindness and not see it as a weakness to accept. But that isn’t today.

      “No! I can do this,” he bites out, wiping a shaking hand across his forehead. “I need to see this through.”

      “Okay.”

      I nod my head and return to Ivan who’s trembling with his own need, a very different kind to Anton’s. He’s so wound up, with worry for me, with lust, with the need to pummel sense into Anton that he can’t control his physical reaction. Always so filled with restless energy, Ivan is only able to be calm when we come together this way. I’ve never forced him to take up ballet again, but I know it would help. One day he’ll see that too.

      Last night he had wanted me, but we had just talked. We talked for hours about Anton and his obsession to seek the impossible. We talked about Amber and her suffering. We discussed Erik, and how concerned Ivan is for him. We talked about Ivan’s trip to Moscow and his fear of leaving me behind, but in all that long conversation I never revealed anything. about Roman and my own fears of being locked up. I knew if I did, he would never go.

      And if I’m to help his best friend, his brother, he needs to give us space to do that.

      Lifting the flogger, I trail the leather srips over Ivan’s back, lightly flicking it against his skin. He lets out a groan as I flick a little harder against the firm muscle of his arse. Blood rushes to the surface of his skin, leaving a beautiful trail of pink marks.

      Pink, not red.

      And it’s red Anton needs to understand.

      “Turn around, Ivan,” I demand, my voice low, filled with desire.

      Inside my demon awakens as he does as I request. She shimmers within my chest.

      “When used correctly, this flogger leaves a trail of bright red marks against Ivan’s skin. The leather is too soft to break the skin, which is just as well because Ivan won’t ever bleed for me. He enjoys the pain as much as the pleasure of our encounters. I give Ivan what he needs, do you understand, Anton?”

      He nods his head and with that affirmation I pull back my arm and strike Ivan across the chest with the flogger. He lets out a roar at the sting of a couple of dozen lashes from the leather strips. His cock thickens, and my core tightens at his reaction.

      “Fuck!” Anton mutters.

      I pull back and strike again this time across the tops of his thighs, careful not to hit his bouncing cock. He lets out another roar that turns my insides liquid. Reaching for him I lean in close and press a gentle kiss against the welts that begin to form across his chest, my fingers feathering across them. My hand snakes down to his cock, and I clasp the firm smoothness, fisting him gently. Another groan releases from his mouth and I look up at him. He has his eyes tightly shut.

      “Look at me, Ivan. From now on I want your eyes on me at all times,” I command.

      His eyes snap open and the desire I see there has my knees buckling. My demon snaps, hauling me upright. There’s time to relinquish my body, now isn’t the right moment. Reaching up, I pull Ivan’s face towards mine, the flogger still gripped in my hand. We kiss with gentle adoration and a deep well of stoking flames. It’s almost enough to make me push him back on the bed and climb onto his luscious cock.

      But I don’t.

      There’s so much more I need to show Anton. This is for him, as much as it’s for me and Ivan. Stepping back abruptly, I walk behind Ivan and strike him with the flogger three more times. Once on his broad, muscular back. Once on his arse, and once on the back of his thighs. Every single time he lets out a roar, releasing all the pent up tension he’s been carrying since the last time I dominated him.

      With every cry, I see him relax further. I see him let go of everything that’s been troubling him. His body submits to me, as much as his mind. He may be naked, but stripping him bare is so much more than him being without clothes.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” Anton exclaims as he watches Ivan unravel.

      “These marks will eventually disappear and with it comes the release Ivan so craves. There is strength in submission, Anton. I am not the one with the power here, he is. I only have his trust. Will I have yours too?”

      Anton looks at me with a mixture of amazement, lust, and respect. “Yes,” he responds.

      “Come here,” I request.

      He frowns, uncertain.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “I want to,” he whispers.

      “Then come here,” I repeat.
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      Anton gets up on shaky legs and I fight the urge to help him.

      Sympathy will do him no good. He needs understanding, but not pity. I know I still need to be wary, but for this to work I need him to trust me to know what’s right for him. But can I ever really, truly, trust him in return? I doubt that. It’s just as well I’m not the person who needs convincing.

      Anton stands beside me, not looking at Ivan, but at me. His skin is pale aside from two bright spots of colour on his cheeks. A sheen of sweat covers his skin and there’s a haunted look about his eyes that I want so much to drown in.

      “What do you see?” I ask.

      “I see a man who wants to fuck you,” he responds immediately. That draws a smile from Ivan’s lips.

      “That’s true, but any idiot can see that,” I say, reaching for Ivan’s cock and stroking it with my hand. Anton’s gaze burns with desire as he watches me fist Ivan.

      “What else?” I prompt, keeping up the steady movement and ignoring my own need to get on my knees and take Ivan in my mouth.

      “I see my best friend, a man who almost drowned in his own grief, now free.”

      That makes my cheeks flush, but I push down the riotous feelings that compliment causes.

      “Good, what else?”

      Anton steps closer to Ivan, he reaches out and touches the welts across his chest. “I see pain… and pleasure.”

      Ivan stills under his touch.

      “Trust me,” I whisper to Ivan, to them both.

      My hand moves faster twisting and turning up and down the velvety smoothness of his cock. Ivan thrusts his hips involuntarily.

      Dropping the flogger onto the floor, I reach up with my free hand and grasp Ivan’s chin, turning his face towards me. Anton steps back, his hand falling away. I adjust my body slightly, standing on pointe so I can slide my mouth against Ivan’s lips. He kisses me hungrily, his shoulders tensing as his arms pull against the red ribbon restraining him.

      “And, what else do you see, Anton?” I prompt, pulling away from Ivan.

      I know that I’m pushing Ivan too far too quickly, he’s never fought against his restraints before. Allowing Anton into his safe place was a risky decision, one I hope will pay off for us all.

      Anton’s gaze flicks between Ivan and me. “I see passion, strength, fire.”

      My cheeks flame at the way Anton’s mouth wraps around that word. Ivan’s nostrils flare, the heat of his gaze scorching my skin.

      Yes, fire.

      “Keep looking. I know you can see, but I want you to understand.”

      He moves around us both, taking in every detail of his best friend. I doubt he’s ever really looked this closely. Anton stops behind him.

      “Fuck, Ivan,” he says softly, and I know he sees the scars that criss-cross Ivan’s forearms. Ivan flinches when Anton reaches out to touch them. I see a muscle feather in Ivan’s jaw and anger flare in his eyes. Red hot anger and shame burns brightly.

      “Look at me, Ivan,” I say.

      He turns his gaze back to me. Everything in him tenses. This is taking his trust to a whole new level. I might have seen the scars of his guilt, the marks of his rage. I may have witnessed Ivan draw a knife across his skin and bleed for the wife he hurt. I might have seen into the darkest parts of him and survived it.

      But Anton?

      I know he’s aware of what Ivan did behind the closed door of the studio with the women he fucked there, but he hasn’t seen the physical scars left behind from every encounter. He’s not laid eyes on the pain, the rage, the grief that scored those deep wounds in Ivan’s skin. His pain is still very evident despite the fact that he hasn’t cut himself since being with me.

      “Ivan, brother,” Anton’s voice cracks. He sways on his feet.

      Ivan flinches, taking a step forward away from Anton’s sympathy. He struggles against the bonds, but he still doesn’t utter his safe word. He still trusts me implicitly despite the rawness of this moment. I cup Ivan’s face willing him to see this through. Willing him to understand what I’m trying to do for him, for Anton.

      This is about staring into the face of the darkest parts of a person and accepting them for what they are. This is about courage and faith. This is about brotherhood, a bond stronger than blood. This is about love, theirs for each other. But more than that, this is about trust. Ivan needs to trust Anton, it’s the only way he’ll leave me alone with him.

      “What do you see, Anton?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      Tears glisten on the edge of Ivan’s lashes. He doesn’t remove his gaze from mine whilst behind him Anton tells us what he sees.

      “I see agonising pain. I see aggression. I see self-preservation and self-loathing. I see anger and violence…” Anton’s voice trails off as understanding begins to dawn.

      “Untie him,” I order, not taking my eyes off Ivan.

      I see the panic flare in Ivan’s eyes. His mouth parts, a strange noise releasing from his lips. For a moment I think he’s going to use his safe word. But he clamps his mouth shut and nods imperceptibly.

      Anton does as I ask, and Ivan’s hands fall to his side. He looks at me with complete trust, waiting for me to command him. I press a searing kiss against his lips, then pull back, stepping away from them both.

      “Later today you’re going to Moscow. You’re going to leave us here in the knowledge that Anton is worthy of your trust.”

      Ivan grits his jaw, but he doesn’t protest.

      “I know you have something you wish to say to Anton before you go. Do it now, and once you have, I want you to show him just what the colour red really, truly, means to you.”

      Ivan nods his head once in understanding, then turns on his best friend, reaches up and grabs him by the throat. Anger flares out of him as his fingers tighten around Anton’s throat.

      He walks forward, as Anton walks backward, his own fingers pulling at Ivan’s iron grasp. Ivan slams him into the wall. Every part of him is shaking with a rage and anger so deep it’s electrifying. The room sparks with it.

      “You told me you thought Rose was the one, the one who could help you, but I know she is because she’s already done so much more than help me. This woman is mine as much as she is yours. You do anything, anything to hurt Rose, I will kill you. I will tear you apart with my own hands. I fucking love you brother, but I will not allow you to destroy Rose like you did Amber. I will not.”

      Anton’s fingers drop away from Ivan’s hold, he doesn’t fight back and is rewarded with the ability to draw in breath as Ivan’s vice-like grip lessens.

      “Red might be just a colour to you, something to fill a blank canvas, but to me it’s everything. Red is the blood that blooms on a stark white dress, the same blood that poured from Svetlana’s wrists when she took her own life. Red is the dying beats of a heart turning black in my chest as I watched the life leave her eyes. Red is the rage and despair of a man who despised himself. It’s the blooming of lust on a nameless woman’s skin and the slash of her pussy glistening with need. It’s the length of silk that binds my arms and gives me peace. It’s the deep wound of a knife parting my skin. It’s the harbinger of death, but also of life. Red is the fear that I’m going to lose one brother to drugs and the other to his own nightmares…”

      I watch as Ivan lets go of Anton. They stare at one another, the air thick with unspoken words of love. I feel it wash over me, their love for each other, and just for a second, I allow myself to bask in it.

      My demon snarls with anger reminding me that love has only ever betrayed me. Roman’s love took the innocence from a child and moulded it into something dark and destructive. My father’s love destroyed the remains of that child for good and my mother’s love hadn’t protected me from either of the men responsible for blackening my heart.

      Love failed me and it’s why I can never allow it in.

      Never again. No matter what.

      “Brother,” Ivan says, lifting his hand up between them.

      Anton grasps it without hesitation. I watch transfixed as Ivan pulls Anton into his hold, grasping the back of his head as he does so. They press their foreheads together, locking eyes.

      Despite my resolve to stay aloof, my own shattered heart beats that little bit louder. This feeling, like my heart is being kick-started like a clapped out motorbike ready for its last ride or die journey, this is not what I’d intended.

      Fuck this.

      I’m about to break them apart, but Ivan begins to speak once more.

      “Red is the colour of those marks on your arm. It’s sin and lust. Passion and rage. Red is the courage to accept what once was and to submit to what is. It’s these welts across my skin made by a woman strong enough to inflict them. It’s relief and freedom for me. It’s who I am. It’s my safe place, my safe word… but it’s also so much more. It’s fucking love, Anton. You break her, you break me. Understand?” Ivan snarls, his chest heaving. He releases Anton from his hold and a weird kind of stillness settles in the room.

      I see Ivan’s shoulders drop, and the wide-eyed look of shock on Anton’s face. This was a secret Ivan wasn’t supposed to share. This has gone too far.

      No.

      My heart splutters, my demon thrashes with the new scary wave of emotion I feel.

      No. I don’t do love.

      I stumble away from it, knowing it has the power to destroy me. Pushing it aside, I dig deep within myself and I reach for the flogger left discarded on the floor. My demon roars to life, tearing up Ivan’s words.

      Red is blood, pain and despair. It’s power.

      But it isn’t love. It never will be. Not for me.

      With that thought I approach Ivan and Anton secure in the knowledge that neither can break me because I’m already far too broken.
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      Anton

      Instantly, I see the difference in Rose.

      She approaches like a predator; regal, beautiful, fucking deadly. Ivan turns to face her. He sees the change as much as I do, and he bows to it.

      “Get on your knees,” she demands, the darkness behind her eyes leaching out of her. Ivan falls to his knees on the floor, his head dropping. I see the slight tremble of his hand. He knows he’s revealed too much too soon. She wasn’t ready to hear what he had to say.

      My brother loves her. He loves this woman.

      Rose. His Domina, our muse.

      Something close to envy seeps into my veins.

      Even after everything he’s suffered, he still has the capacity to love. That’s something I’ll never be able to feel. I thought I’d made my peace with that fact, until now.

      I watch as Rose strokes the leather fronds over her palm. I know her thoughts aren’t filled with hearts and flowers. She’s already revealed her fear of being locked away, yet here’s another one far more telling. She’s afraid of love.

      So fucking afraid that she allows the darkness to take over. It saved her once from a poisonous love that destroyed the innocence of her childhood and I see it protect her now.

      Love has brought her nothing but despair, pain. It’s why she’s so drawn to the darkness. There’s safety in the hollow void it provides.

      She stalks towards us both, squeezing the handle of the flogger until her knuckles turn as white as her lace underwear.

      “You too,” she says, and fuck if my knees buckle at the intensity of her demand. I fall to the floor, sickness rising. My body aches. My muscles scream in agony as I finally succumb to the symptoms of withdrawal. Fuck, if ever I needed to be sober it’s now. I dig deep. This isn’t the time to be weak. I need to remain strong for her, for Rose.

      And I need to protect my brother from her wrath.

      “You dare look at me?!” she snaps.

      But I refuse to look away. I keep my eye on the darkness within her. I stare into the face of her demon. This woman here, now. This is the woman that has the capacity to kill.

      Ivan has no idea.

      “Don’t look at me!” she whispers, her words filled with quiet rage.

      “You told me to, Rose, and I’m not about to turn away now. I see you,” I respond, determined not to succumb to the dangerous power oozing from her.

      Next to me Ivan stiffens. His fists curl, but he doesn’t look up.

      “So be it,” she retorts, discarding me with an angry glare and striding over to Ivan.

      Lifting her arm, she strikes him over his left shoulder. He cries out in pain, but he takes it.

      “Don’t do this, Rose,” I say, knowing that this time it’s different. This isn’t for Ivan, this is for the darkness that consumes her and the man who ruined her. She’s punishing Ivan for daring to love her.

      “Stay out of it!” she retorts.

      She strikes him again and again, anger flaring with every lash. He takes every single one. With every strike, the quieter he becomes as he slowly withdraws into himself. How much of this will he take? When will it be enough for her, for him?

      “That’s enough,” I shout.

      Rose turns to me. “You don’t get to tell me when it’s enough. You don’t have the power to say when it’s enough!”

      “No, but Ivan does, and he will let you take your anger out on him because he fucking loves you!”

      She responds with a wealth of emotion that slashes across her face, and another lash against Ivan’s skin. She’s so expressive in her pain. It has its own kind of torrid beauty.

      Ivan bites down on another cry as I see the angry raised welts forming. When I’d briefly touched the ones on his chest and the scars on his arm earlier, I’d done so like a blind man reading braille. Every mark told me about him, about his story, one I’d not completely understood until the moment my fingers pressed against them.

      But these newer ones, these tell a different kind, and it’s no longer Ivan’s. This isn’t a woman setting a man free, this is Rose punishing another man from her past.

      This is about her, not him.

      “That’s enough, Rose, or so help me!” I say, standing. The threat hangs in the air between us.

      “Or what?” she taunts, her eyes burning with fiery rage. Rage at a man she once loved as passionately as Ivan appears to love her. A man who had the power to destroy her so irrevocably, a man who twisted love into something she can’t stand.

      Just like my father had.

      I snatch the flogger from her hands throwing it to the side, her mouth pops open in shock before she lunges for it, but I’m too quick. I grab her around the waist pulling her back roughly against my chest.

      “No more. You’re done. Calm the fuck down,” I growl, wrapping my arms around her body. I honestly don’t know where I get the strength from. Somewhere in the back of my mind a worried voice tells me I’m going to suffer for this, more than just physically.

      “The fuck I am. We’re only done when I say we’re done!” she shouts, her lips pulling back over her teeth in a feral snarl.

      “Enough!” I snap, biting down on her bare shoulder.

      She stills in my arms. The shock of my teeth clamped onto her skin is enough to stop her from struggling. Her chest heaves as she looks into the chasm of her past and rages against it with every part of her being. Her anger is a by-product of those memories. Like acid in her veins, it burns her from the inside out.

      Ivan, realising that something dramatic has changed, stands. Out of the corner of my eye I see him approach and I wince at the lashes he’s taken, both welcomed and endured.

      “Rose. You have nothing to fear. I expect nothing from you, nothing. Do you hear me?” he says, dropping to his knees before her.

      I still have my arms wrapped around her waist, still afraid she will lash out at him the moment I let her go.

      “I will take your punishment, every fucking time. I will take it if it eases your grief. I’m strong enough to endure it. I’m strong enough to endure anything you throw at me, Rose. I will take all of it because I can. You saved me from myself and I will forever be in your debt. But you owe me nothing. I expect nothing.”

      Ivan looks past Rose and directly at me. “Anton, let her go. It’s alright.”

      “Brother…?”

      “Let. Her. Go.” he orders.

      I nod my head, removing my arms from around her waist. Rose wobbles, her knees buckling. Ivan reaches up to steady her, his large hands grasping her hips. She grips onto his shoulders, her nails digging in.

      “Ivan, I’m…” she grinds out. I see her battling against her need to strike him again, but at least a semblance of control has returned.

      “I know the rules, Rose. I didn’t use my safe word because I can endure. I will endure. I want to.”

      “Ivan…” Her shoulders sag with regret as a long breath releases from her mouth. She looks down at his upturned face and I watch as she struggles with herself. I’m unable to take my eyes off her and the changing shades of emotions that cast her face in shadow.

      “Fuck me, please,” she whimpers finally, her legs giving way.

      My throat constricts. Another woman I destroyed said those very words to me, except when I did what she asked, I broke her. Swallowing my own regret, I back away not wanting to witness Ivan giving her what I was incapable of giving Amber… the ability to soothe hurt with love.

      Clutching Rose to his chest, Ivan gets up and strides over to his bed laying her down gently. He presses a kiss against her cheek, running a finger over the spot where I bit her.

      “I’ll go,” I murmur, backing towards the door on legs that are having trouble keeping me upright.

      “No! No, you’ll stay. You need to understand what red means to me,” Ivan mutters.

      “Ivan…” I begin. I already know. I see. It’s written across your bare skin. Every fucking lash, every welt shows me exactly what it means to you.

      But the words won’t come.

      “Stay,” Rose whispers, then turns her face to Ivan and draws him down for a kiss. It’s in that moment I realise what she’s about to sacrifice for me.

      My back hits the wall and I slide to the floor knowing that I’m going to observe something precious, something that has more power to destroy Rose than being locked up in a room. I want to tell Ivan to stop, that he’s going to break her for good, but the selfish part of me wants to understand. I want to file away this piece of Rose and use it in my art. Even if that means she doesn’t survive enough to appreciate it.

      So instead of saving them from more heartache, I remain quiet, my gaze transfixed on them both. Ivan pulls back, his forearms tenting her head.

      “Tell me what you want, Domina,” he asks.

      “Not Domina. Rose. Right now, I’m Rose. Can you bear that?” she responds, her voice eerily quiet.

      “I will bear all and everything you see fit to dish out. It doesn’t matter which part of you it comes from, only that it comes from you.”

      “I can’t give you what you need, Ivan,” she warns.

      “You’ve already given me that,” he says, brushing his lips against her cheek.

      “Then I can’t give you what you want.”

      He cups her face and rests his forehead against hers. “I’ll take anything. Even the darkness, Rose.”

      “It’ll only hurt more this way.”

      “But at least I’ll know I’m alive.”

      “You’ve suffered enough,” she retorts.

      “Suffering is my speciality.”

      He laughs lightly and the smile he gives her is enough to send my soul free falling into the pits of Hell for the shameless way I treated Amber. I fucked her without thought or care. I took her love and twisted it into something ugly, something destructive.

      “You do this, there’s no turning back,” Rose warns.

      “I know that,” he murmurs against her lips.

      But does he? Does he really understand what she’s trying to say? Because I’m certain he doesn’t. To them both, red means so many things, some the same, some different but overwhelmingly it means love and love has the capacity to destroy no matter how you look at it. It’s why Ivan cut himself to purge his guilt for the woman he loved but hurt anyway. It’s why Rose allowed a man to ruin her when she was just a child and it’s why Amber let me fuck her even when she knew my heart was empty.

      “Wait,” I say, but it comes out no more than a whisper. I try to push up from the floor, but my legs are heavy, unmoving. “Stop,” I say louder this time. Firmer.

      But Ivan doesn’t stop, he takes Rose’s chin in his hand and stares into her eyes. Without uttering another word, he pulls her knickers aside and enters her with one quick thrust. He moves within her, keeping his eyes fixed solely on her. She stares back, not uttering a sound. He doesn’t quicken his pace but moves with a gentleness I never thought him capable of. He worships her without understanding that this may just be the beginning of the end for them. He’s loving her with every single part of his soul without knowing she is closing herself off from him despite it. With every thrust she locks away another piece of herself, but he continues anyway believing that his love is enough.

      Just like Amber had believed with me.

      I want to look away. I want to shout at him to stop, that he’s breaking her just like I broke Amber, but the words are lodged in my throat, trapped within a body that has finally succumbed to the aftermath of heroin use. My teeth chatter, and I fucking ache, but I can’t look away.

      This is red in all its fucked up beauty.

      This is the bitter truth of love both given and unrequited.

      I’m not sure how much time passes, it’s an infinite amount, it’s nothing but a blink of an eye. Soon I’m lost in the vortex of emotion that pours from my best friend. Even here on the other side of the room I feel it gushing from him, a great wave that laps at me, taunting me with everything I’m incapable of.

      Then the wave crests as Ivan comes with a deep guttural moan. He presses a heartfelt kiss against Rose’s lips and releases her chin. For a second, they just breathe in each other, then Rose turns her head to the side and stares directly at me whilst Ivan buries his face in the crook of her neck.

      I expect to see desolation and destruction. I expect to see pain and emptiness. I expect to see the ghost of Amber staring back.

      But I don’t see any of that.

      Instead, I see strength despite the anguish. I see power born from pain. I see the absolute determination to not let love in.

      And that last part, that I understand, that I recognise.

      Rose gently slides out from beneath Ivan and strolls towards me, stopping to pick up the length of ribbon discarded on the floor. I look up at her. She isn’t a ghost, she isn’t a pale apparition, she’s so much more than anything I ever expected. Crouching down, she holds out the ribbon. I take it from her, clutching it against my chest.

      “Now do you understand?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I respond, even though I wished I didn’t.

      Red is passion and pain, it’s selfless and destructive, it’s life-affirming and fucking soul destroying, it’s love.

      And by the look on Ivan’s face, it hurts like a bitch.
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      Rose

      Ivan leaves with a swift goodbye. He doesn’t try to smother me with his newly revealed feelings. In fact, since what happened in his room this morning, he’s been quiet, reflective. For the past hour I’ve kept my distance from him, both of us needing time to lick our wounds.

      Ivan’s will mark him for days, maybe longer.

      Mine, mine have joined all the others within the aching chasm of my chest to be absorbed by the darkness that thrives there, feeding the demon who possesses me.

      Ivan loves me…

      In another life it might have brought joy, but the knowledge of his love has had the opposite effect.

      Why did he have to cross that line? Why?

      Sighing, I run a hand through my hair and watch Ivan as he places the last of his bags in the boot of the car. The car idles, Patrick waiting in the driver’s seat. He gives me a sideways glance and a curt nod acknowledging me. I can’t even smile at Patrick in return.

      Inexplicably, my heart feels heavy. Blue.

      Not an expansive blue like the sky on a summer’s day, but the deep bottomless blue of the ocean before a storm churns it even darker.

      Ivan stands before me, he’s more guarded. Not in the same way he was when we first met, not at all. This time, rather than seeming predatory, he has the look of an animal wary of a new foe; respectful, uncertain, biding its time.

      “I’ll call when I arrive in Moscow,” Ivan says, breaking the heavy silence between us.

      He swipes his hair off his face only for it to fall promptly back into his eyes once more. Something about that simple gesture and the way he’s trying to dampen his true feelings from me has me feeling both angry and regretful at the same time. Back in his room, he had stared into the depths of my soul with those beautiful blue-grey eyes and come up empty, leaving him cast adrift in the aftermath of my wrath. He’s still struggling to stay afloat now. I see that, and it hurts to see the damage I’ve caused.

      “I’d appreciate that. I’m sure Anton and Erik will want to know you’ve arrived safely,” I respond, trying and failing to maintain some normality when everything about this conversation is stilted and awkward.

      Ivan nods sharply, crossing his arms against his chest. I see the faintest whisper of pain, but he covers it quickly.

      I hurt him. Anton had been right to stop me.

      “Have you taken something?” I murmur, not quite able to look him in the eye.

      He shakes his head. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you’re hurting…” Because I hurt you. Without thinking about it, I lift my hand to his chest, laying my palm flat against him. He winces again, drawing in a sharp breath. I want to say I’m sorry, that Anton was right. I wasn’t thinking of him in my anger, I was thinking of another man who hurt me. I went too far.

      Ivan presses his mouth shut in a hard line and stares at me. I know he’s trying to read me, trying to dig deep into the heart of who I am, but I can’t let him see. I draw my hand away, but he grasps hold of it, pushing it hard against his chest.

      “No apologies. Not to me, not ever.”

      I swallow hard. He’s so handsome in his dark blue jeans, black hoodie and trainers. It’s the most dressed down I’ve seen him. Part of me wants to grab his hand and pull him back inside so I can have him kneeling at my feet, head bowed waiting for my demands. The other part wants him far, far away and is glad he’ll be on the other side of the world with miles of land and ocean between us.

      “You don’t have to do that,” he responds.

      “Do what?”

      “Give me sympathy as though you did something wrong, Rose. Nothing you’ve done is anything I didn’t want.”

      He steps back, allowing my hand to fall away and keeps a respectful distance between us. Ivan obeys our rules even though they’re more tenuous than they’ve ever been since I became his Domina. I know he’s struggling because I am too, though for very different reasons.

      “Ivan…” I begin, but something about the look he gives me has me clamping my mouth shut. I think we both know that if he used his safe word there was no guarantee I would’ve stopped. In fact, I’m certain that’s why he didn’t. There’s no relationship between dom and sub if the safe word can’t be respected. Trust is paramount, and I overstepped because of what he said. It was wrong, and it was why I allowed him to make love to me even though it was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to endure.

      He endured for me. I did the same for him. We’re even now.

      Another wave of emotion rolls over me, and instead of anger, it’s the beginnings of despair. The gulf between us widens.

      “In that room you asked me to trust you, and I did. I do. But you must trust me, just because I love you, it doesn’t mean anything has to change, Rose,” he implores.

      I hold my hand up, cutting him short. “Don’t say those words. I don’t want to hear them, Ivan!” I bite out, unable to hide the depth of my anguish at hearing them again.

      Those words trip off his tongue so easily, as though they cost him nothing, when they cost me everything. I’m hanging onto my sanity by a fucking thread.

      “Rose…”

      “No!”

      I hadn’t signed up for this. I’d wanted to set him free, yes. I’d wanted to find a way to live with my own demon, but I never, ever wanted love.

      Love only has the power to destroy everything.

      And I refuse to let it destroy me.

      “You wanted Anton to understand,” he continues, not backing down. “I think it’s safe to say he does now. I only did what you asked.” He folds his arms across his chest, watching me intently.

      He’s right, he did. Ivan did exactly what I asked, but I hadn’t expected that. I need the space to think through what this means and whether it changes anything.

      Of course it does, Rose. He loves you. Love destroys, it kills. You fucking know that.

      “You should go, you don’t want to miss your connecting flight to Gatwick airport,” I say in response, fighting off the darkness that’s beginning to swell once more.

      “Fine,” he says coolly, the Ivan of old resurfacing. “I’ll see you in just under three weeks. I’ll be calling daily at noon, just to check in. If you don’t answer, I’m on the first flight back.”

      “Goodbye then,” I retort, not able to say anything more.

      “Goodbye, Rose,” he says, giving me one more intense look before turning on his heel and climbing into the car, slamming the door shut behind him.

      Wrapping my arms around my chest to fend off the bitter cold, I watch Patrick drive away. Perhaps the time away will set Ivan’s head straight and give us both time to breathe. Perhaps he’ll find some Russian beauty to keep him entertained.

      Fuck no! My demon thrashes at the thought.

      I groan inwardly. I don’t want him to love me, but I sure as fuck don’t want him to love someone else… This is getting messy.

      See, that’s what love does. It makes something perfect into something complicated, dangerous. We had rules. At no point had I ever agreed to him loving me. Never.

      Why the hell has he gone and made this harder than it needs to be?

      I almost let out a frustrated cry but stiffen when I hear footsteps on the gravel behind me.

      “Rose, do you have a moment?”

      It’s Fran.

      I turn to face her, plastering a smile on my face. “Is everything okay?”

      She wrings out her hands in front of her. “Anton isn’t well. He’s feverish, in pain. He made me promise not to tell Ivan. I should’ve said something before he left. Perhaps we should call him, tell him to return.” She looks at me with worry.

      Walking over to Fran, I capture her hands in mine and give them a gentle squeeze. “It’s okay, Fran, I’ll go. Please, don’t worry.”

      “Should I call a doctor?” she asks as we both hurry inside.

      “Let me see to him first. Then we’ll decide what to do.”

      She nods her head, some of her worry lifting now that’s she shared it. I wonder where Ms Hadley is, given she seemed so desperate to help yesterday. Or perhaps it was all just an act, and if so, what was the purpose? To make me believe she cared? Letting out a long sigh, I resolve to worry about that later.

      “Maybe it’s that swine flu everyone’s so worried about?” Fran says, a note of fear in her voice.

      “It’s not the flu, Fran.”

      “Well, whatever it is, he’s suffering. Let me take you to him.” She dips her hand into the pocket of her pinafore and pulls out a bunch of keys that look suspiciously like Ms Hadley’s. I cock a brow at her, and she wafts her hand at me. “Ms Hadley has left me in charge. She’s taken off for a couple of days. Something about meeting an old friend.”

      “She’s left Erik alone?” I ask, astonished.

      Fran nods her head. “He’s a grown man, Rose.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “He’s getting better.”

      I frown. “Ms Hadley has left you in charge of keeping the doors locked?”

      “That she did. Don’t worry, I know the rules. We all do.”

      She turns on her heel so I’m unable to ask her any more questions. I follow her through the maze of corridors to Anton’s room, stopping at the door she turns to me.

      “We don’t know each other well, but I know a good person when I see them. Anton needs care and a firm hand, but I suspect you know that already, Rose. Take care of him.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I respond.

      She nods, then walks away leaving me staring after her and wondering what she sees in me, what any of them do.
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      Anton

      Curled up into a ball on the middle of my bed, I ache everywhere. No part of me is left untouched. Since leaving Ivan’s room my body has finally succumbed to the effects of withdrawal. Right now, even death is preferable to this living hell I’ve found myself in.  Nausea rises again and even though I know that there’s nothing left in my stomach, I lean over the side of the bed and heave into the bucket that’s already filled with putrid smelling sick.

      My stomach roils.

      I’m a fucking mess.

      My head feels like it’s been cracked open by a vice and someone is digging a sharp knife into my brain. I’ve lost so much sweat that my clothes, bed cover, sheets and mattress are drenched.

      Fuck this shit.

      I know taking heroin is idiotic, I know that, but I needed something to get me through these past few weeks. I needed something to stop me from stealing Rose from under my brother’s nose and locking her away. Something I promised Rose, and now Ivan, I wouldn’t do.

      Can I keep that promise…?

      “Anton?”

      I hear her voice, but don’t even have the strength to turn around despite my attempt to look at her. Pushing up on shaking hands, I collapse on my side. Helpless as a newborn baby and with about as much strength. Fuck knows how I got through this morning.

      “Get out,” I croak, my tongue thick and furry in my mouth. I don’t want her to see me like this. I still have some fucking pride.

      She walks towards me, the door clicking shut behind her.

      “Rose, I don’t want you here,” I say as forcibly as I can.

      She ignores me. Groaning, I press my eyes shut not willing to see the disappointment and disgust in hers.

      “You look like shit,” she says.

      Her voice is abrupt, uncaring, but the gentle feel of her cool hand against my clammy head speaks a whole different story. She’s such a mystery. Saying one thing, doing the other. I’m not even sure she’s aware of how much of a contradiction she is. There are many faces to Rose, I’ve discovered. This morning in Ivan’s bedroom I saw the face of his Domina. I saw Rose, the woman who stands beside me now, and I saw the demon within her, the one that keeps her strong.

      I also saw the darkness… the part of her that has the capacity to kill.

      She’s the sum of all those parts. Layered, complicated, full of depth and colour. So much colour that I don’t even know where to begin.

      Red… it all began with red.

      My hand curls around the ribbon she gave me, a piece of her and Ivan shared with me. I may not be able to see the colour, but I understand it better. With that comes a sense of peace I’ve not felt in a very long time.

      “That bad, huh?” she asks me gently, keeping her voice low. She’s done this before. Rose brushes the tendrils of hair away from my clammy face, her concern is obvious but locked within a face that’s impassive.

      “Has Ivan left?” I manage to ask.

      Part of me wants her to say no, hoping that he stayed behind for me. But I can’t deny what I’d seen when I’d looked into his eyes. He went to Moscow for Rose because she asked him to, because she proved to him that he could trust me, and that she was strong enough to deal with whatever I throw at her. I’m left knowing that my best friend has given us the freedom to be together, but on the flip side, that he didn’t stay despite my current condition. Then again, what did I expect? He’s nursed me through countless withdrawals… it’s little wonder he’s had enough.

      “Yes. What can I do to help?” she asks, a wash of perspiration appearing as she removes her hand.

      “You can leave me be,” I say, looking up at her through heavy eyelids. I’m so fucking tired. Bone-tired, my goddamn soul is tired.

      She shakes her head. “No can do.”

      “I will do this on my own.” I don’t want you to see me like this. Weak, shattered, broken by addiction and the reality of my past decisions.

      “Not going to happen, Anton. I’m not leaving you to get through this alone.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s what I do,” she says with a long sigh.

      “What, help addicts?”

      “Something like that.”

      I cringe as Rose picks up the bucket of sick and walks to the bathroom with it. I hear her flush it away down the toilet and rinse it out. She comes back into the room with a hand towel and washcloth. Settling on the bed beside me she wipes the washcloth over my face. The cool material is like heaven to my overheated flesh.

      Catching my eye, her eyebrows pull together. Then as though making up her mind about something, she suddenly begins to talk.

      “I started working for Roman when I was sixteen. I remember the day so clearly. It was a Saturday, the beginning of my school summer holidays. I’d spent the morning at the beach with my friends basking in the sun. The sky had been an azure blue, cloudless, and when it met the horizon the sea seemed to merge with it. I remember thinking that I felt like that endless expanse of sky; my heart was wide open and ready for endless possibilities.”

      Rose smiles sadly at the memory and not willing to interrupt her train of thought, I remain quiet, unmoving. She swipes the washcloth over my face a second time, then presses her fingertips gently over my brow, massaging the frown that has appeared there. My heart constricts at her kindness but rather that push her away like I normally would, I accept it, too weak to protest.

      “Roman was a collector of antiques and had a shop in town. I noticed a sign in his window looking for a weekend assistant. My parents didn’t have a lot of money and if I wanted to spend the summer hanging out with my friends and keeping up with all the clothes shopping and trips out, I needed some money.”

      Rose lifts my head and very gently wipes the cloth over the back of my neck then around to the front before placing it on the side table. Grabbing the hand towel, she dries the places she just washed. I feel minutely better.

      “I still remember how I felt the very first time he laid eyes on me. It was as though all the air had left the shop and I was left gasping. When he looked at me, it was like my heart literally stopped beating.”

      A smile plays around her lips as she remembers, but it’s suddenly overshadowed by a sadness that has me feeling restless. Her gaze wanders and through the haze of my own pain I see hers bright and harsh in the depths of her eyes. Absentmindedly, she slides her hands down my drenched t-shirt. When she reaches the hem, she seems to come back into the present and lifts the hem, urging me to remove it. With her help, I manage to take it off, but even that simple act has me breathing hard with exertion. My skin prickles with the cold, making my teeth chatter even though inside I’m burning up.

      “He hired me right away, without an interview or even a trial run. I should’ve known that was an odd thing to do, but I was sixteen, naïve. I realise now that he had seen something in me that he didn’t in others.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask through chattering teeth.

      “A week after starting my Saturday job, I found out that a couple of my friends had asked for a chance to work for him the week before and were sent away without so much as a hello, let alone an interview.”

      “I see.” My chest tightens at the bubbling anticipation of finally getting to hear Rose’s story. I want to ask why she’s revealing her past to me. Is it because she trusts me? Somehow, I don’t think it’s that. No, she’s revealing her story for another reason, one I can’t quite understand yet.

      “Roman knew something about me that I didn’t. Perhaps it was my innocence, my naivety, or perhaps it was something else… Looking back I suspect it was my potential to be coerced, moulded more than anything.” She folds her hands in her lap and looks at me. “Either way, I got the job when my friends didn’t.”

      Rose picks up the washcloth and wipes it over my chest and stomach. Then realising it has lost the coolness she heads back into the bathroom. I hear the water running and I’m pretty sure she’s muttering under her breath, but eventually she returns and sits back down. This time it’s more of a shock; I suck in a breath through my teeth as she presses it against my skin.

      “How old was he at the time?” I ask.

      Rose frowns, her fingers tightening around the washcloth. A drop of water slides out beneath her hand and rolls down my side. I bite down on the violent shiver.

      “In his thirties.”

      “Fuck.”

      “It didn’t matter to me, or to him.”

      “It wouldn’t to a paedophile.”

      She tenses, her jaw gritting. “I was sixteen. It’s the age of consent in this country, Anton.”

      “He was an adult, you were a child, Rose. There’s no disputing that fact, no matter how you justify it in your head,” I retort, suddenly feeling angry on her behalf. I have my faults, but I draw the line at sex with a child. Jesus fucking Christ.

      “I was old enough to have sex, to fall in love…” her mouth snaps shut on the word she despises.

      “You really loved him?” I ask. After seeing how she reacted earlier it surprises me that she can admit that truth now.

      “Rosie did.” She stands abruptly, looking down at me, her face a mask now.

      “Rosie?”

      “Yes. The girl I was. She’s gone, dead. A ghost of my past.”

      Just like Amber… My heart constricts, and another bout of nausea rises but it isn’t because of withdrawal, it’s because of guilt. Like a turbulent sea, my fucking stomach churns with it.

      “And Roman’s the man we have to blame for destroying that girl?”

      “He was the main person, but not the only one.”

      “There were others?”

      Dizziness ensures I see two of Rose, but I’m determined to find out more whilst she’s able to share. A wave of exhaustion washes over me, but I ignore it. I need to understand the colours of her past and how they make up the person she is today. I must fight the pull of sleep.

      “Roman was the only man I was with, if that’s what you mean, but he wasn’t the only one responsible for killing that little girl for good…” she responds tightly.

      Her hands grasp hold of the hand towel as I lose her momentarily to a memory from the past.

      “Rose?” I prompt.

      “It was my mother and father too.”

      We stare at each other for a long moment and I feel a growing empathy for her, born from a twisted kind of kinship. My own father, the man I’ve both despised and worshipped my whole life is responsible for ruining me too. If I never see him again it’ll be too soon.

      “I’m sorry,” I say quietly. It’s a worthless apology, but it’s all I have.

      “Me too,” she replies heavily.

      “Is this why you’re here now, Rose? To tell me your story?” I ask, another wave of fatigue batting against me. The events of the past of couple days have finally taken their toll and are clawing at my resolve to stay awake long enough to hear the ghosts of her past.

      “We made an agreement. You told me your story, and I shall tell you mine. But that’s not the only reason I’m here.”

      “What’s the other reason?”

      “To take care of you, but also… to bleed more colour. It’s surprisingly cathartic, Anton. Perhaps you’ll get your wish to bleed me entirely like you did Amber. Perhaps you won’t. Either way, I’m a willing participant. For now, at least.”

      I make a garbled noise that draws a laugh from Rose. “You are the most complicated woman I’ve met,” I say, wanting nothing more than to dive headfirst into the depths of her soul. If I wasn’t such a mess, I’d be pulling her into my arms and plundering her mouth with my tongue. As it is, my strength fails me. I try one more time to sit up, but a wave of dizziness forces me back down.

      “Shh,” she responds, resting her hand on my shoulder. I’m so weak I can’t fight against even the gentlest of touches. “Not right now. Sleep first, Anton, and when you awake, we’ll move onto Cerulean Blue.”

      “Cerulean Blue? That’s a very specific shade of blue. Why?”

      “It’s not just a colour, Anton. It’s a boat. One that’s still moored in Mousehole Harbour.”

      “A boat?”

      “That’s right. It once belonged to Roman, now it belongs to me. The last time I set foot on it, I was willing to sail away with Roman, full of idealistic notions of love and marriage.”

      “And now?” I rasp, my throat feeling sore and dry.

      “Now?” Rose lets out a bitter laugh. “For a time, Cerulean Blue represented freedom, excitement, and an indisputable need to sail into unchartered waters. Now that boat is nothing more than a reminder of a time where I lost my innocence to a man who locked me in the bowels of its wooden hull…”

      “He did what?” I gasp, my lungs constricting with shock.

      Rose looks at me with turbulent eyes. Her bottom lip quivers until she bites on it with her teeth, regaining some of the strength I’m so used to seeing.

      “That’s right, an object of freedom became my prison, and for a time the only thing to hear my cries for help was the endless stretch of ocean lapping against the hull.”

      “Rose…”

      She stands, shaking her head. I see her batten down the hatches, warding off my sympathy. Wary of it. I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t trust me if I were her either.

      “Sleep, Anton,” she says, turning from me.

      She disappears into the bathroom once more and I find myself succumbing to the heavy pull of sleep as I slip under the surface of a bottomless ocean where a young girl’s cries are muffled by the churning current.
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      Rose

      Anton sleeps for twenty-four hours, not waking up until noon on Wednesday. I remained by his side the whole time, lying on his bed fully clothed whilst he thrashed and groaned in his sleep. I dozed on and off, only getting up to accept dinner then breakfast from Fran, and to accept a phone call from Ivan telling me he’d arrived in Moscow. It had been a brief call, and to the point. There were no lingering silences filled with unspoken words, I was grateful for that at least.

      Each visit from Fran has brought a tray loaded full of food fit for ten people, let alone two. I’m just finishing up a lukewarm cup of coffee, when Anton finally stirs.

      He groans loudly, his hand reaching up to his head. “Fuck,” he grinds out, hauling himself upright.

      Turning, I help him sit up. He looks at me wide-eyed. “You stayed?” he croaks.

      “You snore,” I respond lightly, relief flooding through me. He seems marginally better.

      “What day is it?” he asks, swiping a shaking hand over his face.

      He glances to the window. Bright light filters into the room. Today, though cold and crisp, is clear with a vast blue, cloudless sky.

      “It’s Wednesday. You’ve slept a whole day away.”

      “Well, that’s a record. Normally I’m out of it for way longer than that.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like shit…” His cheeks puff out with a breath, as he side-eyes me.

      It’s funny, like this he seems so at odds with the man who hurt Amber. Like this he seems almost normal, as normal as he can be, given he’s an addict.

      “Not surprising really.” I slide my stockinged feet to the floor, and pad over to the low table where the tray of food Fran brought up this morning still sits. On it are some pastries, fruit, a cafetière filled with lukewarm coffee and a couple of bottles of water. I grab the water and a pastry and return to Anton’s side.

      “Guess you’re thirsty, hungry?”

      “Thirsty mainly, though I should probably eat too. Thanks…” he adds as an afterthought, taking the bottle from me and opening it. He gulps on the water.

      “Easy, you might bring that back up,” I say, pressing my fingers against his hand.

      He lowers it, but not before taking another big mouthful.

      “You’ve done this before?” he asks, regarding me with interest.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to tell me with whom?”

      “How about you eat this, whilst I use the toilet. Then maybe when you’ve got a bit more energy, you could take a shower. After that, we can talk.” I crinkle my nose a little, not because he smells terrible, but because if I feel nasty after spending twenty-four hours in the same clothes, he must feel ten times worse.

      “Sounds like a plan,” he agrees, taking the pastry from me. He takes a bite, his stomach growling furiously.

      “Just as well Fran brought up food, by the way your stomach is protesting, you’re hungry enough to take another bite out of me.”

      Anton’s hand stills halfway to his mouth, which is now gaping at me. He watches as my fingers settle over the tender spot where he bit me yesterday. He bit me hard, it hurt but it broke through darkness, stopping it in its tracks. I know my damned cheeks are flushing at the thought. His hand lowers, the half-eaten pastry still clutched within it.

      “About that…” he begins, his dark eyes flicking between the spot he bit me and my face.

      “It was necessary. Don’t apologise…” I say, getting up and heading to the bathroom.

      “I wasn’t going to,” he mutters under his breath as I slowly shut the door behind me.

      When I come back out five minutes later. Anton is curled back up on his side, fast asleep once more.
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      On Saturday afternoon, five days after I entered his bedroom, Anton finally stays awake for long enough to take that shower he promised on Wednesday.

      Whilst his body is finally beginning to recover, mine is aching in places it hasn’t before from the days spent holed up in this room tending to a man who has been oblivious, for the most part. As I walk over to the window a sharp pain stabs at my knee, lower back and hip. I desperately need to stretch out my tense muscles, take some painkillers and sleep in my own bed. Resting the palm of my hand against the cool window, I look out onto the grounds below. It’s another fine day for October, and my need to get out of this stuffy room has become my top priority.

      Breathing deeply through my nose, I let out a stream of warm breath that fogs up the window. Below, Patrick has pulled up the car, ready to take me home.

      Emerging from the bathroom, the thick moisture following him out, Anton is clean and dressed in a pair of low slung denim jeans and a long sleeved sweater. I watch him from my spot in the corner of the room whilst he pulls on a pair of socks and trainers with still shaking fingers. Opening the drawer in the bedside cabinet, he pulls out another woolly hat and shoves it on his head.

      “What’s the plan?” he asks, his cheeks colouring. I’m not sure if it’s from the anticipation of getting out of this room, or the lingering effects of his withdrawal, either way he looks a hell of a lot better for it.

      Pushing off from the wall, I approach him. “Are you sure you can manage? I can come back tomorrow if you need another day to recover?”

      “No. I need to get out of this damn room, and by the looks of it, so do you.” He gives me a lopsided grin that churns my stomach. He needs to stop smiling at me like that. Right now, I prefer the guarded Anton, he’s the man I recognise.

      He’s dangerous, remember.

      I look down at my now five day old outfit. Showering whilst he slept has kept me relatively clean, but wearing the same clothes now is taking its toll. I’ve long since discarded my underwear. There’s only so long I can hand wash my knickers with shower gel and re-wear them.

      “I really need to go home, refresh. Have a bath, change my clothes. Get some air. Would you mind?” I ask, smoothing my hands over my crumpled skirt.

      “Is that an invitation?”

      I hesitate. Is it? For the last five days I’ve been confined to this room with Anton. I’ve seen him at his worst and despite the ugliness of his addiction, I’m still very much attracted to him, to the complicated man that he is. The kiss we shared still burns my lips. So very different to Ivan’s but no less enjoyable. Besides, he’s already been in my home, what difference would it make?

      “Sure, why not? It’s the perfect opportunity to tell you more about Cerulean Blue, both the colour and the boat…”

      “You were serious about that?” he asks, a frown pinching his eyebrows together.

      “I follow through on all my promises, Anton,” I remind him. “Haven’t you worked that out by now?”

      “Point taken.” He grins widely, another smile dazzling me. I’ll have to watch that. The smile he gives me now is the kind that has the power to disarm and deceive. It’s just as well that I’ve experienced a man who could hide behind a similar ruse. I’m accustomed to the damage a smile like that can cause and I refuse to be lulled into a false sense of security.

      Not this time.

      “So now we know I always follow through on my promises, you’re welcome to accompany me to my home. Patrick already has the car waiting. He’s got to go into town to pick up Ms Hadley from the station anyway, so he is happy to drop me off on the way.”

      “What? Where’s she been?”

      “I’ve no idea. She left the same day as Ivan and called Fran this morning explaining her train arrives at Penzance station in about an hour’s time.” I say, my distaste bitter on my tongue.

      “Fuck! What about Erik…!”

      “Between Patrick and Fran, he’s been well looked after.”

      The panic drains from Anton’s features, quickly replaced by relief. “I’m a selfish prick,” he mumbles, grabbing his coat from a hook on the back of the bathroom door.

      “You’re an addict. Two very different distinctions.”

      “You believe that?” he asks, searching my face.

      “I’ll let you know in a few weeks.” I turn on my heels and head out of the door, before he’s able to question me further.

      “Hold on!” Anton calls behind me.

      I stop, waiting for him to catch up with me.

      “I need to see Erik before we leave. Would you mind?” he asks.

      “Of course not, I’ll wait in the lobby.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d come with me. I think Erik would too. I’ve had you to myself for far too long now and Ivan even longer before that.” There’s a whimsical note to his voice, as though he regrets not making the most of our time together.

      “Sure,” I shrug, feigning nonchalance, when really my insides are churning with a mixture of excitement and fear. “What does another few minutes in the same clothes matter anyway.”

      I feel the brush of Anton’s fingers against my own as he takes my hand and squeezes gently before dropping it again. “Thank you Rose, for everything. I won’t forget what you’ve done for me these past few days.”

      “You’re welcome,” I respond.

      He cracks another one of those disarming smiles which I resolutely ignore.
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      I follow Anton through the house to Erik’s wing. This is a part of the manor I’ve never seen before. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but bright corridors filled with paintings, isn’t it. I’m so used to the dark, wood panelled hallways, that seeing them painted a bright white is a shock.

      “Are these all yours?” I ask, slowing down as we pass each painting.

      “Yes,” he confirms with a rueful smile. “Erik claims I’m a brilliant artist. I humour him and let him hang these monstrosities up. If it helps him a little, then who am I to refuse?”

      “You really don’t think these are any good?” They’re not just good, they’re beautiful. Every stroke of the paintbrush a tiny glimpse into Anton’s soul.

      He shrugs, avoiding my gaze.

      “You have a low opinion of your talent, Anton.”

      I take my time looking at each painting. There are both landscape scenes and portraits. The painting I stand before now is breathtaking. Yet, whilst the image is stunning and almost a perfect representation of the meadows beyond the manor, the colours are skewed. Not quite the right shade for the sky over the meadow and an almost black-green for the leaves adorning the trees in the wood that edge the field. It’s not perfect, far from it, but it is beautiful. For me, the imperfection of the colours is what makes it so special, what makes it stand out.

      “Any fool can see that these are incredible,” I say, admiring another painting of a woman curled up asleep, her long hair covering her face. There’s something about this painting that sets my skin on edge with sadness. She seems so alone, curled up in a foetal position. I want to reach into the painting and comfort her. Whoever she may be.

      “Not everyone,” he murmurs, snapping my attention back to the present.

      “Your father?”

      “How did you know?”

      “I remember our conversation in your studio. He sounds like a real piece of work,” I say, not bothering to hide my dislike.

      “He’s certainly that.”

      “Want to talk about it?” I offer.

      Anton takes off his woolly hat and shoves a hand through his still wet hair, before plonking it back on. “No. The less time I think about that man, the better.”

      “The offer’s there,” I respond.

      Anton gives me a suspicious look “Come on, Patrick’s waiting, and if he’s late for Ms Hadley, there’ll be consequences.”

      I snort. “Ms Hadley can walk back for all I care.”

      “Look, I appreciate your interest in my work, but I really need to see Erik… and you really need to have a bath.” He wrinkles his nose in jest, and I punch him on the arm.

      “Shit,” he responds rubbing the spot I just hit him. Real pain creases the skin around his eyes and mouth.

      “Sorry!” I apologise. “I didn’t think.”

      “I’m still a little bit sensitive, not quite back in my skin yet.”

      “I know how that feels,” I reply with a grimace.

      Anton stops in front of a door right at the end of the long corridor.

      “This is Erik,” he says, selecting a key from the bunch he’s used to open and close all the other doors we’ve passed through to get here. He turns to me, an unreadable expression on his face.

      “What is it?”

      “Aside from Ivan, Erik is my oldest friend. Before the shit that happened to him, he was a good man. Fucking incredible actually. He wasn’t ever fucked up like Ivan and me. We always had a dark side, Rose. Erik didn’t, so it makes what happened to him so much harder to bear.”

      I frown.

      “I know you might find it hard to believe, but everything beyond this door is a choice made by Erik. Remember that when you go into this room, okay?”

      “Okay,” I respond, a sudden thread of anxiety spiking in my stomach.

      Anton reaches up to press his finger against my bottom lip. It’s a random thing to do in the moment and throws me off guard. He doesn’t smile this time, just stares at me with those dark brown eyes. They’re a real representation of the bottomless emptiness I feel most days. But instead of running from it, I want to dive right in.

      “I want to kiss you so badly, Rose,” he says, his gaze dropping from my eyes to my lips that have now parted on a sudden intake of breath. He steps closer, so close that I can feel the still lingering fever emanating from his skin. The tip of his nose brushes against mine.

      “I’ve dreamed of nothing else but that searing kiss you gave me in the car and an ocean echoing with secrets. I’ve felt cast adrift ever since that moment. Was that intentional, Rose?”

      “Anton…” I begin but realise he doesn’t want an answer when he presses his whole finger over my mouth forcing me to listen.

      “Every time I awoke, there you were, caring for me.” He shakes his head as though he can’t quite believe it. “After everything I told you, after meeting Amber and seeing for yourself the capacity I have to harm a person, you still helped me. I will forever be in your debt, Rose.”

      I let out a nervous laugh before I can stop it. That pulls a dazzling smile from Anton that I must armour myself against. Suddenly breathing isn’t so easy around him.

      “I was counting on it,” I manage to say, steeling myself.

      He cocks his head to the side, his finger dropping. “I see. You help me, I owe you, right?”

      “Partly,” I respond honestly. “But I told you, it’s what I do.”

      “Fix the broken?”

      “No, cut myself open on their shattered edges. I’m attracted to the darkness as much as you’re obsessed with the need for colour to brighten your own.”

      “Except the kind of darkness that keeps you locked up.”

      “Except that, yes…”

      “That’s why you reacted so strongly that night when Ivan introduced you to Erik, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I confirm. “The thought of Erik locked up here brought back some unwelcome memories. Cerulean Blue was my prison. It’s nothing more than a wreckage now, decaying slowly in the harbour. One day it will be gone for good, lost to the sea. Maybe then I’ll find peace.”

      Anton considers me, and as he does a strange kind of calm settles over my skin. I made this choice to be here with these men and I do so now with the knowledge of an adult and not the innocence of a child. I’m not a fool, I understand the risk I take, and the very real possibility Anton could renege on his promise, but I’m here regardless. It’s what makes me say what I do next because, ultimately, I need this from him.

      “Kiss me, Anton. Don’t hold back.”

      His surprise would’ve made me laugh if he hadn’t drawn me into his arms and kissed the breath from my body. He doesn’t back me up against the wall like Ivan had the first time we kissed. He draws me against his chest, his arms wrapping around me tightly. So tight that I’m on the verge of breathlessness before he’s even taken my mouth with his. By the time he’s finished devouring my mouth, we are both panting, flushed and more than a little aroused.

      “You kiss like it’s the last kiss you’ll ever receive, why is that?” I ask, stepping out of his hold.

      “Because it might be…”

      He leaves that confession hanging in the air as he knocks on Erik’s door, leaving me with even more questions, not less.

      “Who is it?” Erik asks, his deep voice somehow resonating in my chest even with a wall between us.

      “It's Anton. I have Rose with me. Can I unlock the door, Erik?” Anton asks. He glances at me, giving me a look of concern. I know I should be scared, but I’m not.

      “Just give me a minute,” Erik asks.

      The deep timbre of his voice has a warmth pooling in my chest. I must give my feelings away because, for the briefest of moments, I see something close to jealousy flicker in Anton’s eyes, but it’s gone before I can even be certain it was there in the first place.

      “We can come back another time?” Anton says through the still locked door.

      “No, I want to see her.”

      Anton turns from me, unlocking the door and removing the key. “Remember what I said. He’s a good man dealt a shitty hand.”

      “Of course.”

      Anton enters the room first, and I follow him inside, my head lowered, an automatic reaction around Erik now. The hair on my arm prickles the second I feel his gaze fall on me.

      “Good to see you, Rose,” he says, and this time his voice sounds different, as though muffled behind an impenetrable wall.
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      Anton

      Having monochromatism is a fucking drain, never more so when I see things other people miss. Like the minute ticking in Erik’s jaw and the slight widening of his eyes as he takes in Rose. He’s more outwardly relaxed than I’ve ever seen him, and yet just those two tiny physical reactions to Rose tells me that his control is stretched thin today. I’m a fucking idiot.

      “This is going to be brief, Erik. I wanted to check you’ve been looked after, and I wanted to apologise for the shit I’ve put you through.”

      Erik folds his arms across his chest and drags his gaze from Rose, who is quiet and submissive behind me. In my peripheral vision I can see that her head is bowed, her hands clasped in front of her. There’s a definite distinction with her behaviour when she’s around him. It fascinates me.

      “I appreciate the apology, Ant. But next time you get fucked up as badly as that I’ll make certain you’re slung in the nearest rehab centre and locked away until you can get your shit straight once and for all.”

      “That’s fair.”

      Erik nods, then returns his attention back to Rose. “I understand it’s you I have to thank for looking after Ant?”

      Rose doesn’t respond.

      “You’re free to look at me, to talk, Rose. I have no hold over you. You’re safe,” he adds as an afterthought.

      She steps forward, and I hold my arm out in front of her, my hand grasping her arm in warning. It’s enough to stop her from stepping closer to Erik. She may be lulled into a false sense of security by his command, but I know better. I know Erik.

      “I stayed with Anton. I made sure he was looked after,” she responds, sensibly maintaining a lowered gaze.

      “Why?” Erik asks.

      I take a step closer to Rose, my hand sliding down her arm. I grasp her hand, squeezing it gently. A silent message that I hope she understands.

      Be careful.

      “Because I could.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      She tries again. “Because there wasn’t anyone else.”

      “Ah, yes. Ivan left for Moscow and my mother, who knows where… By all accounts Ivan left because you asked him to, so my question remains. Why, Rose?”

      “You don’t have to answer. It doesn’t matter. We should leave now,” I say, sliding my body in front of her a little. That raises a growl from Erik. Rose stiffens.

      “No, it’s okay. Erik wants to know and I’m happy to tell him. I’ve nothing to hide.”

      Still with a lowered gaze, she turns her body back towards him.

      “Because he has something I want, and I have something he needs,” Rose murmurs.

      For a fraction of a second time stills and I see everything in slow motion. Erik lunges forward. Rose lifts her head, then anger, real anger, scatters across her features.

      “What the fuck is this?” Rose shouts, rounding on me.

      “This is what keeps Erik safe. This is what keeps you safe.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? This is another fucking prison! You said he was just confined to his room, not this! I’m not okay with this.” She snatches her arm out of my grasp and walks towards the twenty foot glass box Erik is confined in. A room within a room. Just like he wanted.

      “Let him out. NOW!” she shouts, a round of expletives exploding from her mouth.

      “Rose!” Erik rumbles, but she can’t hear him in her blazing anger.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you all? After everything he’s been through. After everything I said? You’ve got him in a glass bubble for every bastard to scrutinise?”

      “ROSE!”

      This time she stops. Turning her attention back to Erik.

      “Enough. I’m okay with this,” he says, stepping close to the wall of glass and placing his hand flat against it.

      “You’re a prisoner,” she croaks.

      “Of my own volition. I had this fitted after I almost hurt Fran. I could’ve killed her. Luckily, I had the sense of mind to stab myself and not her. I choose this. When I feel out of control I step inside this box. It keeps me sane.”

      “How? When? I’ve been here all this time.”

      “Not all the time, not every weekend. You’d be surprised how quick something like this can go up.”

      Rose glances at me, her face drawn. “I don’t understand. How is this any better than a cage?”

      I sigh, regretting another stupid decision I’ve made. What idiotic part of me thought she’d be ready to accept this, given everything she’s told me?

      “I needed a safe place, Rose. I still do. This is it. Like a puppy feels safe in a crate, I feel safe in here. Your anger is unwarranted. This was my doing, Neither Anton nor Ivan wanted this for me.”

      “Puppies are conditioned to feel safe in a crate. Give them a treat, in they go. Offer them a toy to chew, in they go. You’re conditioning yourself to feel safe in this glass bubble preventing yourself from feeling safe outside it. This is wrong.”

      “It’s all I have right now,” Erik murmurs.

      “But we’ve been in the same room twice since that night you had an episode. You endured both occasions in my company. You never hurt me, so why is this necessary? Explain that to me,” Rose demands, not backing down.

      “I had medication to help, to numb the memories. I’ve stopped taking them. I don’t want to rely on synthetic help to get better, Rose. There are other options I’m exploring, this is one of them. It’s better this way. For everyone, including me.”

      “Fuck that! Take the damn medication. Do anything else, but don’t do this. You are not an animal in a zoo, or a circus freak on display waiting to be gawked at. You’re a human being, and you don’t deserve this life. This cage might not have bars, but it’s still a damn cage!”

      “Rose, we should’ve told you…” I say, stepping up beside her.

      She leans her forehead against the glass wall and raises her hand against the coldness. “He’s a prisoner,” she says, unable to control the emotion in her voice. “Both you and Ivan kept this from me.”

      “He wanted to tell you, I did too. I guess deep down it’s why I brought you here today. You wanted the truth, Rose. This is it, in all its ugliness. The last truth. Now you know everything that I can tell you. I’ve laid myself bare. I’ve kept that promise to you.”

      “What the fuck am I doing?” she groans, clutching at her stomach.

      “You had the option of walking away multiple times… yet you stayed. We both know why that is, Rose. You can’t tell me that even a small, tiny part of you isn’t drawn to the tragic beauty of Erik in this box.”

      “No!” she retorts sharply, turning on me. “I might be drawn to Erik, but not his imprisonment!” she repeats, pressing her finger into my chest. “I would never ever be attracted to this.”

      Yet the way her eyes keep flicking back to Erik tell me a different story. Confined to this room she can feast her eyes upon him knowing that the danger he presents is trapped safely behind glass walls. Erik paces up and down. His agitation growing. The calmness she showed around him before has disappeared in her anger and as a result it’s having a negative effect on my friend.

      “What the hell is wrong with you all?”

      I draw up beside Rose and take her face in my hands. “Many, many things, Rose. But isn’t that the point?” I brush my lips against hers, my tongue feathering across her bottom lip. She doesn’t try to break away, instead she presses against me and welcomes my tongue into the warmth of her mouth.

      I draw back suddenly and, gripping her chin, force her to look at Erik, really look. Her chest heaves as I lean over and whisper in her ear. “There’s nothing more enticing than wanting something you’re never able to have. I live with that desire every damn day, Rose. So does Erik. Ivan too before he met you. He is that rare butterfly caught in a glass jar, the wild animal kept in a cage at a zoo. He’s everything you’ve said. The difference is, he chooses to be here.”

      Erik stands in the middle of the cube watching our exchange. On the floor in the far corner is an unmade futon bed, opposite an armchair and lamp. Beside the lamp is a stack of books, a pair of reading glasses and his beloved violin. Behind him, on the far glass wall, is a door.

      It’s open.

      Rose has failed to notice that one important fact. The only person who has the power to open and close that door is Erik and he’s holding the control in his hand right now.

      “Rose, listen to me,” Erik says, pressing his forehead up against the glass wall separating them. “I’m learning to deal with the memories that haunt me. Whether you like it or not, this is helping me to do that. One day, I’ll escape the prison of my past and I’ll finally be free.” He holds out his hand, showing her the control.

      “What’s that?” she asks, her voice no more than a whisper.

      “This opens and locks that door,” he says pointing over his shoulder.

      Rose’s eyes widen as she realises that all this time we’ve been talking, he’s been able to walk free, that I was telling her the truth.

      “I’m not a prisoner. This is my choice. My only choice right now. Do you understand, Rose? Don’t blame Ivan and Anton for something they didn’t want. Blame me for not getting better sooner.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she protests.

      “Don’t presume to know a thing about me, Rose. My past is as fucked-up as theirs. I’m just better at keeping it hidden.” His gaze flicks to me and for one horrifying moment I realise that he isn’t just talking about the torture he endured, he’s talking about that other time.

      “Erik?” I question. Is he finally going to share what happened?

      “No!” He says abruptly. Lifting the control, he aims it at the door. Within a matter of seconds, it clicks shut. Rose stares at Erik, drinking him in as though parched of water, not able to take her eyes off him, not understanding the conversation left unsaid. Erik chucks the control on the bed, pulling off his top to reveal a sculptured chest and abs. The tiny scar from his stab wound barely visible now. He stands watching her, watching him.

      “Go with Anton. Finish off what you’ve started. Do it for him, for you. When you return, I’ll be waiting. Goodbye, Rose.” He flicks his gaze to me, giving me a silent stare that only I know how to decipher, then lays down on his bed and closes his eyes. My throat constricts. I know that look. He’s saying goodbye, but why?

      Placing my hand in the small of Rose’s back, I guide her towards the door. She moves without complaint, shock rendering her compliant. Where’s that strong woman now? Her vulnerability is as stark as it’s shocking.

      “There’s one more thing,” Erik says, stopping us both in our tracks. “Everyone has a weakness you can exploit. Ivan’s is his guilt, Anton his addictions… mine is my freedom, and yours, Rose, is the darkness.”

      “How did you…” she starts, but he cuts her off.

      “I’m not the only observant man in this house, Rose. I’ve had a lot of time to read, to learn about the human psyche. Besides, Ivan cares enough about you to want to figure out how to help you. We’ve had many discussions about you, Rose. Protect yourself. Do what’s necessary to survive.” He glances at me then, and the message is clear.

      I grind my teeth, my fingers curling into Rose’s jacket. Just like Ivan, he’s giving me a warning and I both loathe him and love him for it.

      Trouble is, it’s too damn late. We’re on a path that has only one outcome. Like a train unable to stop, we are hurtling towards a messy end.
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      Rose

      Sliding lower beneath the scalding water of my bath, I close my eyes willing the torrid thoughts to go away. Not even two glasses of wine have managed to take the edge off. Downstairs, Anton is in my kitchen cooking us both a simple meal of pasta and Bolognese sauce. It’s all I have in my cupboard given I’ve not been able to stock up, too busy getting Anton back to health whilst Erik rots in that glass cage.

      “Shit!” I exclaim, my hand slamming against the water sending a cloud of bubbles up into the air. Seeing Erik trapped like that has opened up a chasm within me. It’s still gaping wide now.

      I thought I knew who I was.

      I thought I knew these men.

      Now I’m left bobbing along the shore of uncharted emotions that have no business swirling inside me. Where the fuck is my demon when I need her?

      “Rose,” Anton knocks gently on the bathroom door. “Supper’s ready.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Getting out of the bath, I dry off and chuck on a pair of old jeans and a jumper, and rough dry my hair with a towel. A couple of minutes later I’m back in the kitchen sitting opposite a man who’s as dangerous to me as he’s ever been if Erik’s warning is anything to go by.

      “I have so many questions,” I begin, not knowing which to start with.

      “I’ll try to answer each one as best I can.” Anton spears a piece of pasta and begins to chew.

      “When did Erik have that glass cage built?”

      “He requested it the moment he was lucid enough to do so. It was put up that weekend you needed space from us.”

      “I see, and Ms Hadley agrees with this?”

      “Ms Hadley agrees with anything Erik suggests. She loves him.”

      I make a strangled noise at that, but Anton doesn’t try to convince me further of her love.

      “You said you wanted to tell me, but neither Ivan nor you did? Why?”

      “You want the truth or the pretty version?”

      “Always the truth, Anton,” I respond. Despite not being hungry at all, I chew on some pasta, then swallow a mouthful of water to wash away the taste. I’m sure on any other occasion I would’ve enjoyed it. Not today.

      “Our reasons may be slightly different, but they amount to the same thing…”

      “And?” I press, not letting him deny me this truth.

      “We were afraid of losing you. It’s that simple, and that selfish.”

      Back then, would I have run knowing what I do now? The answer is I don’t know for sure. I’m still here even though I feel sick to my stomach. Is that because I’ve spent more time with these men that I’ve grown attached to? That thought has my demon unfurling, snapping at me in anger. There she is.

      “Now what, Rose? Are you going to leave us?” Anton asks, his gaze searching my face.

      “Would that make it easier for you, Anton? To do what you crave more than anything else?”

      “What do you mean?” He rests his fork on the table and waits.

      “I run, and you get to chase me, capture me, lock me up. Don’t tell me I’m wrong.”

      “I made a promise, Rose. I intend to keep it.”

      “I don’t believe you. Deep down, I don’t even think Ivan did, yet he left anyway.”

      “Rose,” he beseeches. I hold my hand up.

      “Erik has warned me now too, but he did nothing to try and stop us from leaving his room. What am I missing here? Am I being played for a fool?” I ask, not really expecting an answer, but getting one anyway.

      “You’re not a fool.” Anton gets up and moves around the island to stand before me. He reaches over and places a warm hand over my forearm.

      “Ivan is irrevocably changed because of you. You did that. I can see that, Erik too. A few days ago, you showed me what it is to understand the colour red. No one has ever been able to do that for me. No one. You’re remarkable.”

      “But…” I interrupt, knowing there must be one.

      “But you’re right. There is an inevitability to our path. Ivan knows it, Erik too, it would seem. I’m sorry, Rose, for all the harm I’m going to cause.”

      “And yet Ivan professed to love me but left me with you anyway.” Bitterness infects my blood and like a poison it works its way into my heart. I find my breath coming in short sharp gasps. Am I always going to be betrayed? Is this how it’s always going to be for me?

      “You didn’t give him a choice. You pushed him away, Rose. Don’t think for a second that he won’t follow through on his promise. I hurt you, he’ll kill me. Brother or not.”

      “Then I guess I won’t let you hurt me.” I stand abruptly, reaching for the bread knife on the middle of the table and raise it to Anton’s throat. My reaction takes us both by surprise, but even though my hand is shaking, I don’t remove the knife from his throat. Could I really do this, kill Anton?

      You watched your father die, Rose, the voice inside reminds me.

      It’s one thing not to act when someone is dying, quite another to slide the tip of this knife across Anton’s throat and watch the blood pour from his skin. He doesn’t move, or even try to disarm me. He just stares at me whilst I contemplate ending his life to save my own.

      “Have you ever considered, Rose, that to overcome the darkness of your past, you have to face it head on?” He’s completely calm, accepting of my reaction. Why isn’t he afraid of me?

      “Don’t give me some mumbo jumbo psycho bullshit so you can feel better about what you’re still planning.”

      Anton barks out a laugh of his own. “Now who’s lying to themselves? Think about it, Rose. Despite the threat I pose to your sanity, you stayed. You looked into the eyes of your worst fucking nightmare and you still wanted to help me? Why is that? You’ve admitted how you’re attracted to the darkness within us… doesn’t that tell you something?”

      “Enough!” I shout, pressing the knife harder into his skin.

      Anton’s eyes blaze with anger. “You’re a smart woman. I saw how you looked at Erik trapped in that box. I saw you. Underneath that self-righteous indignation was a woman who was fucking turned on by it.”

      “Fuck you, Anton,” I snarl, my own anger blazing again. It replaces the uncertainty, the fear of myself, of what Anton is saying.

      “You can protest all you like, but have you ever stopped to wonder why it is that Roman chose you instead of your friends? You were right that he saw something in you, but it wasn’t the ability to mould you, coerce you because of your innocence. He chose you because you see the darkness in a person and instead of running from it, you run towards it. Like attracts like, does it not?”

      I’m so shocked that for a moment I can’t respond. It gives Anton the opportunity he needs to disarm me. His fingers curl around my wrist and he squeezes hard enough so that I drop the knife, crying out in pain. But that doesn’t stop me from raising my free hand and slapping him around the face as hard as I possibly can.

      His head snaps to the side, my hand stinging from the impact, but still he has the sense of mind to kick the knife away.

      “You’re wrong.” I protest, attempting to slap him again. This time he captures my wrist before I can strike him.

      “Am I?” he insists.

      We’re both panting with exertion. I breathe in his exhalations as he backs me up against the counter. Inside my demon unfurls, readying for the fight. She’s always protected me, she’s never let me down.

      “I helped you, and this is how you repay me? With bullshit and lies…”

      He laughs sharply. “Don’t try to convince me you stayed with me out of sympathy. I know it wasn’t that. You stayed because you got to see a glimpse of the person beneath the conditioning. You’ve peeled back a layer of a man you’re drawn to and now that you’ve managed to get beneath my skin you want to delve deeper into the darkness because you fucking belong there, am I right? My darkness is your oxygen. The only way you can breathe is if I let you in. Isn’t that what you’re after? My devotion, my fucking soul?”

      I don’t answer him, I refuse. Anton presses his hips against my own, trapping me. I feel my body betray me as a warmth pools between my legs. Goddamn this man and his ability to get into my head.

      “You saw Erik in that glass cage and you wanted to devour him with your gaze, knowing you could do so because there was a barrier between you. Without that separation, you’re on your knees and obeying his commands.”

      “I get on my knees because he needs to feel in control. I can give him that, I want to. Inside that box he is in control and therefore I can look. It’s not fucking rocket science.”

      “But the real point is that you trust Erik not to hurt you even when he isn’t locked away. Yet you won’t trust Ivan’s love and you certainly don’t trust me? Why?”

      “Because…” I stutter, my mind whirling with answers.

      “Why, Rose?” Anton presses, twirling his hips against mine. The thick rod of his cock presses against my mound, a low moan escapes my mouth.

      How in the hell have we ended up here? A minute ago, I had a knife pressed against his throat, now I’m parting my legs so we can dry hump like fucking teenagers.

      “Tell me why, Rose,” Anton presses, his lips sliding over the shell of my ear. My wrists are still captured between us, and my fingers curl into the material of his top.

      “No.”

      “I already know you’ll forgive Erik a thousand sins without even knowing who he is, and yet you can’t offer Ivan and I the same despite what we’ve shared with you. Why, Rose?” he pushes. Anton’s lips stray across my skin, leaving a trail of heat as he moves towards my mouth.

      “Because he was the victim, not the perpetrator,” I say on a long escape of breath, hating Anton for drawing out that truth from my lips.

      Anton steps back, a blast of cold air rushing in to fill the chasm where he once stood. I draw in a ragged breath, my fucking heart spikes at the loss. My eyes flick to the knife cast aside, but so help me, I don’t try to pick it up.

      “And there we have it. For someone who wants only truth, you’re pretty fucking determined to keep hold of your own.”

      “I don’t owe you anything, Anton.”

      “No, you don’t, but you have no right to demand anything if you aren’t prepared to give up a piece of yourself in return.”

      “I’m already giving you what you want. Ivan has his domina, you have your muse. What more can I fucking give?”

      “Everything else, Rose. All of it. No fucking exceptions…”

      “I can’t,” I whisper. I fucking can’t.

      “No, you won’t. There’s a difference, a big difference. Perhaps you’re not who I thought you were. Perhaps you’re not strong enough.”

      “Anton, you don’t get it…” I protest.

      How has this conversation been upended like this, and why do I feel like I’m drowning beneath the turbulent ocean of my past and the impending storm of my future?

      “Ivan might have lost Svetlana to suicide, but deep down you blame him for it. You can’t accept the same love from a man who caused the death of his wife even though he bled for her every fucking day since she left him. He’s already paid the price for losing her. She fucking died in his arms, Rose. He tortured himself for months. Cut his fucking skin and bled for her every damn day.”

      “That isn’t how it is…”

      “You want my devotion,” Anton continues, his anger a blazing inferno now. “You want to skirt the edge of danger because you thrive on it, but you’ll never accept me because I stole Amber’s soul, just like Roman stole yours. I’m a perpetrator, just like him, and yet despite wanting to dive into my darkness you won’t truly accept it.”

      “Anton…”

      “But you’ll accept Erik because you believe he’s a victim. Tell me, Rose, was Roman a victim of a fucked up past? Is that why you followed him onto that boat despite knowing he was filled with a darkness powerful enough to lure out your own?”

      Anton’s mouth clamps shut in a tense line. His fingers are curled into his fists and his body is shaking with rage. He knows he’s gone too far.

      The thing is, he’s right.

      Every fucking word he’s said is right.

      And it’s time he knows what happened on Cerulean Blue. It’s time he understands the next damn colour.
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      By the time we arrive at Mousehole Harbour, the sun is beginning to set along the horizon and the tide is out. I pay the driver and we get out of the car. The village is quiet, a few people are smoking cigarettes outside the local pub, but other than that we’re alone.

      A sea mist dampens the already frigid air and leaves a trail of goosebumps over my skin. Anton is quiet, reflective. I guess I am too.

      He’s cut through the bullshit and the protection I’ve built up and knocked it down with the cold hard truth. He’s the first man to have ever done that and I’m scared to death.

      Anton’s instincts were right, Roman was a victim of abusive parents. His childhood was coloured with the black and blue marks of a vicious father and weak mother. Even as a child I’d seen the vulnerability and twisted darkness hidden beneath the warm persona he radiated to the general public. I might not have understood exactly what I’d been looking at the first time we’d met, but my inquisitive nature meant that I wanted to know more. I was drawn to it because I had seen something I’d recognised; a kindred spirit.

      “Curiosity killed the cat, Rosie.”

      My mother’s words linger on the sea mist and call to me over the crash of waves batting against the harbour wall. Her taunt for every time I’d been too inquisitive, the natural curiosity of a child turned into something bad, something punishable.

      Wrapping my coat tightly around me, I take a deep breath and walk towards the jetty. I can already see Cerulean Blue, it’s hull broken and cracked, covered in barnacles and limpets. Dark green seaweed hangs from the bow, no longer a ghost of my past but a skeleton, the flesh long since stripped by the Cornish sea. A beautiful boat I’d once adored now reduced to the bare bones. Weathered and worn, it’s a constant reminder of the woman I am now. A hollow carcass holding on to the broken pieces she has left. The sharp sting of sea spray and the harsh blast of wind doesn’t prevent me from walking towards the battered boat. It seems apt, this squall that surrounds us.

      “Rose, be careful. The jetty’s slippery,” Anton warns, as I take unsteady steps over the cobbled stone. He catches up with me, a firm hand holding onto my elbow. I don’t bother to pull away.

      “Here she is,” I say, pointing to Cerulean Blue.

      The wind whips up around us both, howling through the wreckage as a memory hits me like a tidal wave. I turn to Anton, and finally relive my story…

      “Rosie, look at that!” Roman points towards the bow, a wide grin breaking across his handsome face. “Dolphins, Rosie! There’s dolphins!”

      He laughs, the sound is so rare it’s like music to my ears. Of late, he’s been more and more withdrawn.

      The only time he opens up is when we’re out here.

      On Cerulean Blue, as we cut through the ocean waves, the sun beating down and the deep blue water holding us aloft, he’s happy… and so am I.

      “Oh my god, Roman. Look at them, they’re racing us!” I laugh, leaning over the side so that I can get a better view. I’ve seen dolphins on the TV, at the Sea Life Centre in Newquay, and just once I saw them from a distance when I stood on the promenade along Penzance Beach. But never close up, never like this. I laugh out loud, my heart soaring.

      The dolphins accompany us for a further ten miles out to sea until eventually they lose interest and swim off in another direction. We sail for another five or so miles until eventually Roman drops anchor. It’s well past midday, the afternoon sun warm on my bare shoulders. I’m wearing a pretty white summer dress with thin spaghetti straps. Though Roman hasn’t said anything, I know he appreciates it. The lingering stares on my sunkissed skin tells me he does.

      It’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      I’ve worked with him for the last month, and despite every effort he hasn’t once made a pass at me. I hate being sixteen. I wish I was older, more womanly, sexier. Small boobs and nondescript hips don’t get the men according to my best friend. So, here I am barefoot, not trying to hold down my skirt as the wind lifts it in the air, flashing my panty covered lady bits in a vain attempt to get his attention.

      “I’ve brought a picnic, some wine,” he says, that beautiful smile gracing his face once again as he approaches me.

      “I’m not old enough to drink, Roman,” I flirt, grabbing the bottle of red wine and the corkscrew, uncorking it like a well-trained barmaid.

      “Hmm,” he responds with a cocked eyebrow. “Looks like you’ve already had plenty of practice.”

      We both laugh at that as I pour two tumblers full of Chianti, handing one to Roman who sits down beside me.

      “Thanks, Rosie,” he says, pulling out bread, cheese, olives, strawberries and nuts, arranging them on the deck before us. I suddenly feel very grown up as I watch him. He’s so beautiful. I watch entranced as the muscles of his strong tanned arms flex in the afternoon light. I have the sudden urge to reach over and run my fingers over his skin. I want to kiss him. So, so much.

      Instead, we eat in companionable silence, relaxing as the boat rocks gently on the current. Out here, far away from the watchful eyes of my parents and the disapproving glares of the people in town we are free to be relaxed in each other’s company.

      “I adore this boat. Isn’t it so freeing being out here alone like this?” I smile happily.

      The red wine has already gone to my head and I’m feeling a little reckless. Standing, I look down at Roman who has to shade the sun from his eyes when he looks up at me.

      “You okay, Rosie?” he asks, grinning widely.

      His smile cracks open my heart.

      “More than okay. But I’m a little hot,” I say, with what I hope is a sultry smile.

      Without thinking about it further, I grab the hem of my dress and pull it over my head. Underneath I’m wearing my prettiest knickers and bra. A conscious decision as much as my dress had been.

      “Rosie, what are you doing?” Roman asks, his gaze darkening.

      Just for a moment I regret my decision to strip off, his stare unnerving me, but I force myself to turn my back on him and step up onto the edge of the boat, the heat of the sun, the wind, and Roman’s gaze tingling every inch of my skin.

      “Come and swim in the depths with me, Roman,” I say, before pushing off on the balls of my feet and diving into the ocean…

      

      “Rose, it’s okay, you don’t have to go on,” Anton says, taking my hand and grasping it tightly.

      I look up at him, dragging myself from the past into the present moment. His concern seems genuine but then I look closely and see his need to devour every aspect of me… Well, here I am, Anton, bleeding cerulean blue whilst the boat with the same name creaks and groans under the lashing wind.

      “That was the last time I’d truly been happy. Free. I dived into the ocean a carefree child with little idea of how the world worked. I’d believed that love was blooming on the decks of that ship, a silly girl’s notion that romance did exist, that happy ever afters were filled with days as bright and as warm as those few hours on deck. But the moment I emerged from the water everything changed.”

      “Did he rape you, Rose?” Anton asks quietly.

      I shake my head, the wind whipping my hair in lashes about my face. “No. Everything that happened was consensual. I did it for love. I endured for love...”

      Just like Ivan had a few days ago. Just like Amber had for Anton. My gut twists.

      “I’d known Roman was dangerous, but I’d convinced myself he wasn’t. It’s amazing what self-preservation can do to your mind. Even when he’d tied me up and locked me in a tiny cupboard below decks for twelve long hours that first time, after fucking me for just as long, I believed in the power of love. I believed he would set me free, and he did eventually, he did, but not before he bathed in my salty tears, stealing every last drop until I had nothing left to give. He twisted my love for him until I was nothing like the girl who dived into that water hoping to lose her virginity to a man who adored her.”

      “Fuck!” Anton slams his fist into the rocky wall of the harbour.

      His knuckles bleed. I envy him the blood that pours from his cracked skin, at least it shows his heart still beats.

      “On the third night, trapped in the bowel of that ship, I finally broke. My poor heart was shattered, my body bruised from the abuse, my insides torn from rough sex. Never once did I tell him to stop, believing his bright smiles and every single whispered word of love. He fucked me like an animal but adored me with his words. I drank them down, I believed them all until, eventually, Rosie disappeared, replaced instead with a woman whose soul was stronger and darker than his. You were right, Anton. Roman saw the spark of darkness that lingered in my heart and I saw it in his. Like does attract like. Even now, after all this time, I can’t hate him.”

      “Fuck, Rose…”

      I turn from Anton and walk further along the jetty, and up a set of stone steps built into the harbour wall. We’ve been out here so long my fingers have gone numb. It’s a feeling I’m used to. Numbness is a way of life for me, both within and out. Anton steps up beside me and wraps an arm around my shoulder. I don’t have the strength to push him away.

      Taking in another shuddering breath, I dig deep into the past wanting to finish my story, needing the release.

      “When Roman came down the steps on the fourth day holding a kitchen knife, I’d known that my life was about to end. He’d looked at me with empty eyes. Eyes devoid of remorse, guilt, love. That’s when my demon appeared. She filled my chest with a darkness so bottomless that Roman had faltered. It was long enough for me to show him just how powerful I’d become, just how dark. He’d raised that knife to my throat and I’d pushed against it, feeling it cut my skin, but I didn’t falter. Instead of killing me, Roman drew me into his arms and kissed me for the first time like a man would kiss a woman he loved. I knew then that I’d won. He didn’t let me go though. For almost two weeks he kept me a prisoner on that boat. Returning me to that cupboard every time he wanted to punish me for some minor misdemeanor. I think he thought that eventually I’d break, but I got stronger every time, not weaker. Eventually we returned to dry land. My father found us a couple of months later at his brother’s place in Devon, shooting him in cold blood. In my rage and despair, I’d tried to shoot my father. I missed, but the shock gave him a heart attack. I didn’t try to save him. I watched my father die, just like you watched Amber fade away in your arms when you fucked her.”

      Anton tugs me into his arms, pressing my head against his chest. “Christ, Rose. I’m so sorry.”

      “What for? You were right about everything.”

      “You’re a product of abuse, of a terrible ordeal. I made a mistake believing otherwise.”

      “No, you were absolutely right about me. Roman might’ve been the first man I experienced the true nature of my soul with, but he wasn’t the last. His memory doesn’t stoke the demon within me, I do that all on my own. That boat and the memories it holds is nothing more than an anchor pulling me under the waves, drowning me. I want to purge myself once and for all, Anton. So, here I am haemorrhaging Cerulean Blue; the brightest colour of my youth and the darkest depths of my soul. It’s all yours. I give it to you freely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Anton

      I help Rose onto her bed. Her skin is cold, her fingers like icicles and she holds herself stiffly.

      She’s apathetic, lost in the storm of her memories. Her chest open and weeping. She might not be crying, but her pain is no less real without the tears.

      And it guts me… it fucking guts me.

      This Rose isn’t someone I recognise. Where’s the strength I’ve seen on countless occasions? Where’s the woman who’s fierce and brave?

      “You should go home,” Rose murmurs.

      An ominous cloud lingers over her. In the dim light of her bedroom I can almost see it, touch it. Her brittle darkness is a draw like no other and that’s why I’ll never leave.

      “You know I can’t do that, Rose.”

      How can I when she’s given me these pieces of herself? Cerulean Blue is both a colour and a shared memory emblazoned now on my own fucking soul. I’m not prepared to give up any of the other colours she chooses to share with me, and the ones she won’t.

      “You want to comfort me, just like you comforted Amber, is that it?” Her laugh is brittle, hollow.

      “No…” I say, honestly. “I never wanted to destroy Amber, it was an inevitability that I couldn’t avoid. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “That’s bullshit, Anton, and you know it. She was malleable, naïve, innocent. Her love and blind trust in you made her easy pickings. Amber was the girl I should’ve been, and I’m the woman she never became.”

      She’s right, of course. It is bullshit. There’s always a choice, and I chose the wrong path, for Amber, for me. It could be different this time.

      I could make the right choice now.

      Part of me wants to… As cliché as it sounds, I see myself standing at a crossroad with three possible directions open to me. The first is to walk away from Rose, the second is to lock her up until I’ve bled her dry of every last drop of colour that makes her who she is, and the third is an unexplored path where I accept the scraps she gives and hope to fucking God it’s enough.

      The heavy silence between us pervades the room with everything left unsaid. Can I be a good man and walk away… No!

      The thought makes me want to roar at the twisted reality of my life and the man I’ve become. I hate myself even more than I already do knowing that I can’t walk away. My instinct to grab hold of Rose and make her mine in any way possible is strong, unyielding. I won’t walk away, so that leaves only two options; take the pieces she’s willing to share or take everything without her permission.

      “Is this when you lock me away, when I don’t have the strength to fight you off?” she asks, her face in shadow, her voice tight.

      There’s the Rose I know, willing to ask the hard questions, to face them head on. The light from the table lamp is low, muted, and I can only see in shades of grey now. In this light, the starkness of white is gone, leaving pitch black lurking in the shadowed corners of the room waiting for the moment to expand and swallow us both.

      I shake my head. “No. I promised you I wouldn’t.”

      “Promises are made to be broken. Let’s stop this charade, Anton. Are you going to lock me up?”

      “I don’t know, Rose.” And for the first time in my life, I really don’t. If she’d asked me an hour ago, my answer would probably have been yes. Now… maybe, just maybe I can be strong enough.

      She moves her face into the light so that I can see her more clearly and regards me with a seductive tilt of her head. Just when I think I know who Rose is, she reveals another piece of herself. I thought the memory of Cerulean Blue had weakened her, but once again her strength shows. It’s breathtaking in all its brutality.

      I breathe out a sigh of relief.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she says, repeating the words she uttered a few days ago.

      Swallowing hard, I nod my head. She really isn’t.

      Amber loved me, yes, but there was always fear in her eyes when she looked at me. In some ways she was like a dog who belonged to a violent owner, always loyal and full of love but wary at the same time. Her fear and trust in her love for me didn’t make me feel strong, it made me feel weak. None of that was her fault, God knows it wasn’t, but it’s the truth.

      With Rose, I don’t feel weak. I don’t feel a lesser man for being incomplete, broken.

      “I don’t fear you,” she repeats.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been more in awe of a person than I am right now. My fingers begin to move against my leg as my need to draw her becomes a violent energy. I need to appease it before I do something stupid.

      “I want to draw you, Rose? Will you let me do that?”  I blurt out, suddenly desperate to capture her this raw, this stripped bare.

      “Do what you want, Anton. I’m in no position to argue right now,” she groans, shifting uncomfortably on the bed. She absentmindedly rubs her fingers over the sore knuckle of her hand. Her physical pain a manifestation of the other pain she keeps locked within.

      “I don’t have my sketch pad or pencils with me. Do you have anything I can use?” My sudden need to capture her like this has me shaking uncontrollably.

      “In my living room there’s some paper and pencils. Nothing like you have in your studio, but they’re yours if you want to use them.” She hauls herself upright, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. “I’m going to take a shower. I feel cold right down to my bones and need to warm up.”

      Getting up with a groan, she walks stiffly into her en-suite bathroom, gently shutting the door behind her. I hear her turn on the shower and leave to search for the tools I need to immortalise her forever in my art.

      It takes me a few minutes to find what I’m looking for. Clutching the pad of paper and pencil, I return to her bedroom.

      “Jesus Christ, Rose,” I exclaim, stopping dead in my tracks.

      She’s lying on her bed, naked. Her long legs stretched out, her hand skimming the curve of her hip. Her luscious breasts full but soft. The echoes of her ballet training lie beneath the roundness of her stomach and delicate point of her toes. But I see the harsh reality of her life in the swollen joints of her knee and fingers, and the crease of pain around her eyes as she lies on her side holding a position that I already know is uncomfortable for her.

      “You didn’t have to get undressed,” I say uselessly.

      She looks at me, not uttering a word, but I understand her silence. She’s laying herself bare for me. She’s giving me another gift, one which I don’t deserve, but will take regardless.

      “Okay then,” I murmur.

      Using her dressing table stool as a chair, I pull it across the floor and settle myself beside her. With the pencil poised over the blank sheet of paper, I look at Rose.

      Really look.

      I know her nakedness isn’t a ruse to get me into bed with her. This isn’t about sex, and even though my cock is hard for her, I don’t want to fuck her like I fucked Amber. I don’t.

      She doesn’t want to fuck me either.

      She wants to be my muse.

      She wants me to see.

      I start with a rough outline, sketching the dips and hills of her curves and the long length of her legs. Like with all my drawings, I imagine what it would feel like to touch the person I’m drawing. When you don’t have colour to brighten your world other senses are useful to fill in the gaps. Useful, but never enough. At least not for me.

      With Rose, I already know the warm smoothness of her hands and the softness of her lips, but everything else is a mystery yet to be unravelled. As I begin to shade in the dark thatch of hair between her legs, I wonder what the curls there feel like, what the plump slash of her pussy would look like opened up to me. As I give more detail to the swell of her breasts, I wonder how soft they feel, how hard her nipples would get if I were to run the pad of my thumb over them. When I draw the hollow above her collarbone, I imagine the warmth emanating from the pulse in her neck just beside it. As her lips part, revealing the darkness of her mouth, I remember the ferocity of our kiss and the dominance of her tongue. When I reach her eyes, eyes that have the ability to both hide a thousand secrets as well as reveal the depths of her soul, I find that I don’t think about the colour they are as I draw, but what beauty they hold without it.

      Bit by bit, Rose appears before me and with it my need to do her justice seeps into my blood, pumping it faster and faster around my body. I take in every minute detail. I don’t leave out the truth of who she is. Her knee remains as swollen on paper as it does in real life. Her knuckles just as bent and twisted. The chipped nail polish on her toes evidence of a woman who tries to appear put together but fails sometimes. The tangled mess of wet hair a true reflection of someone who is too exhausted to comb it through, but has enough strength left to bare herself entirely.

      In front of me I see Rose, and she is astounding.

      An hour after I started, I finally purge my need to capture Rose enough to stop drawing. Placing the pencil behind my ear and resting the pad on the floor by my feet I get up and remove my clothes. The whole time she remains quiet, just watching me as I strip off completely. My cock is painfully hard, my fingers aching from the intensity of my work and my lungs are burning with the need to breathe her in and never exhale, trapping her forever in my chest.

      And yet, despite my desire for her, this still isn’t about sex. It’s about so much more.

      It’s about devotion.

      And she has mine now, every last shred of it.

      “Rose, are you in pain?” I ask, wanting so much to soothe her as I settle beside her on the bed. She turns on her back, twisting her head to the side so that our eyes meet. Her mouth is only inches from mine and I so want to kiss her, but I won’t.

      “I am,” she responds.

      “Where?” My gaze trails over her body, looking for all the spots she hurts, wanting to make them better.

      “My knee, my fingers,” she says, lifting up her hands to show me the swollen knuckles. “My lower back and right hip.”

      “Let me help you,” I say.

      Sitting up, I take her hand in mine and hold it between my palms. Warming her skin with my body heat. Then gently, I begin to massage the palm of her hand, moving my fingers gently over her skin.

      “What are you doing, Anton?” she murmurs.

      “Helping you, comforting you…” My voice trails off. I know she doesn’t think I’m capable. I know she doesn’t trust me. Who could blame her?

      “Killing me with kindness?” she asks, drawing her brows together.

      “No, Rose. Forget that person. Forget all of that. Just let me comfort you in this moment, now. Please.”

      “You don’t want to fuck me?”

      “More than anything,” I say. Can’t she see how turned on I am? “But this isn’t about sex.”

      “What’s it about then?”

      “Giving me the chance to give instead of take. Right now, I don’t want anything in return, Rose.”

      She looks at me for a long, long time. Just when I think she’s going to refuse me, she surprises me once more.

      “Fine,” she murmurs.

      Squeezing her hand, I allow myself a small smile. This feels like a minor victory. She isn’t trying to dominate me, she’s not even being submissive, she’s just allowing me to comfort her. She’s taking a chance, either because she’s too emotionally and physically depleted, or because she has an ulterior motive that I don’t understand. It doesn’t matter though.

      I get the feeling Rose never does tender. Fuck knows I don’t.

      This is new for me too.

      Yet she stayed with me for five days, never leaving my side. For that alone she deserves just an ounce of kindness in return. Rose might think I was too out of it to remember the gentle touch of her fingers as she swiped my hair off my face or cooled me with a washcloth. She might think that I don’t remember the way her body curled against mine in her sleep as I thrashed about, fighting the torment of my waking nightmares. She might not know how her touch had stilled me, comforted me, kept me sane in moments of blind insanity.

      But I remember every moment and I owe her more than I can ever repay. So, for one fucking night I’m going to give and not take.

      Moving my fingers upwards I gently massage her swollen knuckles. She watches me intently. I feel her heavy gaze burning into my skin, but I don’t look up, letting her absorb me without distraction. It’s not as if I don’t have her seared into my memory. The small beauty spot just below her eye, the way one eyebrow is arched slightly higher than the other. Her perfect oval face and slightly pointed chin. The long lashes encasing eyes that fucking take my breath away.

      “Hmm,” Rose murmurs as my hands move up wrists, my thumb gently swirling over her pulse.

      I so want to kiss her there, to feel the thrum of her blood as it rushes beneath her skin. I want to run my tongue along the underside of her forearm. I want to press my mouth against the crook of her elbow and suck gently. But I don’t do that. I simply work my hands upwards massaging in small circles. When I reach her shoulders, I smooth the palms of my hands over her collarbone working across to the other side, then work my fingers all the way back down her other arm, finishing off clasping her hand in mine. I look at her fingers peeking out from between my hands, and wonder how can this simple connection between us mean more to me than anything I’ve ever experienced before?

      I’ve slept with many women and have never felt anything more than a listless desire. Yet, here I am holding Rose’s hand and I’ve never wanted to fuck a woman more than in this moment. No wonder Ivan didn’t want to let her out of his sight.

      I look up from our clasped hands to Rose. She hasn’t once removed her gaze from me. Her face is blank, completely stripped of emotion.

      I can’t read her.

      She doesn’t tell me that this is okay, but she doesn’t tell me to stop either.

      Letting go of her hand I place my hands on her hip, rubbing my palm against the taught muscle and flesh, easing out the tenseness she holds there. A tiny sigh is the only sign that she might be enjoying this. I take my time massaging her, alternating between gentle strokes and firmness.

      When I begin to massage her thighs her breath comes quicker, her legs part, the lips of her beautiful sex opening up as she relaxes beneath my hands. It glistens in the low light of the room. My cock twitches at the thought of sliding into her wet warmth.

      But I refuse to make this about sex. It doesn’t matter that I want to fuck her. It doesn’t matter about me.

      Only her. Rose. My muse.

      Maybe I’m purging my guilt about Amber by giving to Rose what I couldn’t give her, actual real fucking tenderness. Maybe this is just a way to feel less guilty about what I could still do. I don’t know.

      An outsider looking in might view this as one person loving another, but I’m not in love with Rose. This isn’t about love.

      It’s about something far more visceral, something beyond love.

      I’m accepting her flaws. I’m accepting her broken pieces, her raw beauty, her strength. I’m accepting the anger and the self-destruction. I’m accepting her darkness and the demon within.

      And in some ways, allowing this kindness, she’s accepting me.

      “Turn over,” I command, my voice unrecognisable even to my own ears.

      She does as I ask, raising her beautiful round arse in the air. She’s trying to tempt me, and fuck knows I’m more than tempted. I’m rock hard, the pulse in my cock is agony. I admire her tenacity, but not fucking has become an internal battle I have to win.

      I must.

      Straddling her thighs, my cock resting against the crack of her arse, draws out a deep moan I know she hadn’t meant to release given the sudden tenseness of her shoulders. In that moment I realise she’s fighting her own desires as much as I am.

      Ignoring the urge to sink myself into her pussy, I begin to massage her lower back. I take my time, the little moans she makes turning me on so fucking much.

      But I block them out, concentrating on massaging the knots out of her tense muscles.

      I’m not sure how long I spend unravelling the tenseness, but eventually her moans become gentle puffs of breaths as Rose falls into a deep sleep.

      Laying down next to her, I lay my arm over her back, curling around her in a protective embrace the same way she curled around me, hoping to God I can keep my promise.
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      Rose

      The shrill ring of my phone wakes me up. I haul myself upright, and grab my mobile, accepting the call without taking in who’s ringing.

      “Hello?” I mumble, rubbing at my tired eyes.

      “Rose, thank fuck!” Ivan says, relief and anger in his voice. “I’ve had shit reception these past twenty-four hours and haven’t been able to call you. I’ve been going crazy. You alright?”

      “I’m fine, Ivan,” I sigh, standing.

      Somewhere in the back of my head a little voice is pointing out just how good I feel. Why am I not in agony like usual? Behind me I hear a quiet groan, and glancing over my shoulder I see a very naked Anton staring up at me. He gives me a disarming smile, then seeing me frown, dials it down a notch. Memories of last night come rushing back in.

      Anton had massaged every inch of me until I fell asleep. He’d been gentle, tender, kind, and I hadn’t tried to stop him.

      The thought of his hands on me has my cheeks blazing red and I turn away from him, not willing to let him see how much he’s disarmed me. He didn’t even try to fuck me; I think I would’ve been less suspicious if he had. But in the harsh light of day, I’m not sure I trust his motives. Nothing ever comes without a price. Nothing. I’ve learnt that the hard way.

      Hobbling over to the hook on the back of my door, I grab my dressing gown and pull it on, hiding the rush of heat that the thought of Anton’s hands on me elicits.

      “You don’t sound fine. What’s going on?”

      “It’s been a long few days, that’s all,” I respond, turning back to face Anton who’s watching me closely.

      “Is Anton okay?” he asks.

      “He’s better, if that’s what you mean?”

      Anton grimaces.

      “He’s kept to his word then,” Ivan asks.

      “For now.”

      Anton shifts onto his side and my gaze is drawn to his hands and forearms, the veins prominent beneath his skin, the muscles tensing as he flexes his fingers.

      God, those hands.

      Last night as he massaged me it had felt as though something had shifted between us, something fundamental. I want to trust in it, but trust doesn’t come easily to me. I glance at Anton, he’s watching me with interest and an open honesty I haven’t seen before now.

      Whatever passed between us, I hope it lasts long enough to stay his hand.

      “There’s something…” the line crackles and I miss what Ivan says under the poor reception.

      “Ivan, I didn’t catch that.”

      “Snowstorm… can’t… Ms Hadley…”

      I catch parts of the sentence, and the unmistakable agitation in his voice.

      “Ms Hadley… angry… be careful…”

      “Ivan, you’re breaking up. Can you repeat that?” I catch Anton’s eye, and he sits up in bed, sensing the concern in my voice.

      “Rose… shit! You need to keep him safe…”

      “Keep who safe, Ivan? Do you mean Erik? What’s going on?” I look at Anton helplessly as he gets up and starts pulling on his clothes.

      “…home…as soon as I can…”

      “You’re coming home early, but can’t because of a snowstorm? Shit! Ivan, are you there, can you hear me?”

      “Don’t let him near…” The line goes dead before he can finish.

      The second I hear the line go blank, I end the call and immediately try to call back. By now, Anton is fully dressed and clutching onto the drawing he did of me.

      “We need to get back to Browlace… it must be Erik,” Anton says, making the same assumptions as me from the bits of garbled information.

      “Yes,” I respond sharply, hitting redial.

      I can’t get through to Ivan. Firing off a quick text message telling him we’re heading back to Browlace, I toss the phone to Anton. “Check the weather conditions for Moscow. I think there’s a snowstorm and Ivan can’t get home. Something must be wrong with Erik. He mentioned Ms Hadley. Do you think he’s hurt himself again?”

      “Anything is possible with Erik,” Anton retorts, scrolling through my phone as I grab the same clothes as I was wearing yesterday and pull them on. “Looks like there’s a white out over the city. No flights in or out according to the news. Ivan is stuck in Moscow for another few days at least.”

      “Then if there’s an issue with Erik, it’s up to us to sort it out. I’ll call a cab,” I say, holding my hand out for the phone.

      

      The cab arrived within ten minutes and we’re pulling into the drive of Browlace Manor twenty minutes after I received the call from Ivan. Getting out of the car we head up the front steps. Anton places his hand on my arm.

      “About last night…” he starts.

      A whole host of emotions ripple across his features, and if I weren’t so preoccupied with the fear that Erik might have hurt himself again, I would’ve made time to talk. Last night I’d stripped myself bare for him and he did the same for me. The entire time he drew me I’d been so turned on I would’ve reciprocated had he made a move, but he didn’t try to take advantage. I’d woken up this morning, the heat of his body warming my own. His silence, respect and self-control a bigger turn on than any other I’ve experienced so far. We have unfinished business he and I, but now isn’t the time.

      “We’ll talk later, okay? Let’s see what’s going on first,” I respond.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” he says, forcing his face to remain neutral and not give in to the dazzling smile I know is waiting to burst free. He’s worked out that it reminds me of Roman… and he’s already trying to protect me from the memory of that man. But I don’t need protecting, I can do that all on my own.

      Entering the main hall, we head directly towards the door leading to Erik’s wing, only to stop in our tracks when the door swings open and Ms Hadley walks out.

      “Is Erik okay?” Anton and I ask in unison.

      Ignoring me completely she addresses Anton. “Erik is perfectly well.”

      “Rose received a phone call from Ivan, he seemed agitated. The line cut out before he could tell us what was wrong. We thought it was Erik.”

      “Erik is fine,” Ms Hadley repeats. Somehow, I don’t believe her.

      “We’d like to see for ourselves,” I say, not willing to just take her word for it.

      “Anton may go, but later. He’s asleep now.”

      I breathe out slowly through my nose, trying hard not to hit the spiteful bitch. Anton squeezes my arm. “I’ll check on him, and let you know how he’s doing, okay?”

      “Fine. But if there’s anything wrong, anything at all, you won’t be able to stop me from seeing Erik. I don’t give a shit what you say.” I glare at Ms Hadley, who murders me with her gaze.

      “As I said, Erik is perfectly fine. You, on the other hand,” she says looking at Anton, “don’t look well at all. I wouldn’t have left you alone, but there was something I needed to do. Can you forgive me?” Her face softens, and I suddenly have the urge to scratch her eyes out.

      “He wasn’t alone. He had me looking after him!” I snap.

      Ms Hadley deigns to look at me, her sharp eyes narrow. My hackles rise.

      “You were the one who started this descent into hell again with your twisted games. Anton doesn’t need your kind of looking after.”

      My fists curl, and I step forward, wanting to grab the old witch and give her a good hiding. Anton takes my hand in his and pulls me closer to his side. Ms Hadley practically snarls.

      “Don’t, Rose. It isn’t worth it.” Turning his attention back to Ms Hadley, he defends me. “Rose stayed with me the whole time, Ms Hadley. I’m here now because of her. I’m better because of her. You’ve got this wrong. You should apologise. Now!” he adds firmly.

      Ms Hadley is about to retort, no doubt with another snide remark, when the door behind her opens and a sharply dressed man in his mid-sixties walks into the hall. He looks at me with narrowed eyes the colour of pewter, before turning to Anton.

      “Privet, syn,” the man says.

      “Father?!”

      Father?

      Anton stiffens, drawing in a surprised breath. In less than a second his whole demeanor changes. He drops my hand and the drawing of me he’s been holding since we left my house. I haven’t asked to see it, and he hasn’t offered to show it to me, but now it flutters to the ground not far from Anton’s father. I catch a glimpse.

      It’s beautiful. Raw. It’s me.

      Dragging my eyes away from the drawing and to Anton’s father who has snatched it up from the ground, I watch as his critical gaze moves between the drawing and me. Next to him Ms Hadley sneers. Is she to blame for his arrival? Is that what she meant? What is the bitch up to?

      “The likeness is poor, the shading incomplete. You draw the ugly parts as though they are beautiful. This is not art, it is a poor rendition,” he snaps, his accent clipped, brutal.

      “You’re not welcome here.” Anton’s voice is low, quiet, but beneath is a dark rage seeping through the cracks. Stepping forward, he holds his hand out for the drawing. His father smiles but doesn’t hand it over.

      “Glupyy mal'chishka, I come under invitation,” he retorts.

      “Not my fucking invitation, and mine is the only one that counts,” he spits.

      “That’s no way to speak to your father, show some respect. He came on my request,” Ms Hadley confirms.

      That bitch. So that was what Ivan was trying to tell me. His phone call wasn’t about Erik, it was to warn us that Ms Hadley had brought Anton’s father here and if that’s the case, who am I protecting? Erik or Anton? Both?

      “You invited him?” Anton’s face pales as he glances at me, coming to the same conclusion.

      “What was I supposed to do, watch you fall into the same trap? Ivan left you here with her,” she spits. “I had no other choice.”

      “I’m an adult, Ms Hadley. I don’t need you or anyone else to assume what’s good for me.”

      His father makes a noise that sets my teeth on edge. I already hate him, and not because of the little Anton has told me about him, but because he is looking at Ms Hadley with affection and at his son with disgust.

      “I see we’ve got off to a bad start. I’m not here to argue with you, Anton. I’m here because despite what you think, I care.”

      I snort, not bothering to hide my disbelief. Anton’s father holds out the drawing to him, eventually Anton takes it.

      “See, your father wishes to make amends. He has travelled a long way. The least you can do is have dinner with him, let him stay a few nights. Talk.” Ms Hadley says.

      No! She can’t be fucking serious? Doesn’t she see what having him here is already doing to Anton? I can. I can already see him withdrawing, hunkering down under the layers of protection he’s built up over the years. Last night I’d somehow stripped away another, and now he’s hiding beneath it again because of this man, his father.

      “Anton…” I warn, but he ignores me. His gaze is fixed firmly on his father and Ms Hadley.

      I look between the three of them. Does Anton really believe this bullshit? This man doesn’t care about him, he wants to rule him, and Ms Hadley is determined to drive a wedge between us. What better way to do that than to bring his father home? A man he clearly despises.

      “You can stay one night, then you go. I will not be dining with either of you. By the time morning arrives I expect you gone.” He looks at Ms Hadley, real hurt evident on his face.

      “What happened to you? This shit I can expect from my father, but you…?”

      “Anton, I do this out of love,” she wheedles, her sharp gaze softening slightly.

      “Love?” He laughs bitterly, before turning on his heel and striding towards his art studio, leaving me alone with the two of them.

      “Anton, please! She’s twisted you all against me. Can’t you see what she’s doing?” Ms Hadley calls after him, but the only response she gets is the door slamming on the other side of the hall.

      Anton’s father smiles slowly, the evil intent leaching from his eyes. He turns to me.

      “I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced. My name is Viktor Sachov. I am Anton’s father, and Erik’s and Luka’s godfather. I am the patriarch of this family, and you…”

      “Rose,” Ms Hadley fills in, not bothering to hide the sneer in her voice.

      “…Rose, you are nothing but a passing fancy. You are not the first and I dare say, won’t be the last. But don’t, for one minute, believe you have a hold over my boys.” He looks me up and down with the aim to belittle me, but I pull my spine straight and meet his gaze with a steely determination of my own. There is a flicker of something… surprise perhaps, before it is locked beneath the cool exterior he presents.

      “I would offer to shake your hand, but I have no desire to catch a disease from a whore,” he mocks. Ms Hadley laughs as they both turn their backs on me and stride from the hall leaving me alone and fucking raging. God knows I want to scratch his eyes out, but that kind of reaction is what he wants. No, I need to play him at his own game. Viktor Sachov doesn’t scare me and neither does Ms Hadley, and if there’s one thing I know about myself it’s this; you threaten what’s mine, you’d better be prepared for a fight.

      Taking that thought with me, I step out into the grounds of the manor to walk off my anger and centre myself for the inevitable war that is rumbling with the oncoming storm.

      Black clouds spread above my head like ink in water, but instead of running for shelter, I tip my head backwards and let the rain wash away every last shred of fear I hold inside.

      Half an hour later I’m ready to go to war.
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      I hear his anger before I see it and steel myself for the fallout as I push open the door to Anton’s studio.

      It’s a fucking mess.

      If a tornado had torn through the room it would have been less catastrophic. There’s paper everywhere. His beautiful artwork is strewn across every surface, torn and ripped, his anger shredding the one thing he loves because his father despises it.

      That fucking man.

      His easel is pushed over, the half-finished canvas torn, great splashes of green paint thrown across it. The drawers to his cabinet that holds all his art equipment have been ripped free and chucked in fury across the room, scattering the contents like confetti.

      Canvases have been pulled out of their neatly stacked positions and chucked haphazardly across the room. Some are torn, others have more paint splashed across them. There isn’t a colour he hasn’t used to ruin his art. Years of work have been destroyed all because Anton has given his father the power to ruin him with words.

      I feel every ounce of his disappointment and rage, it seeps across the floor meeting the water that drips from my own drenched clothes. Outside thunder rumbles, the rain lashing against the window. Lightning strikes, a great crack of light forking above us. The hairs on my arms stand upright, reacting to the electricity that pervades the room and the unspent energy that Anton is trying to hold in right now.

      “Don’t come any closer,” he says, my single step towards him forcing the words from his mouth.

      He has his back to me, his shoulders are slumped, his head bowed. Despite his physical appearance, he’s nowhere near done, and I know enough about this kind of anger to realise that if he doesn’t let it all out it will poison him from the inside out.

      “You’re father’s a bastard. Every single thing he said was bullshit.”

      Anton turns to face me. “No. He’s right. This is a poor rendition. It isn’t perfect, it doesn’t even look like you,” he says, raising a crumpled piece of paper towards me.

      “You’re wrong. He’s wrong. I saw it. That drawing is me in all my brokenness. You saw me, Anton.”

      He uncrumples the paper and holds it up to me. “It’s flat, bland. There’s no life… there’s no fucking colour!” he roars, bitter disappointment in himself and the man who’s supposed to love him unconditionally tearing through his words.

      I watch as he rips the drawing in half, dropping the torn pieces to the floor. Another flash of lightning slashes through the dark clouds, followed by a rumble of thunder.

      “Don’t you see, Anton? It doesn’t fucking matter. None of this stuff matters. The equipment in this room, the tubes and tubes of paint, the coloured pencils and pens, even those expensive canvases. None of it matters, because you took a scrap of cheap paper and a blunt pencil and drew that. It’s beautiful in all its rawness. It’s me and there’s not one spot of colour to be seen,” I implore, bending down and picking up the torn drawing, showing it to him. “Look at what you did. Look!” I order.

      But he refuses. Turning from me, he strides over to a large canvas leaning against the back wall. It’s the only one still intact. Reaching up he pulls at the sheet covering it.

      “I’ve been working on this painting for two fucking years. Two years, Rose, and I still can’t get it right. I can’t capture Amber. I wasn’t able to capture the pieces of her or the colour she bled for me. I wasn’t able to do it then, and I’m not able to do it now. It’s fucking hopeless. My father’s right.”

      I can’t respond because I am absolutely stunned by the image before me. Amber is utterly naked, laying upon a chaise longue. The proportions of her body are perfect. The gentle smile about her lips lifted in suppressed laughter, the slant of her eyes an exact copy of those I stared into a week ago.

      It’s beautiful, perfect.

      But Anton’s right, he hasn’t captured her, and it isn’t because of lack of talent, it’s because he’s missed the damn point. All this time he’s been searching for colour believing that’s what will bring his art to life and make him whole.

      But he’s so wrong. So very, very wrong.

      I look down at the torn drawing of me and see what Anton saw when he sketched it. I see a broken woman pieced back together with strength born from darkness. I see a woman needing to be free from her past. I see a woman in pain from a condition that makes her older before her time. I see a woman stripped of her one and only passion. I see a woman who has desire in her eyes for a man who’s as complicated as she is. I see an echo of a girl who survived, and finally, I see a woman who can survive anything.

      Anton doesn’t need colour.

      His artwork comes to life when it’s stripped back to the bare bones. This is where his soul lays, right here on this white sheet of paper in shades of grey.

      “You agree with my father, don’t you?” he asks, the vulnerability in his voice like acid on my skin.

      “No. That man is wrong about you…”

      “But…” Anton presses, staring at me grimly.

      “But you’re right, you weren’t able to capture the pieces of Amber, her colour, because you can’t. It’s impossible, Anton.”

      He looks at me as though I’ve struck him, the sting of my words like a handprint across his cheek.

      “You said you could help. You said you could help me to see, Rose,” he says bitterly.

      The tentative connection we held not hours before cracking under the strain. My anger for both his father and Ms Hadley flares. She brought that man here. She knew exactly what she was doing. I step forward, reaching for him. Anton steps back.

      “Anton, I can help you to understand the meaning behind a colour. I will continue to do that if you wish, but not because I want you to use it in your art, but because I need to show you that it doesn’t matter what red means to me, to Ivan. It doesn’t matter what blue means or green, grey, orange or any other colour of the fucking rainbow. Meaning is subjective. What matters is not the colours of my life, or anyone else’s but the colours of yours.”

      “You want me to fucking paint in monochrome?”

      “I want you to paint what you see, not what you don’t.”

      “Jesus, Rose, haven’t you understood anything?” He grasps my arm and yanks the drawing from my hand. “This is a piece of shit!”

      “No, it isn’t. You. Captured. Me!”

      “I haven’t, but I will. I fucking will!”

      Anton pulls me against his chest, wrapping one arm tightly around my waist. With the other he pushes against the canvas of Amber letting it crash to the ground, then kicks against a door, pulling me into a pitch black corridor. I don’t fight him off, even though I know I could. Instead, I let Anton wrench me into the dark knowing deep down that this was always going to be our path.

      But I’m ready.

      I’m ready to face my fears head on.

      I sure as hell hope he’s ready to do the same.
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      The darkness swallows us.

      There’s no light, not one shard. I already know from Anton’s story that there aren’t any windows in this room and panic starts to claw at me, knowing that the only possible escape is through a door only Anton holds the key to. I could let my fear break free, I could let it take hold until I succumb.

      But I don’t.

      I bury it. I lock it away into a prison of its own.

      I’m not Rosie anymore, I’m Rose, and I’ll survive this just like I’ve survived everything else.

      In all his tumultuous rage, Anton fails to notice that I’m not fighting back. He fails to notice that he no longer has to grip hold of me tightly, that I walk into the darkness with him.

      By his side.

      This prison is his as much as it’s mine, and I have every intention of breaking us both free.

      I hear him fumble with another door, then a blast of cold air greets us as he pushes it open. I see nothing beyond. It’s so dark it’s as though I’m blindfolded. Anton guides me into the room, his harsh breathing the only sound above the thumping of my heart.

      When I hear the door close, and the sound of a lock clicking shut, I ready myself. Digging deep, I find my voice.

      “How long will you keep me here, Anton?”

      “As long as it takes,” he responds, sharply.

      He’s already switching off, becoming the man he needs to be to do this again. Is it really so easy for him to discard the man he was last night? The man who thought only of me, and not his own needs. Perhaps that was part of his plan. Pretend it was all about me, when really it was all about him and the fucking end game.

      Kill them with kindness.

      Am I really that gullible?

      No! I’m here now because I believe he’s worth fighting for. His darkness becomes mine now, for better or worse.

      “Is there any light? You might be able to navigate your way around this room because you know it so well, but I don’t.”

      He doesn’t respond. I hear Anton moving about me, but I can’t see him, and I need to be able to see if I’m going to help him to do the same. Strong hands grasp my upper arms, startling me.

      “Step backwards slowly,” he orders. “In a few steps you’ll feel the edge of the bed against the back of your legs.”

      “Okay.” I follow his command, and with his guidance find myself pressed against a hard surface.

      “Sit.”

      He moves away, leaving me no choice but to do exactly as he asks. The bed is firm but covered in a thick duvet and soft comforter, softening it enough to make it comfortable. The bedding is cold, and there’s a musky smell of a space that hasn’t been used in some time. With no windows to air it, the room feels oppressive… it reminds me of the cupboard beneath the decks of Cerulean Blue. Funny how smell can conjure up your worst memories. No more than a few feet wide, that cupboard had reduced the girl I was into someone primitive. It had stripped her revealing the bare bones, just like Anton had revealed in that drawing, just like the wreckage that sits in Mousehole Harbour now. My demon rumbles, reminding me of my strength.

      I can do this. I will do this.

      Taking a deep breath through my nose, I let it out slowly through my mouth. Repeating that over and over, whilst Anton moves in the pitch black around me.

      “Fuck!” I hear Anton exclaim, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Is everything alright?” I ask.

      My teeth begin to chatter, not through fear, but because I’m wet through. Now that I’ve decided I won’t let my fear of imprisonment scare me, I’m strangely calm. I need to get warm, if I don’t the stay in here will be painful.

      “The fire won’t light. This room is too cold. I don’t want you getting sick.”

      I almost laugh at that. His concern is amusing given the circumstances. I might not be as afraid as I should be right now, but that doesn’t mean to say that I want to stay locked in this damn room, especially now since Viktor and Ms Hadley are free to do as they please. I think about Erik alone in his glass cage, and wonder if Ms Hadley had more to do with that than he’s let on. Her being his mother is a huge fucking problem. But one I have no headspace to deal with right now.

      One thing at a time… one brother at a time. This time I do laugh because I sound like the whore Viktor accused me of being.

      “What’s funny, Rose?” Anton asks, his question expanding in the darkness.

      “Just something your father said.”

      “Don’t listen to that man,” he snarls.

      “I don’t. I just wish you wouldn’t too.”

      He doesn’t respond right away, but I know he’s looking in my direction.

      “Old habits die hard.”

      They sure as fuck do.

      I hear the distinct sound of a match lighting and see a tiny flicker of light illuminating the darkness and a portion of Anton’s face. I watch as the tiny flame moves towards what looks like kindling in a hearth. Within a few seconds that flicker becomes a flame and that flame spreads into a fire, filling the room with both light and warmth.

      Anton stands, approaching me. “For a moment, yesterday, I believed things could be different.” He sighs, pinching his nose and squeezing his eyes shut. “I want you to know, Rose, that I was willing to try. But I can’t do that now. I can’t be that man.”

      He points to the flames in the hearth, looking at them with a mixture of awe and hate. “All I see is grey. I can’t live like this anymore.”

      “And you keeping me prisoner will change that?”

      The strength seems to leave his body as he drops to his knees on the floor before me, shuffling forward between my spread legs. His arms wrap around my hips as he lays his head on my lap.

      “Please forgive me, Rose,” he murmurs, the heat of his breath warming through the dampness of my jeans.

      I rest my hands on his back, feeling the warmth of his skin through the thin material of his top. We remain like this, two broken people clinging onto one another, not knowing how to bridge the gap. Too afraid to make a leap into the unknown.

      “For what?” I eventually ask, as he sighs heavily.

      “Purging my fucking soul.”

      He rears upwards, pulling me up with him. His hands find the hem of my jumper and he yanks it up over my head, pulling off my t-shirt with it. Reaching behind my back he unclasps my bra, throwing it to the side. Then running his hands down my arms, pulls them out towards him, crossing them at the wrists. I know what he’s about to do, and I don’t stop him. If this is what it takes, then so be it.

      He needs to feel in control, and despite everything, I give him what he needs without question. I’ve already submitted to him by stepping into this room. By the time we leave, he will have submitted to me in return.

      Holding me in place with one hand, he reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a length of thin rope, winding it tightly around my wrists he binds them together. Once he’s certain they’re tight enough he drops to his knees and pulls my trainers and socks off. My breathing hitches as his fingers graze across my stomach, his hands finding the zipper. Undoing my jeans, he pulls them down roughly, taking my knickers with them. I step out of them, my fucking heart racing. Is he going to fuck me like he did Amber?

      He remains on his knees, his hands clasping my ankles, his head bowed.

      “I didn’t want this for you, you have to believe that,” he murmurs, regret leaching from his voice.

      “I know that,” I respond softly.

      He looks up at me, confusion in his eyes. I brush a strand of hair out of his face, my fingertips lingering against his cheek. He leans into my hand ever so slightly, and then, as though burnt, he stands abruptly.

      “Sit in front of the fire. Get warm,” he demands, stepping away from me and towards the door.

      “Where are you going?” I ask, something close to sadness settling around my shattered heart. Suddenly, it becomes hard to breath.

      “I’m going to check on Erik. I’ll be back,” he says tightly, before stepping out into the hallway, leaving me alone and breathless.

      

      By the time he returns I’m staring into the pitch black. The fire has long since gone out, there’s not even any burning embers left. I spent the majority of time alone mesmerised by the flames and wondering how I could undo the damage of a life lived without colour, how I can get Anton to see. It came to me suddenly about twenty minutes ago, an idea forming in the ever growing darkness.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long,” he says, stepping into the room.

      “How is Erik?” I ask.

      “Erik is Erik.”

      “What does that mean, Erik is Erik?”

      “It means nothing. He’s fine. He asked after you.”

      “He did?”

      “Yes,” Anton snaps.

      “What did he say?”

      Anton quietens then eventually, after sighing heavily, responds. “Amongst other things, Erik quoted some long dead poet called Rumi; ‘What hurts you, blesses you. Darkness is your candle.’”

      “That’s beautiful,” I whisper, and so very apt. I get the distinct feeling that Erik isn’t just trying to reach Anton, but me too. I send him a silent thanks.

      “Erik always knows what to say. It’s a pity he can never listen to his own advice,” Anton responds.

      “What were the other things?” I ask.

      “They were private. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Fair enough,” I respond, not pushing further. Now isn’t the time.

      The tense moment between us is broken by the sound of something heavy being dragged through the door before it clicks shut, the lock turning once more.

      “Do I need to worry about what that is?” I ask, shifting into a sitting position. It doesn’t matter how much I peer into the darkness, when there’s not even a crack of light or even a tiny ember, I can’t see a damn thing.

      Which is perfect for what I have in mind… ‘Darkness is your candle.’

      “It’s just my art equipment, Rose, that’s all.” Anton explains. “I haven’t murdered my father, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “If you did, I suspect he would’ve deserved it,” I retort.

      “I’m capable of many things, Rose, but killing a man in cold blood isn’t one of them… that isn’t me.”

      “Not even someone like Roman?” I press.

      I know Roman was a bad man. What he did to me is proof enough of that, and though I can’t hate him for it, I’m honest enough with myself to know that much.

      “There are far worse things than death, Rose,” he says softly.

      He's right, there is.

      I hear him place the items on the floor then move around in the dark, searching for the light switch. I found it earlier, hidden beneath a panel on the wall. The single bulb above lighting up the room the second I turned it on. The light was too harsh, too bright. It illuminated the room making it a more threatening space in the light, than without it. It’s no more than a large cupboard dressed up to feel like a bedroom rather than what it is; a prison.

      It was no great heartache when I flicked off the light switch, removed the bulb and crushed it beneath the mattress of the bed.

      I’m fully aware that Anton could go and get another one to replace it, but I’m counting on him not wanting to leave the room when he hears what I have to say.

      Anton flicks the switch, and when the light doesn’t turn on, he swears under his breath.

      “Problem, Anton?” I ask sweetly, too sweetly.

      “What have you done, Rose?” His suspicion roused immediately.

      “I took out the bulb, smashed it.” I shrug, even though it’s pointless given he can’t see my nonchalance.

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because we’re moving onto the next colour, and what better way to understand it than to submerge ourselves within it entirely.”

      “Jesus, Rose.” He steps towards the door, stumbling a little. “I don’t need to understand black. I know it well enough already,” he says.

      I hear the tell-tale click of the lock being undone. He’s about to leave and if I can’t get him to stay then we’re both fucked. Pushing off the bed, I stand and take three steps towards him. I miscalculate the distance and crash into his chest.

      “Fuck!” I swear, unable to steady myself given my hands are still tied together in front of me.

      Anton grasps my shoulders. “Rose, what are you trying to do?”

      I feel the warmth of his breath against my cheek, and the whispers of his hair feathering against my skin. I shift my head slightly in the direction of his face, I know without seeing that his lips are inches from mine. It’s amazing how every other sense becomes heightened when one is taken away. My whole body is straining to make sense of the darkness. Anton’s hands move up across my shoulders, tangling in my hair.

      “Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted, Anton, to bleed me of colour? I told you before, you don’t need to steal it from me when I give it willingly,” I whisper against his mouth.

      “Rose…” His lips brush against mine, the sensation is immediate and electric. It takes everything I have to step away. The cold air is harsh, sending a rush of goosebumps over my skin. I feel a waft of air as he reaches for me. But I take another step back, sitting down on the bed the moment I feel the frame pressing against my legs.

      “For you black is disappointment, it’s the harsh reality of a life unfulfilled. It’s the voice of a man who wants to remind you of what you lack. It’s the shadows in the corners of a room sucking every shard of light and colour into its gaping maw. It’s the darkness that burns inside your chest. It’s death and destruction. It’s loneliness and nightmares…”

      “Rose, you have no idea what it means…” Anton begins.

      “I’m not done,” I say, interrupting him.

      Anton sighs, but doesn’t try to protest. Instead, I hear him sit on the wooden stool across the other side of the room. Its feet scrape the floor as he adjusts his position. At least he’s staying, for now.

      “For me, black represents many of the same things. The first few hours Roman had locked me in that cupboard I’d screamed until my lungs burned and my voice was hoarse. I thought I would die from asphyxiation, Anton. I remember the air was sour. It smelt of bleach and mold and my own distress. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I just fought, my fists pounding against the door, my fingers pulling against the frame until they bled. In all that time, Roman never came. I know he heard me, I know he did, but he didn’t unlock that door … It took twelve hours for Rosie to die, she died that first night he locked me away. In some ways Amber was so much stronger than me, because from what you told me, it took her a lot longer to do the same.”

      “Fuck!” Anton swears. I hear the thump of his fist against the wall. “FUCK! FUUUCCKK!” he roars into the darkness. I wait for him to quieten before I continue.

      “Black is death. It’s the nightmares of my childhood, the monster lurking in the dark. It’s the predator waiting to devour me. It’s suffocating fear and every negative thought I’ve ever had hanging over me. It’s overwhelming depression, but it’s also much, much more. I think that’s what Erik was trying to tell you when he quoted Rumi, trying to tell me.”

      “It’s emptiness. That’s all it is. Let me light the fire, Rose,” Anton pleads.

      “No. I’m not done. You wanted to strip me of colour, well, this is the only fucking colour that matters, Anton. Black might have been my death, but it was also my beginning. This, right here, is where I feel most comfortable in the pitch black that you abhor. This is who I am. This is me. The darkness isn’t my weakness like Erik first thought, it’s my strength and it will be yours too.”

      “Rose, please…”

      “Anton, you’ve locked me in a room with every intention of destroying me the same way you did Amber, the least you can do is fucking listen to what I have to say. You owe me that. If it turns out I’m wrong, you can take whatever’s left of me.”

      He doesn’t respond, the harshness of his breaths the only acknowledgement that I’ve struck a chord.
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      “I don’t know at what point the dark void around me began to seep inside, only that it did. I stopped screaming, stopped trying to escape. I accepted my fate, and with it the darkness. I knew what would happen when Roman unlocked the door. I knew he was going to kill me, and I decided there and then that I would be the one to kill the trusting girl who followed him onto that boat. I wouldn’t let him take that from me. With every breath in I absorbed the darkness and with every exhale Rosie started to disappear…”

      “Rose, you don’t have to go on.”

      Please, no more…

      In the pitch black, she can’t see how fucked up I am by her words. I wanted this, I wanted her to bleed for me, and she’s bleeding for me now. The thing is, I’m bleeding with her… every single word she shares is like a knife to my skin. She sits opposite me, her hands tied, vulnerable in her nakedness but stronger than I can ever hope to be.

      She’s so fucking strong.

      I want to crawl to her on my hands and knees, beg for her forgiveness. I want to stand over her, fist her hair in my hand and rule her. I want to bury myself inside her, drawing on her breaths, her strength, making it my own. I want to paint her every damn day for the rest of my shitty life.

      “You need to see who I am once and for all, Anton.”

      I hear the soft thud as her feet press against the bare wooden floor. She glides towards me on silent steps as though she is the fucking darkness, and perhaps she is.

      Her clasped hands rest on my lap as she kneels before me. She breathes softly for a moment and it’s as though the pitch black has been given life through her.

      “I survived because I allowed the darkness in. I accepted Roman and all his ugliness. He didn’t take my life that day on the boat because when he looked inside me, he saw the same darkness reflected back. He found his place with me, Anton, and for a short while I found my home with him.”

      “He was going to kill you, Rose. He wasn’t a good man.”

      “No, he wasn’t, but that’s the thing, I loved him anyway.”

      “And yet you run from love now… Haven’t you thought about why that is?”

      She sighs. “This isn’t about love. This is about accepting who you are. I found strength in the darkness, Anton. It’s a part of me, just like it’s a part of you. Stop chasing the damn rainbow because you won’t find what you need at the end of it.”

      “It isn’t as easy as that, Rose. It’s an addiction, one I’ll never be able to satisfy.”

      “Before you left earlier you said you wanted to purge your soul. Do it now, here with me in the pitch black. Let it in, let it fill you up. Draw your strength from it. Accept it as part of who you are. I’ve accepted who I am. I believe I’ve found a home with you all here at Browlace Manor…”

      “You have, Rose, you have,” I implore, grasping her hands within mine.

      “Then trust me on this. Black is death, it’s depression and sadness, fear and hate. It’s the bottomless pit of a broken soul. It’s all of that, but it’s also strength, power. It’s the potential to live again. I emerged from the darkness a stronger person. I’m here today because I let it in.”

      Rose takes my hand and places it between her breasts, beneath I feel her heart thudding against her ribcage.

      “The darkness lives within me. My demon inside was brought to life in the pitch black, and I’m alive today because of her. I’m in this locked room strong enough to face my biggest fear because of her. I cannot hate the darkness, I won’t, and neither should you. Embrace it with me. I’m not promising it will be easy, that you’ll be immediately cured of your obsession, but it’s a start.”

      My heart is fucking pounding, my body trembling. She shifts closer to me, her fingers sliding up my chest. Hooking her still tied together wrists over my head, she straddles my lap, pressing her softness against me.

      “See me, Anton,” she murmurs against my ear, before resting her cheek upon my shoulder.

      She’s given me so much and yet I still hold something back from her. Something I should have told her way before this point. It’s my last truth and she deserves to hear it.

      “I painted you, Rose,” I blurt out into the darkness.

      “I know, I’ve seen the canvas, Anton.”

      “No, I painted you.”

      She stiffens in my arms but doesn’t move away.

      “Like you did Amber?”

      “Yes,” I choke out.

      “When?” she asks, lifting her head. Her long hair whispers against my arms sending a rush of goosebumps over my skin.

      “You were disappearing before my eyes and I couldn’t… I couldn’t let you dissolve in the dark like that.” I hear the pain in my voice, the remorse. I hope she does too.

      “The paint on my leg…” she gasps, remembering. “You painted me whilst I was passed out that night?” Her voice is quiet, controlled, but I recognise the veiled anger in the tautness of her muscles.

      “I did,” I admit. “I needed to see you, Rose. I’m sorry. God, I’m so fucked up.”

      Rose shifts in my arms. “Was that all you did?” Her voice is low, deadly.

      “Fuck! I would never, ever, do that…” I grasp her face in mine. “I’ve done many things I shouldn’t have, but rape… I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. Please believe me.”

      “I do,” she breathes out. Her muscles relax, releasing the tension she holds. Rose presses her lips lightly against mine. “I believe you, Anton. You are many things, but I know you’re not that man. Now, will you trust me?”

      “I’m…” I start, not able to find the words I need to explain how fucking terrified I am.

      “Don’t be afraid. Take my hand and dive into the pitch black with me.”

      Right now, in this moment, I realise Rose has given me another choice.

      I don’t have to walk away. I don’t have to steal her colours. I don’t even have to wait for the scraps she wants to share. I can dive in the pitch black with her and accept who I am once and for all.

      Standing, I lift Rose and stride over to the bed, laying her down. Kicking off my shoes, I discard my clothes and climb onto the bed. I’m careful as I move over her, nudging my knee between her thighs. She parts her legs, opening for me.

      I can’t see her, and she can’t see me, but instead of terrifying me, there’s a certain kind of comfort in that. We’re wrapped in the arms of darkness, free to be who we are without judgement and it feels good, right.

      “Thank you, Rose.”

      “For what?”

      “For being you.”

      And even though I can’t see her, I know she smiles in the darkness. I smile back as I lower my head and press my lips against hers. She accepts my kiss, opening her mouth as my tongue seeks out her warmth. The kiss is slow, sensual, as we explore each other. It’s a fucking beautiful kiss, filled with silence and acceptance. If I could kiss her like this forever it would be enough. She moans into my mouth. Her wrists are still bound, she hasn’t asked me to remove the bindings. I don’t want to, not yet.

      Pulling back, I slide my hands up Rose’s arms urging her to place them above her head.

      “Do you want this?” I murmur.

      “I wouldn’t have walked into this room if I didn’t, Anton.”

      “When did that change?”

      “Oh, I’ve always wanted you, but I guess you can blame your father and Ms Hadley for forcing my hand.”

      She laughs into the darkness. The sound is lyrical, light, free. There are no tears from Rose, no begging for my attention or my love. She doesn’t want to change me like my father, she doesn’t want anything apart from the truth of who I am.

      “What happened exactly?”

      “Let’s just say they provoked my demon, and she protects what’s hers.”

      “I’m yours?” I ask.

      “Yes. For better or worse.”

      “Is that a proposal?”

      She laughs again. “No, it’s the truth.”

      My throat constricts, and I must distract myself from the strange emotions squeezing the breath from my chest. “I’m going to tie your wrists to the headboard, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Untying a portion of the rope, I pull her wrist upwards and retie it around a slat in the headboards, tugging on it a little to ensure that it’s secured.

      “Do I need to draw on my demon, Anton?” she asks me.

      “Not unless you want to,” I retort.

      “Another day, perhaps.”

      Rose bends her knees, parting her legs either side of me so that I can settle between them. My cock teases her opening but I’m not ready to lose myself within her just yet. There’s so much I wish to explore before I allow myself that freedom. Using my other senses to help, I reach for her.

      First touch…

      Without my sight, touch becomes the single most important sense, more so than any other. I touch Rose as though I truly am a blind man and press my fingertips gently over her features, tracing a line over her eyebrows and the delicate skin of her eyelids. My fingertips find her hair, and I massage her scalp. Her breathy moans tell me this is something she loves but doesn’t get enough of. Lowering my hands, I brush my thumbs over her lips, allowing her mouth to draw them in. She sucks hard, her tongue twirling around them both as I brush my fingers over her nose and cheeks. I can’t help but groan, imagining what it would be like to have her mouth around my cock.

      “You like that, Anton?” she whispers.

      I respond with a kiss and a gentle nip against her bottom lip. Her responding laugh making the darkness even less of a threat. Moving lower, I trace my fingertips down her neck, circling my hands around her throat, my thumbs pressing gently against the hollow above her collarbone. She draws in a sharp breath, but it’s not from fear. No, Rose’s pulse hammers in excitement as my fingers tighten ever so slightly. Storing that piece of information away, I release her, and flatten my palms against her decolletage. Rose arches her back encouraging me to move my hands lower until they grasp her full breasts. I can feel her nipples pebble beneath my palms as I gently mould her plump softness, committing every moan of pleasure to memory. My mouth waters to taste her… not yet.

      Touch first.

      Lowering my hands over the slight curve of her belly, I take my time before reaching the thatch of trimmed hair between her legs. My cock twitches the moment my fingers find the soft folds of her pussy. I don’t need to see to know how beautiful this part of her is, because I can feel it. Every fantasy comes to life as I run my fingers down her slit, seeking out the wet warmth that awaits me there. I tease her clit with the pad of my thumb as Rose moans provocatively. Her breathy pants like a balm to my soul.

      “Anton, taste me,” she begs.

      “Not yet, Rose,” I respond. I need to touch every part of her before I can build the picture in my head with taste.

      Withdrawing my hands has Rose pulling against her restraints in her impatience. She’s not submitted to me in the way she might with Erik. She isn’t refrained, quiet, patient.

      This is a different kind of submission.

      This is one person welcoming the touch of another with no obligations or strings attached. Rose and I don’t love one another. Not in the real sense of the word, but we are accepting one another in the simplicity of this moment.

      Could I love Rose? It’s a question I’ve asked myself more than once since I met her.

      Right now, as I trail my fingers, down her legs towards her feet, I can’t answer that. Love is such a strong emotion. Apart from a brotherly love for Erik and Ivan, I’ve never loved anyone. I don’t know what love is between a man and a woman. Lust, desire, obsession. That’s what I’m familiar with, but love?

      I don’t know what it feels like.

      When I reach Rose’s feet, I massage them, taking my time before moving on to the next sense.

      Taste…

      I lower my mouth to her ankle, running my lips gently over the bone. Another moan releases from Rose. Her voice seems to have a direct link to my cock because every moan, every pant is beautiful torture, a symphony of music specific to her and now me. I know that when I next draw her those sounds will be playing on repeat inside my head.

      Moving slowly up her leg, I taste her skin, sucking and nipping her calf muscles, licking behind the back of her knee and trailing my teeth up the inside of her thigh. Pulling back, I move up her body purposefully avoiding the one area I know she wants me to taste over any other. A disappointed noise is soon followed by a sharp intake of breath as I take her pebbled nipple in my mouth drawing on it, teasing it, understanding that with every lick her core becomes wetter for me. Grasping her breasts, I move between each one, sucking and nipping, lavishing attention.

      “Anton, please.” Her voice is breathy, needy.

      It’s another side to Rose I didn’t think I’d ever see. In the darkness she allows this part of herself the freedom to just be.

      She isn’t Domina. She isn’t even Rose; a woman who has to compartmentalise herself to fit a role. She’s just her. In the darkness she becomes everything that I never thought was possible. It encompasses her, brings her to life.

      In the darkness she finds a way to exist, and somehow so do I.

      “Anton, are you going to make me beg?”

      Her desire for me is a strong aphrodisiac, but I remain focused knowing this may be the only chance I get to really, truly see Rose. The pitch black has given her shelter from eyes that search for too much too soon. Ivan loves this woman, and I can see why, but she needs time. Maybe she’ll never let his love in, maybe she will. But he will need to learn that patience is the only thing on his side.

      All I know, is that in the darkness she can be whoever she wants, and right now she’s free to be a woman needing to be touched, fucked, adored.

      She wanted my devotion and I can give her that now. I will give her that.

      Releasing her breasts, I cup her face in my hands and take her mouth. This time it isn’t sweet, or slow. It’s passionate and all consuming. It’s the kind of kiss that burns you up from the inside out. There was a time I believed I would suffocate her, draw on her vitality, her essence, everything that makes Rose who she is. But as we kiss that fear disperses. Whatever this is between us, it’s more than I ever hoped for. It’s enough.

      By the time I pull away her chest is heaving and the warmth between her legs inviting. As my fingers move in and out of her wetness, I work my way back down, blazing a trail across her skin until finally my tongue reaches her clit, tasting this powerful, strong woman at last.

      She’s fucking everything.

      “Ah-ahh!” she moans as I lap at her wet core, devouring her beautiful pussy. My tongue replaces my fingers, spearing her centre as my hands slide up behind her thighs holding them steady as she rocks against my mouth. My balls tighten, her enjoyment turning me on to the point of losing it.

      But I’m not done. There’s still so much to explore, to imprint on my memory.

      So, I take her to the edge, easing back when I think she’s about to come. I do it over and over, licking and sucking, pulling back and kissing her thighs, then returning to the warmth, to the distinct musk that is Rose until she’s begging me to fuck her, to allow her the release she so craves.

      The thing is, I’m scared to let go. Scared that once I do, once we return back to reality and I have to turn on the lights everything will go back to the way it was. Somehow, she’s made the darkness a place of safety, comfort, and I don’t want to leave. Not just yet.

      I never thought I would think that way, but I do now. Rose has made that possible.

      Rearing up, I untie the rope from the headboard and Rose’s wrists. I can feel the groove the rope has made in her skin and smooth my thumbs over the ridges, bringing them to my mouth to kiss. The moment I let go of her hands, she pushes against my chest forcing me back onto the bed, then climbs on top of me. Her thighs encase mine as she leans over me, finding my hands, she twines her fingers with mine as she pulls my arms up above my head.

      Then holding my hands in place with one hand, she reaches for my cock and cupping me at base, lowers herself down onto me. I’m not sure who’s louder, her or me, but we both let out a moan of pleasure as I fill her up. She settles around me, her internal muscles clasping me tight. Rose doesn’t move, she just allows her body to take me. Her head falls forward, her long hair brushing against my face as she lowers her face to mine. She’s inches away, I can feel her soft breaths, and I draw on them, inhaling her into my lungs as she inhales me into hers. Neither of us take from the other without giving in return.

      Then slowly, ever so slowly she moves above me, rocking her hips against mine. This isn’t fucking, this is something different, something far more intimate. I’ve never experienced anything like it before.

      I smell her; the arousal and the sin.

      I feel her; the broken and the beautiful.

      I taste her; the heady musk and delicate sweetness.

      I hear her; the gentle breaths and sexy moans.

      My mind is drawing on all my available senses combining them and etching Rose on my fucking soul as she rides me.

      With every breath, every touch, every moan and every intake of her beautiful scent she begins to form in the dark. She isn’t a ghost or an apparition, she’s human and real and alive.

      “Whenever you feel as though the world is closing in,” Rose pants as her hips move in a steady rhythm. “Whenever you feel the need to numb the pain, come to the pitch black with me, Anton. I’ll remind you every single time that this is where we belong, right here within the darkness together. We’re just swathes of smoke twining around one another, coming to life in each other’s arms.”

      “Rose…” my voice cracks with everything I can’t say.

      How does she know, how could she possibly know? She squeezes my hands then lowers her mouth to mine, I feel the hard points of her nipples brush against my bare chest.

      “You don’t need colour to feel complete, you only need one thing,” she murmurs against my lips.

      “What’s that?” I respond on a groan as she hovers over me.

      “The ability to see and you already have that gift, Anton. Embrace it.”

      Her mouth covers mine as she squeezes her internal muscles, milking my cock, and as I feel our mutual orgasm building, Rose appears before me out of the darkness like a million stars shattering in the pitch black of night.
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      Rose

      “ROSE! ROSE!”

      Fists bang on the door waking Anton and I from sleep.

      “Ivan?” I say, sitting up, immediately awake.

      Anton groans, his hands still clutching my hip. “Shit, this isn’t going to go down well,” he says through a sleep laden voice.

      “Open the fucking door, Anton, or so help me!” Ivan shouts.

      The door rattles in its frame as Ivan throws himself against it.

      “You’d better let him in before he hurts himself,” I say, untangling myself from Anton’s body.

      “I’m going to fucking KILL YOU!” he roars.

      The door frame splinters as Ivan comes crashing through the door. It flies open, slamming against the wall, sending in a shaft of light that’s blinding. I hold my hands up, shielding my eyes. We’ve been here together in the dark for the last two days.

      Talking, holding onto one another, fucking…

      And now it’s over.

      I hope it’s been enough.

      Anton squeezes my hand then leaps out of bed, holding his hands up, trying to placate.

      “Ivan, Rose is…”

      He doesn’t get to finish his sentence because in three strides, Ivan has him by the throat and has thrown a punch. Anton’s head snaps back from the impact, but he doesn’t fight back.

      “Ivan, no!” I scream.

      Standing, I grab Ivan’s arm, but he doesn’t see. In his blind rage he doesn’t see me at all. He twists away from me, his other hand tightening around Anton’s neck. He’s going to fucking kill him, just like he promised.

      “IVAN STOP IT!” I scream, pummelling my fist against his back, but he doesn’t listen. He doesn’t see.

      “You locked her away, you fucking locked her away, Anton!” His voice cracks beneath the anger. His love for his brother, and brutal disappointment showing.

      “He didn’t do anything I didn’t want. Ivan, listen to me goddamn it! Let Anton go, let me explain,” I implore, tugging at his arms.

      Ivan turns to me, his eyes widening.

      “Please, Ivan.”

      He releases Anton, who takes in deep gasping breaths. I step between them, cupping Anton’s face in my hands. “Breathe,” I order.

      The colour slowly returns to his skin as he draws in oxygen. Anton places his hands over mine and pulls them from his cheeks, nodding over my shoulder.

      “Go to him,” Anton says, sadness darkening the light in his eyes.

      “You okay?”

      “I am, Ivan isn’t.”

      I kiss him tenderly, the remnants of being alone in this room still lingering. The cold light of day having no impact. It surprises Anton as much as it surprises me.

      Turning around, I find Ivan staring at us both. He looks haggard, exhausted. Completely and utterly spent. His clothes are rumpled, his chest heaving. He has a dark stubble and bags under his eyes. I don’t think he’s slept in days.

      “Ivan, I’m sorry,” I begin.

      “You didn’t call. I asked one thing, one thing from you, Rose. You didn’t fucking call!” He scrapes a hand through his hair, glaring at me. I let it go. I’ve no right to try and rule his anger now, not when it’s justified. He’s right to be angry. I was thoughtless.

      “You said you were coming home…” I respond feebly. The truth is, I was too wrapped up in Anton that I didn’t think. “Christ, Ivan. I’m so sorry.”

      He lowers his eyes as I approach him, his body tensing.

      “No, look at me,” I say gently, nudging his chin upwards with my finger. His nostrils flare as he meets my gaze. He’s hurt. I hurt him. That cuts deep.

      “I’m sorry.”

      And this time I don’t just mean for not calling him. I’m sorry for parting the way we did. I didn’t know how to deal with his love. I hadn’t asked for it, didn’t want it, but I care enough about Ivan to know that I was a bitch for pushing him away. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt lying here in the darkness with Anton is that there’s more to our lives than the broken shards of our past. That there is a possibility for more than what we believe we deserve.

      I chose these men.

      I’ve accepted them for who they are, and they’ve accepted me, the least I can do is not push them away.

      “I’ve been going out of my mind, Rose. Fuck, I’ve missed you.”

      He wobbles on his feet, wanting to come to me. Needing me.

      “Ivan,” I say, holding my arms open.

      He walks into them, burying his face in the crook of my neck as he wraps his arms around me engulfing me in his hold. His fingers bite into my skin, but I don’t care. I cling onto him as much as he clings onto me. Today he smells like the fresh sea air, familiar and strangely comforting given the memories I hold.

      “I’ve missed you too,” I admit quietly.

      Ivan holds me tighter, releasing a long breath.

      Out of the corner of my eye I watch Anton get dressed. He pulls on his jeans and t-shirt, socks and shoes, then rests his elbows on his knees, holding his head in his hands for just a moment. He’s never been jealous of me and Ivan, his distress isn’t about that.

      It’s about the ill feeling between him and his best friend. These men are my responsibility and I’m driving a wedge between them.

      “Anton, come here,” I implore, holding my arm out to him. I’m very aware that I’m completely naked still.

      But I don’t care. This is who I am, this is me in all my nakedness.

      Anton stands, Ivan’s handprints a bright red mark around his neck. He approaches us warily, his eyes flicking between us both.

      I pull back gently, stepping out of Ivan’s arms, looking at the two men I’ve grown close to. Impossible as it seems, they’re irrevocably mine now and that feels good.

      “Anton didn’t hurt me, Ivan. I was strong enough, and so was he.”

      Ivan looks at his brother, a muscle feathering in his jaw.

      “Then why are you locked in this fucking room?”

      “That’s between us, Ivan. Anton has never questioned our relationship. Just trust me when I say, he hasn’t hurt me. I chose to be in here with him. Just like I chose to be with you. Can you accept that?”

      Ivan nods his head once, glancing at Anton briefly before turning back to me. He kneels before me, dropping his head, feeling secure in his submission. Needing to know that things are still okay between us this way.

      “We’ll figure this out together. Please know that when you’re alone with me, it’s only us, just like it’s always been. Do you understand, Ivan?” He nods his head, but it’s not enough. “Look at me, Ivan. I need to see the conviction in your eyes.”

      He looks up and I draw in a startled breath. My first instinct is to run, my demon snapping at the love she sees in his eyes.

      But I don’t run.

      I refuse to be afraid.

      I can make no promises to love him back, but I can promise not to push him away again. Too much has passed between us.

      “I understand. I trust you,” he says.

      “I know you do,” I respond quietly.

      Pressing my fingers gently on his shoulder indicating he can stand, Ivan gets up. I pull him in for a kiss, needing that confirmation of our connection as much as he does. I only intended for it to be quick, but as his arms circle my waist, the familiarity of his lips, his touch and  his taste filling my senses, I can’t help but lean into him allowing myself this moment of bliss. Inside my demon becomes restless, but for the first time in a long, long time, I tell her to quieten, allowing myself this tiniest sliver of his affection, love. It settles inside me, unfamiliar, strange, frightening but there nonetheless. I can’t help but think that

      spending the last two days here in the dark with Anton has something to do with that.

      Eventually, reluctantly, I break the kiss.

      “I’m sorry, brother,” Ivan says, holding his hand out for Anton to shake.

      Anton’s shoulders drop, the tension he’s been holding released. A smile spreads across his face as he takes Ivan’s hand and pulls him in for a hug. “Apology accepted.”

      Relief floods through me. “Well, now that’s sorted, I’ll be needing my clothes.”

      Ivan lifts his lips in a half smile. “As much as I wish you’d stay naked, there’s a certain man we need to deal with. I’m guessing the old bastard is still here?” Ivan asks Anton as I gather my clothes, pulling them on.

      “Not unless Ms Hadley disobeyed me and let him stay.”

      “Have you seen her since you arrived?” I ask Ivan.

      “No. My first thought was you, Rose. Then it was Anton,” he looks grimly at us both. “I got your text, but I’m guessing you never read mine? If you had, you would’ve stayed away from Browlace and that man.”

      “I take it you’re not a fan of Viktor?” I pull on my jumper, wishing I had the foresight to bring a change of clothes.

      “No. He and I haven’t seen eye to eye for a number of years now,” Ivan explains, glancing at Anton. I don’t miss the silent message between them. There’s more to this than either are willing to explain right now.

      “And Erik?”

      “Erik tolerates him because of his mother, because he believes he owes him.” Anton sighs, running a hand through his dishevelled hair. He bends over grabbing his woolly hat from the floor and shoves it on his head. It’s like his comfort blanket.

      “Owes him?”

      “Yes. My father paid for his education, his violin lessons. He put him through private school, university. None of that comes for free, not with my father.”

      “I see. But Ms Hadley brought your father here because of me. She can’t stand that I’ve come into your lives. Why?”

      “It’s complicated,” Ivan says.

      “Then I guess you’d better start explaining,” I retort, folding my arms stubbornly across my chest. “I want the truth.”

      Anton walks over to me, takes my hand and presses a gentle kiss against my palm before rubbing his thumb over it. “Let’s get rid of my father first.”

      “It’ll be my pleasure to chuck that bastard out on his arse,” Ivan snarls, striding past us both. We follow him, Anton still holding my hand.

      It takes no more than ten minutes to look in all the usual places, but neither Ms Hadley nor Viktor are anywhere to be found. The last place left is Erik’s wing. So, I follow Anton and Ivan back along the galleried hallway. It’s eerily quiet, and as we walk together I notice that a lot of the paintings have been pushed out of place and several are on the floor, some have even been trampled on. My throat constricts, anger bubbling. This wasn’t Anton, this was someone else, and I’m betting it’s that bastard who calls himself Anton’s father.

      “Viktor,” Ivan snaps, confirming what I already know to be true.

      Anton just grits his teeth. His anger held inside. I reach for the nearest painting and adjust it so it’s sitting straight on the wall. Then pick up another that’s been knocked off, hanging it back up.

      “What the fuck is that man’s problem?” I ask, fuming. It’s a rhetorical question, I don’t expect an answer. I don’t get one either as Ivan and Anton step into Erik’s room. I walk in behind them, careful to keep my gaze averted.

      “Fuck!” Ivan exclaims.

      My head snaps up. The door to his glass cage is open.

      Erik is gone.

      “Where is he?” Anton asks, striding across to the other side of the room. He pushes open a door in the far corner, disappearing inside. Half a minute later he returns. “He’s not in the other rooms either.”

      I look between the two men, both drain of colour. “What? What is it!?” I demand.

      Ivan walks around the glass cage and enters the open door, striding to the bed. He picks up a sheet of paper.

      “What is it? What does it say?” Anton asks, jogging over to him.

      Ivan meets him at the door, handing him the note. He doesn’t say a word, just waits for Anton to read it.

      “No! No, no, no!” Anton cries, panic filtering into his voice.

      “What’s going on? Where’s Erik? What does the note say?” The questions tumble out of my mouth in a rush, whilst a sense of foreboding scatters over my skin.

      Ivan puts his arm around Anton’s shoulder guiding him towards me. The fear in Anton’s eyes has my heart stopping. Ivan looks at me grimly, but I see his own fear bubbling under the surface.

      “Tell me!” I insist, hating this.

      Anton silently hands me the note.

      
        
        “Out beyond wrongdoings and rightdoing, there is a field. I will meet you there.” – Rumi.

        

      

      “What does it mean?” I look between them. My pulse kicking up a notch.

      “She’s taken him back there. Why would she do that?” Anton mutters. He stumbles and I have to steady him. He’s trembling so much, his teeth begin to chatter.

      “Back where? What are you talking about?” I glance at Ivan, his eyes have a faraway look about them.

      “Ivan?”

      He scrapes a hand through his hair, looking at me with horror in his eyes. “She’s taken him home, Rose.”

      “This is his home.”

      “No. She’s taken him back to his childhood home in Orkney,” Ivan explains.

      “What?!”

      “FUCK! This was never about me. This was always about him! Why didn’t I see? Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Anton shouts. He grabs me by the shoulders, squeezing tightly. “He won’t survive it there.”

      “Anton, please, calm down. Explain this to me so I can understand.”

      He lets go of me suddenly, striding over to the window. I look at Ivan helplessly.

      “When Ms Hadley started working for Viktor, Erik was five. He was already a gifted violinist, extremely bright. Viktor doted on him.” Ivan’s gaze flicks to Anton. “He treated Erik like his own son, he loved him as much, more.” I get the point Ivan is trying to make. Viktor loved Erik more than he did Anton, his own flesh and blood.

      “Okay, but what’s that got to do with this note?”

      “When Erik was seventeen, Ms Hadley took Erik back to Orkney for a holiday. Something happened to him there, Rose. Something bad. It’s part of the reason he’s so unwell.”

      “But I thought his illness was caused by his PTSD?”

      “It is. But over the past couple of years Erik has been experiencing other flashbacks not relating to his time in the army. Every time he gets close to telling us about what happens, he shuts down. Some of his worst episodes have been on the back of those flashbacks. All we know is that something happened back in Orkney during that summer. When he’s been overwhelmed by his flashback, he always repeats the same thing…”

      “Out beyond wrongdoings and rightdoing, there is a field. I will meet you there,” Anton says from his spot by the window. “He would never go back there unless he was forced to. He fucking hates that place.”

      “So what’s your father got to do with this?” I ask.

      “Erik has always been his favourite. If Ms Hadley asked for his help, then he wouldn’t hesitate. I daresay my father arranged this whole thing. Piss me off, get me out of the way so they could take Erik,” Anton says bitterly.

      “But he’s a grown fucking man. He could’ve refused,” I say, exasperated.

      “Not if she’s got something over him,” Ivan says, quietly. “Ms Hadley has always kept quiet about that time. Anton and I have both questioned her, but she’s always claimed ignorance. The question is, why now? Why take him back now?”

      “I know why,” I say quietly. “It’s because of me. She’s threatened by me.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Ivan exclaims. “She’s always been overprotective, but to go to this extreme…?”

      It doesn’t seem the right time to remind them that we are all standing by a huge fucking glass cage, if that isn’t classed as ‘extreme’, I don’t know what is. A mother who really gives a shit about her son would never have encouraged such a monstrous idea. I know what Erik had said, that he felt safe in this glass cage. But it’s still a cage. Trapped inside, is no life for anyone, regardless as to whether he holds the key or not.

      “No, this isn’t her being overprotective. If he’s as disturbed by that place as you say he is, why the hell would his own mother take him back there? Don’t you see, there’s something fundamentally wrong with Ms Hadley. The way she is with you all… it isn’t normal. I’ve known twisted and dangerous people and Ms Hadley is as fucked up as they come. So, my question to you both is, what are we going to do about Erik?”

      Anton and Ivan regard each other. They both seem to come to the same conclusion at once.

      “Grab your bags, Anton. Looks like we’re going on a trip,” Ivan says.

      “Too fucking right,” he retorts, striding over to us both. He grasps my hand. “Stay here. We’ll sort this.”

      “No fucking chance. There’s no way you’re going without me. I’m coming. This is about me, as much as it’s about Erik. I’m not sitting this out! Besides Ms Hadley and I have unfinished business.”

      “I thought you might say something like that,” Anton says, a dark smile glittering in his eyes.

      I tip my head to the side, watching them both. “What?”

      “Anton was right, there’s no doubt in my mind. You are most definitely the one,” Ivan says taking my hand in his, he squeezes it tightly. “Come on then, Rose. Let’s bring Erik home.”

      Walking from the room, I take one last look at the glass monstrosity behind us, vowing that when we return, I’ll find a way to free Erik from this prison.

      Just like I’ve freed Anton and Ivan from theirs.
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      Erik

      It’s been almost twenty years since I returned to Kirkwell, Orkney. The island where our house still sits is much the same as it was back then. There were even some of the same faces watching us as we drove through the town towards home earlier.

      Home…

      I’ve never considered this place my home. Not as a child and not as an adult. But my mother has always come back here. Every year she’s returned to the empty rooms of this large farm house, and I was okay with that so long as she never expected me to return with her.

      I never thought I’d set foot on this island ever again.

      But here I am, sitting in my old bedroom staring out onto the beach a few hundred feet from our front door.

      The sea is rough, the white froth of the waves crashing against the shore. It’s cold. I can feel the freezing air through the gaps around the sash window. The thick argyle jumper I’m wearing doesn’t protect me from the chill. No amount of warmth or layers of clothes will, because this is the kind of bone-deep chill a person gets when the memories from the past are about to unleash upon them.

      And I’ve a thousand memories waiting to haunt me now. They linger just beyond the grips of reality.

      The only reprieve I get is when I can read. Losing myself in books is the only way to keep those memories at bay. Exercise helps too.

      And thoughts of Rose…

      Rose.

      How can she have such a profound effect on me?

      I’m here because of her. I left for her.

      Because she’s only safe when there’s a thousand miles between us.

      I wanted to stay. I wanted to try. She saved Ivan from himself, she’s done the impossible with Anton too. But me? I can’t risk her life. I won’t do that.

      “I’d love to hear you play a full piece one day, if that’s not too much to ask?”

      She’d been so sincere that first time we’d met. I’d been drawn to her even then, even when I felt like my heart would rip out of my chest because it was beating so hard in fear. Then when she’d danced… my god. I’ve never seen anything more beautiful. She’d risked her life then to save Ivan and Anton’s. I’d been in a blind panic, the memories crashing against me thick and fast, and somehow she’d known what to do.

      When she danced I didn’t see a woman with the capacity to hurt me, I saw someone who was free. She’s all I’ve ever thought about since. Rose has been risking everything for Ivan and Anton since, including her own self-preservation it would seem. My long discussions with them both have indicated as much.

      On the other side of the room is my violin, a deep ache in my chest forms. I want so much to play for her. I want to do that for Rose. But I can’t. I’ll never be able to play again.

      Playing might be my salvation, but it’s also my downfall. I can’t experience the joy of playing without the misery of my memories.

      Memories that are desperately trying to haunt me now. Shaking my head, I push away the piece of music that’s trying to seep into my head. Not now, I can’t lose my shit now.

      I stumble towards my bed and the suitcase open on top of it. Buried beneath the clothes are two pieces of paper. I pull them out, placing them side by side.

      It’s Rose…

      In the early hours of this morning, Anton brought me the drawing. He’d left the sleeping Rose to bring me this gift, knowing that I would treasure it. He asked me to take care of it. To keep it safe. I promised him that I would.

      I look at it now. It’s breathtaking.

      She’s breathtaking. He’s captured her perfectly, down to every last detail. I’m glad my brothers have her. They’ll need her now more than ever before.

      Because I won’t survive here.

      I’ve accepted my fate. I always knew that one day my past would catch up with me.

      Now that time has come. But at least I have this image of her to comfort me.

      “Rose,” I whisper, tracing my finger over the drawing. “So beautiful…”

      Flipping the two halves over, I read the beautiful cursive of Anton’s handwriting.

      
        
        Rose is the delicate scent of an intoxicating flower and the thorny shards of a heart broken by a dark past. Rose is the blooming of cheeks in her rage, and the sharp tongue of a woman who isn’t afraid to speak the truth. Rose is the arch of a foot encased in silk, and the softness of curves I want to fold myself in. Rose is innocence lost and the bright expanse of an endless ocean.

        Rose is strength brought alive in the pitch black of night.

        Rose is every damn colour of the rainbow.

        Rose is hope.

        Rose is my saviour. She’s the one…

        

      

      I hold onto her picture daring to hope that somehow, some way, she might just be my saviour too.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Authors Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, here we are readers! I hope you survived Strokes.

      As you may have noticed, this was predominantly Anton’s story, but as I wrote it, it became so much of Rose’s story too. Somehow, together, they both began to heal in the darkness that before had only hurt them.

      This was absolutely key to the story.

      Black, was one of the most intense sections I’ve ever written after Cerulean Blue. Both had me crying the whole way through. In fact, the whole book was intense. I had to watch lots of happy Rom Coms during the writing of it!

      Some of you may feel that Strokes doesn’t have as satisfying ‘happy ever after’ ending as Steps did. Anton isn’t cured of his demon like Ivan, but Rose has helped him find a way to live a happier life with it. Over the course of the next two books (particularly Symphony – the final book) they will get their happy ever after, at least one that works for them all. I promise!

      Anton’s story was difficult because he will never get what he wants – the ability to see in colour, but he finds a way to live, to just be, with Rose. There is no magic wand for some medical conditions. I wanted this to be realistic. Life is cruel.

      You might have found some of Rose’s actions difficult. But remember, she’s broken too. In some ways so much more than the men of Browlace Manor. I hope you trust me to know the best for these characters. They will find a way together.

      Next up is Strings. Be prepared for more darkness, more heartache, more danger and despair, but also strength, courage and love. Expect Erik’s story to tear your heart out. I hope I survive writing it!

      As always, thank you so very much for your love and support, without you all, none of this would be possible.

      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, but for now it can be found on my website in the Finding Their Muse section:

      https://www.beapaige.co.uk/

      If you want to keep up to date with all my releases you might want to sign up to my newsletter here:

      https://www.beapaige.co.uk/get-in-touch.html

      Much love, Bea xxx
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