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          BOOK ONE - FINDING THEIR MUSE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “In these men, I’ve found a place to belong, and with me they’ve found a way to be set free. They just don’t know it yet.”
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      IVAN

      Standing in the dimly lit dance studio, bare chested, covered in a sheen of sweat I wonder if I’ll ever be able to see myself differently from the broken man before me. Whether I’ll see someone other than the man who no longer burns with passion, but with a very real hate for everyone and everything, including himself.

      The low bass of the music vibrates through the shiny wooden floor and up through my bare feet. Dark bruises already flare over my chest and back, colouring my olive skin a shade darker.

      I’ve already pushed myself too far, but it isn’t enough. It never will be.

      The memories of her…

      I squeeze my eyes shut and let the music wash over me. I push away everything but the sound of the music as it blasts out of the speakers and concentrate on the feel of the floor beneath my feet as I run across it. I ignore the blisters, the warm slickness of blood as the torn soles of my feet bleed. I ignore the scream of my muscles as they protest at the abuse.

      I’m not even sure how long I’ve been in here torturing myself. An hour, two? More? All I know is that the physical pain from the exercise blocks the other kind. The kind that fucking haunts every waking moment of my life.

      Today, would’ve been our eight-year anniversary.

      Instead it’s two years since she’s been gone. This very room, where I bleed now, is where her heart bled out. A knife to her wrist.

      I was too late to save her. I was too fucking late.

      In the centre of the studio, I can still see the stain of her despair, a dark shadow pooling across the floor. No amount of scrubbing has been able to get it out.

      So, this is all I can do. I add my blood to hers now and in some sick, twisted way, I feel close to her.

      Even when I slam my body into the wall, I feel close to her.

      Her pain and mine intermingled forever.

      Another kind of dance to the one we used to share.

      I can no longer use this room as it was originally intended. I will never dance again.

      It’s no longer my sanctuary but a place to come and torture myself. A place to remind me that I can never be happy again, not whilst there’s breath still in my body.

      The room is still beautiful, with high vaulted ceilings and windows set above the mahogany panels that make up three of the four walls. The fourth is covered in a run of mirrors, the soft wood of the barre running along its length. The same barre her delicate hand would move across, perfect white alabaster skin against the darkened wood.

      Ten years ago, I had the grand hall of the manor converted into this dance studio for my wife.

      Back then, we would dance here together. Prima ballerina and principal dancer, a match made in ballet heaven.

      Until she took her life, that is.

      Svetlana and I would make love on the bare wooden floor, our ballet shoes and clothes discarded like scattered petals across the vast hall. This room held our love once. Now it is filled with despair and twisted moments of pain.

      I slam into the wall so hard that the wooden panel splits under the impact, a shard of wood embeds itself in my skin. But I don’t stop. I can’t.

      This is my punishment.

      This is where I come to remind myself why I must never dance again. Why I am not worthy of anything or anyone but the pain I choose to inflict on myself.

      I crave pain now.

      Svetlana is gone because of me. She would be alive today if I hadn’t betrayed her.

      Slamming my fist into the wall, making the dent I’d made with my body even wider, I scream until my lungs burn.

      I drove my wife into the deepest pits of hell. I deserve every second of torture.

      Turning my back on the hole I’ve made, I lean against the wall until my feet can no longer hold me up. Sliding to the floor, I collapse into a heap. Sweat drips from my chin, falling against my bare chest.

      Even after all this time the tears don’t come, just the empty hollow of loss and the swirling pit of grief. It takes me a long time to calm myself enough to do what I must.

      Across the room from me, tied to a wooden chair with swathes of red silk is a woman. I’d almost forgotten about her.

      Almost.

      Her eyes are pressed shut, her scarlet lips parted on a rapid breath. Her chest is heaving with anticipation, with fear? Probably both.

      That’s why she’s here after all. She wants domination. She needs to feel alive, just as much as I do.

      And I’m going to fuck her until all thought leaves her mind.

      This woman is another one of the many who’ve passed through these doors in my search to fill the void that sits like a chasm within my chest. My addiction to the sins of the flesh is what got me into this mess, and what keeps me from being free.

      I see the pink slash of her pussy pressed against the hard wood of the chair. Her full breasts and tight nipples, as hard as marbles. She’s been in this room with me before. She knows what to expect and her physical reaction to me tells me she is more than ready to be mine.

      I both want her and despise her for what she represents.

      My wife is dead because of my sins, because of my craving for something darker than her sweetness was able to give. It should’ve been enough, and it was for a while.

      I loved her… but there was something I needed, and it was something she was unwilling to give. So, I sought it out elsewhere.

      I’m a bastard. I know that, I’ve accepted that.

      I can’t fight the demon inside of me. No amount of physical pain will ever quell the desire in my heart. After all, my wife’s pain didn’t stop me. So, I seek out my other release hoping that one day it will be enough.

      I get up on unsteady legs, my cock painfully hard, and pull off my trousers. The silky material pools to the floor. Stepping out of them, my cock falls free, seemingly the only part of my body not covered in purple bruises.

      “One word, that’s all I need,” I say, stalking towards the nameless woman on the other side of the room.

      I watch as her cheeks flush. The pink of her tongue wets her bottom lip in anticipation. But I never kiss these women. That’s too personal. There’s too much emotion in a kiss.

      I fuck them. I dominate them. I take everything they’re able to give, and they all give it willingly.

      Stopping before her, I slide my finger along the curve of her breast.

      “Say it,” I murmur.

      A smile plays across the lips of this woman whose name I do not know. Even though she’s been here before, I don’t know anything about her life. But I do know every curve of her body, every moan and sigh. I know where she likes to be touched, licked, caressed. I know her limits, I know what makes her pussy twitch with pleasure. I know what scares her but thrills her at the same time. This nameless woman who comes alive beneath my hands is mine to play with.

      I’m going to fuck her until I get the release I so crave, those few seconds where nothing but the potency of my orgasm fills every thought. Where neither my past nor my future is clear and only the present takes control. Where I find peace.

      “Say it,” I demand, grasping her chin and making her look at me. Heavy-lidded, deep blue eyes gaze back. There is fear in them, but excitement too. I can smell it.

      Her mouth parts, she pulls against the constraints. A single word falls from her lips…

      “Brisé…”
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      ROSE

      Placing my hand against my pounding head, I groan loudly. The bottle of red wine I drank by myself last night probably wasn’t the best idea I’ve ever had.

      “Way to go, Rose, just what you need on the morning of your interview,” I say to myself.

      The digital clock next to my bed is flashing eight forty-five am. I have less than an hour to get ready and up to Browlace Manor, and given my car died its final death last week, I’m going to have to walk. That’s a good mile on an unseasonably cold September morning. Thanks goodness it’s Saturday tomorrow. I can sleep in without feeling guilty.

      Ripping back my duvet cover I stumble from my bed, instantly regretting moving so quickly as a sharp spasm almost cripples me. I bite down on my lip, trying to override the arthritic pain in my hips and lower back with the sharp cut of my teeth. It doesn’t work.

      I stretch my hand out, resting it on the chest-of-drawers next to me and fight the overwhelming need to throw up. Being hungover and in pain isn’t the best combination frankly.

      Drawing in deep breaths I slowly straighten my back, ignoring the agony I feel and hating that my body has betrayed me yet again. Most days I feel as though I am ninety years old, not a woman of thirty.

      Fuck this body of mine.

      My eyes catch the pair of satin ballet shoes hanging from a hook on the back of my bedroom door, a constant reminder of my past. They are well worn, the platform dirty, the ribbons frayed. It has been over a year since I wore them last. A lifetime in the ballet world.

      Even if I were fit, it’s highly unlikely the company would take me back. Most ballet dancers retire in their mid-thirties having started their career around nineteen.

      The cruel reality is, I’ll never be able to dance again, professionally or otherwise.

      Sighing, I haul myself upright with as much grace as an ex-ballet dancer with arthritis can muster. I refuse to call myself disabled, even though that’s what my doctor had implied. He’d been so matter of fact about my condition. There was no breaking it to me gently. Even now, those words still sting.

      “Your body is tired, Rose. I’m afraid your blood tests show a high rheumatoid factor. I’d advise against continuing to dance because this condition isn’t going away. There are no drugs that can cure it, only ones that can help alleviate the pain and inflammation around your joints. You have an autoimmune disease. Even if you weren’t a ballet dancer, it would’ve happened anyway. As it is, the physical stress you’ve put your body under may well have contributed to it developing earlier. I’m sorry, if you ignore what I have to say you will be in a wheelchair with no hope of ever dancing again, even for pleasure.”

      At the time I’d refused to believe it was true, returning to the company without giving them the full picture. The doctor had been right of course. Six months after my diagnosis I had been asked to leave the company for ‘my best interests’ after messing up on stage when my knee had given way beneath me. Another six months on, here I am living in my family home in a quaint village in Cornwall, burning a hole in my inheritance.

      Home? This place isn’t my home. I feel sick waking up here most days. The memories embedded in the bricks and mortar haunting me daily. If I had a choice I would leave this place and never come back. The first thing I did was take down the photos of my parents and burn them when I returned. It was satisfying for all of ten minutes, but the memories I have, they can’t be disintegrated so easily.

      Dad passed away when I was a teenager, and my Mum died two years ago of a sudden illness. I can’t say I miss either of them very much, but right now that’s a wound I’d rather not pick.

      I haul arse into the shower, wash myself as quickly as my aching joints will allow and get dressed. Less than twenty minutes later I’m as presentable as I can be in a knee length, black skirt and red silk shirt. Pulling on a pair of boots and thick woollen overcoat, I head out in the dank Cornish air and make my way, hopefully, to a future that is probably about as exciting as working in the local library. Not that I have anything against libraries, on the contrary. It’s just that the one in my village consists of a few dog-eared classics and a dozen or so Mills & Boon books for the racier villager. I’ve read all the books three times now. They really need to get a better collection.

      “Morning, Rose. Going out somewhere nice?” Mrs Samson calls from the front step of her house. She’s smoking a pipe, a strip of her grey hair yellowed from the nicotine.

      “That’s right,” I respond, not willing to give her, or the rest of the village, any more gossip. Since I’ve returned home, my name has been on everyone’s lips. The local girl turned star, turned cripple. The girl whose past still has the ability to ruin her future. All the whispered talk remains, even years after his death.

      “Going somewhere nice?” she persists, interrupting my dark thoughts.

      I stop at her gate, an ingrained politeness forcing me to respond.

      “An interview, Mrs Samson.”

      She looks at me, her beady eyes narrowing with interest. “Interview you say?”

      “That’s right. I must be off, or I’ll be late,” I say quickly, pretending I don’t hear her next question as I rush off down the lane and towards my destination.

      It takes me another forty minutes to reach the sprawling grounds of Browlace Manor.

      The cold air has already settled in my joints, making my body stiffen further. I know my condition enough to know that if I don’t get warm soon then I will be in bed for a week straight. The ease and grace that I was once accustomed to is less and less apparent these days. I’m like the Tin Man from the Wizard of Oz, in desperate need of lubrication to loosen my rigid muscles and ease my painful joints.

      Frankly, if you’d told me at the start of my dancing career that by the age of thirty I’d be crippled and about to willingly spend the rest of my life as an assistant to some wealthy aristocrat, I would’ve laughed. As it is, I’m desperate for this job. Desperate enough to yank myself out of the depths of depression that has plagued me every day since I returned home. It still hangs over me like a dark cloud threatening to unleash its wrath but, for today at least, it’s under control enough so that I can make it through this interview. Happy pills, as my mother used to say, taking the edge off. I hate that phrase. These pills don’t make me happy, they make me even. Just.

      Stepping up to the main entrance, I ring the doorbell. From inside I can hear the sound of footsteps against a stone floor. A few seconds later the door swings open and an attractive woman in her mid-seventies smiles warmly at me even as her hazel eyes assess me astutely. She doesn’t ask me who I am or why I’m here, she simply waits. It’s unnerving. Realising she isn’t going to start the conversation anytime soon, I fill the strange silence.

      “I’m here about the job. My name is Rosemary Gyvern. Rose for short,” I ramble.

      “Indeed,” she says, cocking her eyebrow. “You’d better come in.”

      She moves aside, pulling the door wide as I step into the entrance hall. A cold blast of air lifts the dark tendrils of my hair against my cheek as she closes the door behind us.

      “Mr Sachov isn’t here to take the interview, but he has entrusted me to ensure the right person is hired for the job. Please, follow me,” she says, striding off towards a door at the other side of the hall.

      “Oh, okay. That’s perfectly fine, Mrs…” I start, realising she hasn’t introduced herself.

      “Ms Hadley. I am the housekeeper here at Browlace Manor. I have looked after the Sachov family for most of my adult life. I know all there is to know about these men and their… ways.”

      “Men?”

      “Sorry?” she says, looking at me with confusion.

      “You said men.”

      She shakes her head, plastering on a broad smile. “No, I didn’t,” she replies, and something about the way she looks at me prevents me from challenging her.

      “I must’ve misheard…” I mumble, biting my tongue, my upbringing successfully curbing my insatiable need to know everything.

      Nosy, that’s what my mother had called me. Inquisitiveness was not appreciated in my family. Too many secrets to be kept hidden for that personality trait to be encouraged.

      “I trust you’ve read the job description and you understand what is required of you?” she asks, barely turning to look at me.

      I nod my head, even though I’m still trailing behind her and she can’t see my response. Ms Hadley is surprisingly sprightly for someone her age. I suddenly feel inadequate with my achy and swollen joints.

      “Yes, I’ve read the job description. Mr Sachov needs a personal assistant to help him manage his affairs.”

      “That’s right,” she says, stopping in front of a door on the other side of the hall.

      I almost walk into her back, not expecting her to stop moving so abruptly. I watch as she pulls out a set of iron keys. They chink heavily against one another. She pulls one free, puts it in the lock and turns. It strikes me as odd that the door is locked. Who locks internal doors?

      A sense of foreboding scatters over my skin.

      “Ivan is very particular about the doors remaining locked when he’s not home. We were broken into once and a lot of personal items were stolen. I abide by his rules. Everyone does,” she says by way of explanation.

      “Sure, rules are important,” I respond, thinking her weirder by the minute.

      Ms Hadley seems to like my response, because she looks over her shoulder at me and smiles brightly. It changes her face dramatically. From stern and aloof, to warm and welcoming. I relax a little.

      “This way please,” she says.

      I follow her through the door and into a dimly lit corridor on the other side. At the far end is another door, and two on either side of the corridor. We enter the one on the right. I’m pretty sure I can hear a violin being played from behind the furthest door away, but Ms Hadley ushers me into the small office and shuts the door before I can be certain.

      “You can hang your coat and bag on the hook over there, then take a seat. I have some questions to ask you,” Ms Hadley says, pointing to a coat rack.

      I do as she asks, pulling off my woollen coat and hanging it alongside my bag. My skirt has ridden up a little because it’s so close fitting, and I have to pull it down to a more respectable length. I’m kind of glad Mr Sachov isn’t the one to interview me, given he would have seen more than I’d bargained for.

      Turning around, I find Ms Hadley watching me closely from her seat behind the oak desk. Her eyes trail up from my feet to my face. That same astute look reappears in her eyes as she takes her measure of me. I feel my cheeks flush under her gaze. Why do I suddenly feel like I’m a broodmare being sized up for mating?

      “Sit, please,” she says, holding her hand out and pointing to the chair opposite her.

      I take a seat and fold my hands in my lap, crossing my legs at the ankles. I may be a disabled ex-dancer, but today, it seems, I can still just about manage to be graceful despite my long walk in the cold. Years of good posture from dancing is still ingrained in me despite my medical condition that tries daily to twist my body into something less than perfect.

      Ms Hadley takes it all in, her eyebrows rising minutely. She seems a little… surprised that I’m sitting like a lady, or perhaps it’s something else entirely, I’m not sure. Whatever the reason, my palms become sweaty, and it isn’t because of the heat from the open fire.

      “What makes you think you’d be a good personal assistant to Ivan… Mr Sachov,” she corrects herself.

      I lock eyes with her, glad to be back to safer territory. I’m here for an interview, I can answer these questions. Being scrutinised like she’s looking into my very soul, I’m not so keen on. I should be used to it. As a ballet dancer my technique, my ability to dance effortlessly was studied continuously when I was in the Royal Ballet. I could be utterly exhausted and in pain, but if I didn’t dance with perfection every single time, then there was always someone ready to take my spot. It’s a wonder my disability wasn’t spotted sooner. I guess I’m an expert at hiding. There’s a kind of irony in that given my past.

      “Miss Gyvern. I asked you a question,” Ms Hadley says tersely, successfully drawing me out of more dark memories that threaten to break free.

      “Yes, sorry…” I mumble, trying to bide some time.

      “What attributes do you have that would make you suitable for this job?” she asks once again. The question is phrased slightly differently but the answer I have is still the same.

      I straighten in my seat and look her in the eye. Bethany at the recruitment agency said that maintaining eye contact in an interview is extremely important. So even though I want to look away from her gaze, I don’t.

      “I’m very organised. I have good interpersonal skills. I’m a great timekeeper. I can type fifty words per minute, I understand confidentiality is extremely important and I will remain professional with all personal matters that might arise. I work hard, and am available to start as soon as possible,” I reel off without taking a breath.

      These are all the things my recruitment officer at the agency suggested I say. The truth is it’s all lies, well, except maybe keeping things confidential. I know what it’s like being on the receiving end of gossip, I certainly wouldn’t dream of sharing any personal matters with anyone. Not that I have anyone to share anything with. My cat, Bud, doesn’t count. Uncrossing my ankles and lifting my leg to place it over the other, I wait for the next question.

      Ms Hadley purses her lips. Her eyebrows pinch together, and she sniffs loudly. I almost ask if she’d like a tissue, but then realise her reaction isn’t from a cold, but from distaste.

      “Did I say something wrong?” I blurt out, unable to help myself.

      Ms Hadley stands abruptly and holds her hand out for me to shake.

      “Thank you for coming,” she says sharply.

      I get to my feet, shock and disappointment propelling me upwards. I don’t reach for her hand, instead I cross my arms over my chest defensively.

      “That’s it? I’ve come all this way to answer one question?” I can’t help the sharpness in my voice. Despite the warmth of the fire, my joints are beginning to ache. Walking here had been a mistake, coming here at all an even bigger one it would seem. What a waste of time.

      “You’re not what we’re looking for,” she says. Her voice is level, without an ounce of sympathy in it.

      “And you know that by the answer to one question?” I respond, blanching.

      “Mr Sachov is very particular. Please, if you wouldn’t mind…” She moves around the table and gathers my coat and bag from the rack.

      “I don’t believe this,” I say, anger marking my words now.

      She doesn’t respond, merely passes my coat and bag to me. I snatch them from her, wincing as my fingers curl around the material. I don’t need to look at my fingers to know the joints are swollen.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks abruptly, her eyes flicking from my face to my hands.

      “I don’t have to answer that, given the interview is already over,” I snap, yanking on my jacket even though it hurts me to do so. I sling the strap of my bag over my shoulder and glare at her.

      “You’re in pain. Why is that?” she presses, stepping closer to me. I take a step back. Christ, this woman is creepy.

      “That’s none of your damn business.”

      She steps forward again and pulls at my hand, grasping it in hers. Her fingers run over the bulbous joints of my middle and fourth finger.

      “You’re sick,” she says.

      “I am not sick,” I protest, snatching my hand back.

      “What is wrong with you?”

      I almost tell her to shove her questions up her arse, but then figure it makes no difference whether she knows the truth or not. Either way I haven’t got the job.

      “Rheumatoid arthritis…”

      Her eyebrows inch closer to her hairline, whilst the cogs whirl in her head. I have zero clue what she’s thinking or why she seems so interested in my health. All I want is to get out of this place as quickly as possible.

      “But you seem so graceful,” she mutters, almost to herself. The way she says graceful is just plain odd, as though it’s a dirty word or something.

      “You hold yourself like a dancer,” she continues, her gaze roving over me once more.

      “Ha! This body is incapable,” I respond tightly. It’s not a lie. I can’t dance anymore. I won’t ever dance properly again. But what the hell has dancing and my ability to move gracefully got to do with whether I get the job or not? This is all just weird.

      “Well, if that’s all?” I ask, turning on my feet and striding to the door. I pull it open, hissing through my teeth as another sharp pain lances through my finger joints and the small of my back.

      “You start Monday, eight am sharp.”

      I stand still, one foot in the corridor, the other still in the room. Did she just offer me the job after all that? What the hell is happening here?

      “Mr Sachov will return Wednesday. It’s better you start before he arrives home. That way you can learn the ropes before he’s back.”

      Turning to face Ms Hadley, I pull a face. “I don’t understand. Have you just offered me the job, after turning me down just a moment ago?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Why doesn’t matter. Do you want the job or not?” she asks.

      I stare at her open mouthed, unsure what answer to give. Part of me wants to tell her to stuff the job up her scrawny backside. The other part needs the money.

      “Well? Yes or no, Miss Gyvern?” She locks eyes with me a final time, the kind smile back again. This woman is completely nuts. I can only imagine what this Mr Sachov is going to be like if she’s anything to go by.

      “Yes,” I say, finally.

      “Good. I shall see you at eight am Monday morning.” Her smile widens, and instead of making her look kinder and more approachable, it makes me shudder. I nod curtly then make my escape, the mournful sound of a violin being played following me out of the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ROSE

      After a weekend in bed watching Netflix and eating what’s left of my pantry, I wake up at six am without the need for an alarm clock. Nerves, anxiety and a very real need to pee has me climbing out of bed. My knee joints are aching and my fingers throbbing, but rather than ignoring the pain, like I used to do, I stop and stretch out my limbs gently.

      I know this could be a bad idea, that sometimes all my body needs is rest. That even stretching is potentially dangerous. But I can’t be the Tin Man all the time, this is my way to keep my body lubricated. It’s my way of saying fuck you to this condition I loathe.

      Holding onto the chest-of-drawers to steady myself, I draw in a deep breath and raise my arms into first position. With my arms bent at the elbow, my palms facing me, the tips of my fingers a hands width apart and held opposite my navel I raise up onto the balls of my feet. Then, drawing in more deep breaths I prepare myself for the inevitable pain I know I will feel in my knees as I lower my heels to the ground then draw them together, turning my toes outwards. I pull in a sharp intake of breath as my knee joints groan under the pressure. Refusing to be defeated, I hold the position, the tenseness in my muscles slowly relaxing as I do.

      “That’s it, Rose, you can do this,” I say softly.

      For the last year I’ve been living with this pain. At first it was horrific, and I’d cry hopeless tears as I forced myself to work through it and dance. The damage I had done to myself in those first few months of denial almost crippled me. Now, I know better. When I relapse there’s nothing to do but take the pills, rest, and hope that soon the inflammation will pass. I mean, the pain never really goes, but the levels of pain vary greatly day to day.

      I’ve learnt to listen to my body far better now than I have ever done before. It’s why I’m able to place my body in first position this morning, because I know, today, my body can take it.

      I won’t kid myself into thinking that I’ll be dancing like I used too, but I can still maintain a little of my flexibility so long as I keep working with my body and not against it.

      For a few minutes I work through each of the five positions slowly, allowing my body to form each pose as I stretch out my spine and loosen the tightness that has formed overnight from sleeping. Not only does it help me to keep as flexible as I can with this condition, but more than that, completing the basic ballet positions helps to ease my anxiety. It’s a form of meditation, I suppose. Being without dance would kill me quicker than this physical pain ever will.

      Eventually, my full bladder forces me to stop and I head into my en-suite to relieve myself. Then I step into the shower, the powerful jets of warm water helping to ease the lingering pain further. Today is a good day. I feel almost normal, at least as normal as I can be with the dull pain I live with constantly.

      With a towel wrapped around my body and the smell of coconut shampoo in the air, I walk over to my wardrobe and survey my newly bought work attire. Ms Hadley hadn’t mentioned what I should or shouldn’t wear, but I figure smart over casual is a better guess. At least until she tells me otherwise, which I have no doubt she will, given her outspoken nature.

      Grabbing a pair of smart black trousers, a cream silk shirt and flat shoes, I get dressed. A few minutes later my dark hair is dry, and my face is made up with a dash of mascara and some clear lip gloss. One of the things I don’t miss about dancing is having to cake my face in makeup. It took my skin ages to become blemish free after years of wearing thick layers of foundation and heavy powder. Now it’s smooth and healthy looking. I even have a little natural colour in my cheeks. I suppose you could call it an English rose complexion but with my mother’s dark hair and green eyes, a throwback to her Mediterranean heritage.

      I brush my shoulder length hair, deciding to put it up in a bun rather than wear it down as it looks smarter that way, then head downstairs for a quick breakfast of tea and toast. At seven o’clock sharp I’m making my way up to Browlace Manor and towards my first day of work.
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        * * *

      

      “This will be your office,” Ms Hadley says, unlocking the door to a huge room with two large desks facing each other from opposite sides of the space. The office would have been really dark given the wooden panels and maroon carpet had it not been for the floor to ceiling window allowing as much winter sunlight into the room.

      “Will I get a key?” I ask, pointing to the one Ms Hadley is holding.

      She nods towards the desk on the left-hand side of the window.

      “In the top drawer you shall find three keys. One for this room, one for the corridor leading to this room and one for the front door. Everything else is locked unless Mr Sachov agrees you should have access. I’ll leave that decision up to him.”

      “Sure, okay,” I respond, not bothering to question the weirdness of all the locked doors. Perhaps it’s better that I don’t know what’s behind them.

      “All the passwords you need to access the computer and Mr Sachov’s files are in the notebook on your desk. I suggest you log on and familiarise yourself with the computer system,” she says, pointing to my new desk.

      “You’re not staying?” I ask as Ms Hadley begins to back out of the door.

      “No. I’m needed elsewhere. I shall come back in a couple of hours. I assume you’ve brought lunch?”

      “Actually, no,” I say, kicking myself at my stupidity.

      Why hadn’t I thought of bringing any food, it’s not as if I’ll be allowed to make myself a snack in their kitchen.

      “Then I shall return at midday with something for both of us.” Ms Hadley smiles kindly, throwing me off once again. I can’t seem to figure her out.

      “Thank you.”

      She nods her head and retreats, shutting the door behind her and leaving me to settle in.

      Pulling off my coat and bag, I hang them on the coat rack then survey my new work space. The room is warm and though a little bare, it’s beautiful. My desk is massive and made of solid, dark wood. It’s surface shines as though recently polished and beneath the table are three deep drawers all of which are empty, bar the keys Ms Hadley mentioned. I pick them up, marvelling at the weight of the heavy iron.

      Pulling out the leather chair, I take a seat and turn on the computer. The monitor lights up revealing the login screen. Grabbing the notebook on the desk, I flip it open and type in the password: La Bayadere.

      La Bayadere?

      My fingertips hover over the keyboard. How odd that the password would be an iconic 19th-century Russian ballet, and the first performance with my company back when I was part of the corps de ballet. Anxiety fizzes in my chest. Could Ms Hadley know about my past? And if so, why would she want to remind me of what I’ve lost?

      Deciding it must be a coincidence, I type in the password and hit return. It takes less than half a minute to load before I’m presented with the desktop screen. It’s empty apart from three folders. The first is labelled House, the second Business and the third Personal.

      I double-click on the House folder and it opens to reveal a list of files all labelled alphabetically. I scan over them, there’s Grounds, Kitchen, Staff and Utilities. Clearly these folders hold all the information about running Browlace Manor. I close it, then open the Business folder. Similar files appear, all pretty self-explanatory. It would appear Mr Sachov is a property developer. The files are all listed by names of developments. I open one excel spreadsheet linked to a property development in France and nearly keel over at the total money spent on the development; 3.5 million euros to be precise. Just how much money does Mr Sachov have? His business must be worth a fortune.

      Swallowing, I close the spreadsheet and file, then click on the last folder labelled Personal. This folder has a few files within it. I click through them. There’s a document with general information about Mr Sachov’s measurements, shoe size and a list of Savile Row tailors. Another word document has a list of restaurants in all the main cities of the UK, and some in other countries. Every single restaurant listed has the name and contact numbers of the Maitre’D. There’s also a document with a list of five-star hotels in London, Paris, Rome, New York and Moscow.

      “Jesus, Mr Sachov has expensive tastes,” I mutter, suddenly feeling woefully inadequate.

      My hands drop to my lap and flex over my black polyester trousers. My outfit cost me less than thirty pounds. My silk top, found in a charity shop and though my trousers are new, they’re from a cheap clothes store in town.

      “What have I got myself into?” I say, continuing to have a conversation with myself.

      Blowing out a shaky breath, I reach up to the mouse and place the cursor over the x to close the Personal folder, when I notice a sidebar in the pop-up box indicating that there is more beneath the whitespace. Curiosity piqued, I scroll down. Sitting at the bottom is one more file labelled ‘Brisé’.

      Brisé?

      White noise fills my ears as my heart starts pounding again. Why is there another ballet reference? One is a coincidence, surely two is significant? Is Ms Hadley playing with me? I double click on the folder and it opens to reveal an unlabelled word document. Something tells me that if I open it I’m not going to like what I see inside. Another thread of doubt pulls inside my chest.

      My finger hovers over the mouse. Part of me really wants to open the document, the other part is afraid. There’s something about this place. Not just Ms Hadley and her strangeness, but the locked doors and the lack of people. It’s a big house, surely Mr Sachov has more than just one member of staff? Two now that I’m working here. Yet, this place is empty apart from us both.

      A light knock at the door makes me jump, and my hand falls away from the mouse. I straighten myself up. Just get through today. This is probably a classic case of anxiety, I think to myself.

      “Come in?” I question, wondering why Ms Hadley has returned so quickly, and why she’s not just walking in. I look at the time on the computer screen, it’s been less than an hour since she left. Another knock sounds, a little more urgent this time.

      “It’s open Ms Hadley. Please, just come in,” I say.

      When the door remains stubbornly closed and the knocking becomes more insistent, I get up and stride over, pulling it open.

      The corridor’s empty.

      The hairs on my arm stand as I peer out of the room. I half expect someone to jump out from a hidden alcove and shout ‘surprise’ whilst waving their hands in the air. Frankly, I’d prefer that to an empty corridor and the muffled sound of a Violin being played in another locked room somewhere in the manor. I freeze, fear chasing up my spine. The music wasn’t playing when I arrived this morning, but it most definitely is now. Or at least I think it is. I thought I’d heard someone knocking on the office door but there’s no one here.

      No one but me.

      Withdrawing back into the room, I shut the door and lean against it, trying to calm my racing heart. This place is full of ghosts. Ghosts that play violins. Ghosts that want to torture me with references to my past.
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      For ten long minutes I stand with my back pressed against the door, my heart pounding erratically. I don’t feel safe and I’m not sure whether it’s my anxiety kicking in, or whether I really have a right to feel scared. How would the average person react in this situation?

      When I think about it logically, I realise that I do have a right to feel afraid and that I should bring it up with Ms Hadley. If there’s someone in this house who thinks it’s okay to play tricks on me and scare me like that then I think she should know about it.

      Then it occurs to me that it could well be Ms Hadley, or worse my own imagination. My anxiety kicks up a notch at the thought. Perhaps bringing it up with her isn’t such a good idea after all? Indecision keeps me glued to where I stand. My hands become clammy, my body begins to shake, and I find it hard to breath suddenly.

      “Rose, snap out of it,” I tell myself angrily. If I let myself spiral now I’ll not only be out of a job, but out of my mind too, and I won’t allow that to happen again.

      Gathering courage, I push myself off from the door, stride over to my desk and pick up the keys knowing I’d feel safer if the door was locked, just like all the others are in this place. I try each key, the final one locking the door. As soon as it’s done I feel calmer. The racing of my heart subsides and my breathing returns to a steadier pace.

      Now what?

      Placing the keys back on the table, I wander over to Mr Sachov’s desk. It’s as bare as mine. A computer monitor sits on top of it, alongside a keyboard and mouse. A phone accompanies it. There are no photos, no personal items. Not even a pen. I scoot around the desk, running my hands over the thick leather inlaid within the wood. This desk probably cost more than all the furniture put together in my house. I sit in Mr Sachov’s chair. It’s the same as my own and is comfortable despite the hard wood of the arms and back. The padded leather seat supports my aching joints well enough.

      Under his desk, Mr Sachov has three drawers too, and even though I know I shouldn’t, I decide to see what’s in them. Perhaps there’s something, anything, that will allow me a glimpse at the man I’m going to meet in a couple of days. The top draw opens to reveal a pad and pen. I pick up the pad and flip the pages. It’s completely blank. Shutting the drawer, I pull on the middle one. Inside, I’m surprised to find a length of red silk. It’s not a tie, it’s too long for that. Picking it up, I hold it in my hands, allowing the material to run over my palms. For reasons unknown to me, I raise the material to my nose and breathe in.

      It smells of floral perfume and a hint of musk. No, not musk…

      Sex. It smells of sex.

      “Jesus Christ,” I exclaim, dropping the red silk into the drawer and slamming it shut. I find my hands trembling a little, anxiety and a thread of something more unnerving running through my veins. Who the hell is this man? And more to the point, why is there a length of silk in his drawer that smells of sex?

      I’ve not had sex in a very long time.

      Five years to be precise.

      Pushing that errant thought away, I give myself a moment to recover, then reach for the bottom drawer.

      It doesn’t open. It’s locked.

      “It’s locked for a reason, Rose. You need to stop this.”

      There I go, talking to myself again. Realising that I’m now talking to myself in the third person, I decide that getting back to my own desk on the other side of the room is a far better, far safer option.

      Back at my own desk and chewing on my lip, I wonder what I should do next. Ms Hadley hasn’t left me any instructions other than to familiarise myself with the files stored on the computer. I think about looking up Mr Sachov on Google but find that there’s no internet access on my computer, which is a little odd in and of itself. Surely, I’ll need it for my job? Then I remember the three files on the computer and all the information listed in them. Ms Hadley said that Mr Sachov is very particular. Clearly, he likes what he likes, maybe that’s why he doesn’t have access to the internet? He doesn’t need to know about anything other than what he’s already interested in.

      Or maybe this is some kind of test? Perhaps I’m meant to study the files a little more closely and when Ms Hadley returns at midday, she will have questions about the contents of those three files? I wouldn’t be a very good personal assistant if I didn’t know all I needed to about my boss in order to assist in the smooth running of his life, now would I? And there really is nothing else I can do.

      “That must be it,” I murmur, moving the mouse and logging back into the desktop, clicking on the Personal folder once more.

      I avoid the file marked Brisé.

      Yes, my curiosity is begging me to open it up, but common sense and something else, intuition, I suppose, is telling me to steer well clear. I’ve already uncovered something about Mr Sachov that has unnerved me, and even though I’m trying to forget what I saw, what I smelt, it’s proving harder than expected.

      I’m not an idiot, clearly that piece of silk has been used in some kind of sexual conquest. I’m not naïve either, just a little surprised as to why it’s in his desk drawer and not hidden away in the privacy of his bedroom…

      I wonder what that looks like?

      A thread of excitement startles me as I imagine swathes of red silk, a darkly decorated bedroom with a four-poster bed and a naked, blindfolded woman tied to the bedposts…

      I feel heat rise up my neck and spread across my cheeks. Jesus, what’s wrong with me? My imagination is going into overdrive.

      I need to get laid.

      I swallow an almost hysterical laugh at the thought. Who’s going to want me now? I’m damaged goods. Broken a long time before my condition took the one passion I had left.

      Turning my attention back to the computer screen, I familiarise myself with the contents of the files, paying more attention this time.

      I learn a lot about Mr Sachov from those three files. Of course, he has expensive tastes, I figured that out earlier, but he also appears to prefer Mediterranean food over any other, given the kinds of restaurants listed in the Personal file. He is clearly a very astute businessman given his job and the revenue he earns on all his developments. As far as I can tell he has never made a loss on any of his projects.

      The information about his measurements tell me he’s well-built, tall, with a toned figure. I’m guessing over six feet, tall enough to tower over my five foot seven inches. Again, money is no object for him. Bespoke suits made by Savile Row tailors seem to be his preference. Last year alone he spent triple my yearly wage on suits. For a personal assistant, I get paid very well. The thought I will be taking home almost two and half thousand pounds a month after tax is overwhelming in itself, but even more so that he spends three times that on suits. This man has way too much money to burn. But, I guess that’s his prerogative. Who am I to judge? If I earnt as much as he did, wouldn’t I be buying the finest clothes and drinking the finest wines and dining at the finest restaurants around the globe? Being a ballerina in a huge company such as the Royal Ballet afforded me a piece of the highlife, I suppose. Not necessarily in monetary value, but the places I was able to visit and the people I met given my profession.

      Now look at me.

      Back to my quiet village in Cornwall, surrounded with memories of a past no one will let me forget and working as an assistant to one of the wealthiest men in the area, probably the country.  I know I should be grateful, that it could be a lot worse, but I can’t help but feel a little disappointed as to how my life has turned out.

      I hope I live up to Mr Sachov and Ms Hadley’s expectations.

      Closing down the folders, I look for a calendar and find one attached to the email. According to the calendar, my new boss spends a lot of time away from Browlace Manor on business trips. This year alone he’s been away more weeks than he’s been home. He tends to go away, presumably on business, for at least three weeks at a time, returning to the Manor in between, but never staying longer than a month. Ms Hadley hasn’t mentioned a wife. I’ve seen no evidence of one either, at least not in the few areas of the Manor I’ve been allowed into. But then there’s the red silk in his drawer, indicating there is much more to Mr Sachov’s personal life that I can establish from the files on the computer. Girlfriend perhaps? That in itself throws up a load of questions. Does she live locally? I somehow doubt that. Perhaps she travels with him and I’ll meet her Wednesday too? Or maybe he doesn’t have girlfriends, just fuck buddies. The questions I have are endless and will only be answered when I meet Mr Sachov himself. I know Ms Hadley won’t be telling me anything, not that I’d ask her, or him frankly. But in time, I’m sure I’ll figure it out.

      Gazing at the calendar on the computer screen, I can see that he’s been away for almost a month this time. Assuming I’ve interpreted the pattern of his movements correctly, he’ll be staying for the same amount of time when he returns on Wednesday. I guess I’ll have a month to figure out what really makes Mr Sachov tick.

      Strange that I feel the need to do this without having met him, but the small snippets of information have me intrigued enough to want to.

      A sharp knock on the door has me leaping out of my skin again.

      “Who is it?” I ask, my voice shaking a little.

      “It’s me, of course. Why have you locked the door?” Ms Hadley responds, annoyance clear in her voice.

      “I’m sorry. Give me a moment,” I say, picking up the key and rushing to open the door.

      “It’s quite unnecessary to lock this room whilst you are in it. Only when you leave,” she says, tutting.

      I pull open the door and step aside as she bustles in with a tray laden with sandwiches and tea. There’s even chocolate cake. My stomach rumbles. I’m suddenly starving. Since being chucked out of the company my appetite has returned and I’ve put on weight. My body curves in all the right places, I even have breasts now after years of being underweight.

      I watch her as she places the tray on my desk before turning around to face me.

      “Why did you lock the door?” she asks, her eyes narrowing at me before she casts her gaze about the room. I’m not sure what she’s looking for, evidence of theft? Because there’s nothing to steal unless you count that piece of red silk. My cheeks flush making me look guilty.

      “I thought it was a requirement.” I’m not sure why I lie, it just seems the right thing to do.

      “Just because the other doors are kept locked, doesn’t mean you have the authority to lock this one. I gave you the key so you can get in, not so you can lock us out,” she says, smarting.

      “Us?” I ask.

      A little nerve in her face twitches at that, but her gaze remains steady.

      “Mr Sachov and I, of course,” she responds.

      “I see. Apologies, I misunderstood.”

      “No harm done. Please, come and eat. Tell me what you’ve been doing this morning,” she says, kindly.

      Too kindly.

      Her question isn’t as innocent as it sounds. Something tells me I’ll need to be wary of this woman. Very wary indeed.
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      ROSE

      “So, do you live in the village?” Ms Hadley asks, as she watches me eat.

      I nod my head, swallowing the mouthful quickly. “Yes, I’ve lived here all my life,” I respond. It’s not a complete lie. It’s always been the house I’ve come back to, I just haven’t lived there for the past twelve years, visiting as infrequently as I could get away with.

      “You’ve been a personal assistant before?”

      Picking up my cup of tea, I take a sip, stalling for time. I get the distinct impression she’s trying to trip me up somehow. The fact of the matter is, the last time I was anyone’s assistant was the summer I turned sixteen and worked for a man who broke my heart. It’s not a time I wish to remember, even though everyone else seems intent on doing just that.

      “Yes,” I say, not willing to elaborate further. If she wanted to interrogate me about my work history she should’ve done so in the interview.

      She nods her head, not pressing further.

      “You like living here, in the village?” she asks, as though knowing my answer would be no. The answer is no, but no would lead to more questions, questions I’m not willing to answer.

      “Yes.”

      “Family?” Ms Hadley drops that one worded question with a sharp look. A question that could be answered in a multitude of ways. Do I have a family? Not anymore.  Do I like my family? Nope. Do I want a family? No. Am I married? Well, there’s no wedding band, so… Do I have a partner? Ha, no! Kids? Absolutely not.

      “Dead,” I respond. She can figure out what that means herself.

      She nods again, seemingly satisfied. This woman really is crazy.

      We both continue eating in silence. Every now and then I catch Ms Hadley looking at me, as though she’s trying to figure me out. Well, she can go ahead and try. I’m a closed book, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone crack the spine and flip through my dusty pages.

      My past is mine, my memories my own. No one is going to shine a light on the darkness I harbour in my heart. I’ve cultivated it for a very long time and am not about to give up my secrets to some weird old woman.

      Ms Hadley coughs, snapping me out of my thoughts. She looks at her wrist watch. “I must show you the files before I go. They should keep you busy for the rest of the day.”

      “The ones on the computer? I’ve familiarised myself with them already,” I reply.

      She cocks her eyebrow at me. “Not those,” she says, annoyance creeping in her voice.

      “What files?”

      Ms Hadley gets up and walks towards one of the wooden wall panels. I’m about to ask her if she’s okay given she’s standing in front of the wall, when she presses her hand against a tiny square button I hadn’t noticed until now and a section of the wall swings inwards opening into a gaping black mouth. Well, clearly not a mouth, a room or corridor or a secret passageway. I’m reminded of the frantic knocking on the door earlier and feel more than a little unnerved.

      “What’s this…” I start, standing abruptly.

      Ms Hadley reaches forward, her hand and forearm swallowed into the dark momentarily before I hear a clicking sound and a light turns on.

      “These are the files I’m talking about,” Ms Hadley says, stepping aside so that I can see into what is, very obviously, another room.  A room filled to the brim with cardboard boxes full of papers and files, and rows and rows of filing cabinets.

      Shit. There’s me thinking I’ll just be tapping away at the computer, sipping coffee all day. This is more work than I’d bargained for.

      Ms Hadley smiles sweetly. “Mr Sachov is a very clever man, but he’s not particularly good at this kind of thing.”

      “What, filing?” I say, probably a little too sarcastically. Thankfully Ms Hadley ignores my remark.

      “Most of what he knows is stored up here,” she says, tapping her head. “But, he needs someone to keep all his paperwork organised. You’re that person.”

      “What about you?” I ask. She seems to be more than capable of being organised, why didn’t she take the job as his PA?

      “Me? Don’t be silly, I’ve far more important things to do with my time than filing. Why do you think we hired you? Besides, I run the household.”

      I almost ask ‘what household’ given there’s only me and her in it, but refrain. I’m already aware that Ms Hadley always has a reasonable answer for everything. I’m sure she’d come up with a plethora of reasons why she needs to run an empty household and why filing is beneath her.

      “Now, I've got things to be getting on with, and so do you,” she says, gathering up the plates and stacking them on the tray. “Your day finishes at four o’clock. I expect you to leave on the dot. Not a moment later, is that clear?”

      “Sure, okay,” I agree, more than happy to be out of this place in just over three hours. She nods her head, picks up the tray and heads towards the door.

      “Oh, one last thing,” she says, turning back to face me.

      “Yes?” I ask, expecting another backhanded insult.

      “Please ensure you lock this door when you leave.”

      “No problem…” my voice trails off as Ms Hadley pulls the door shut on my reply.

      Left with a mountain of filing with no real clue where to start, I step into the room and grab the nearest box. Four o’clock can’t come around quick enough.
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      Three hours later, tired and with an aching back, I survey my afternoon’s work. I’ve already managed to fill three separate filing cabinets with paperwork all filed in alphabetical order in appropriate sections under business, household and personal, just like the files on the computer. There are still at least half a dozen boxes to go, but I’m proud of what I’ve achieved, even though my body is cursing me for abusing it.

      Rubbing at my back, I push open the door and head out into the main office. Opposite me is a man sitting at Mr Sachov’s desk with his head clasped in his hands.

      Hands that appear to be covered in blood… I let out a screech, back peddling into the wall behind me.

      The man snaps his head up, his eyes widening when he sees me. His loose hair falls about his shoulders, as he stands.

      “Who are you?” I ask, trying and failing to keep my voice steady. It occurs to me then that this could be because Mr Sachov returned home early, and that I’ve been incredibly rude. Except something tells me that this man is not my boss, but one of the ‘household’ Ms Hadley keeps referring to. What I’d initially thought was blood is, in fact, paint, given the paintbrush he seems to be grasping tightly in his hand.

      “Who am I? Who are you?” he retorts. “And what are you doing in Ivan’s office?”

      “I’m Mr Sachov’s personal assistant. I started today.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he murmurs, stepping around the table and into the fading afternoon light where I can get a better look at him. He looks about my age, maybe a few years older, and he’s wearing a paint splattered t-shirt with long black trousers that are slung low on his hips. His t-shirt is a little short in length and doesn’t quite meet the tops of his trousers, showing a portion of smooth skin, firm muscle and the hint of hair leading lower down... I snatch my eyes up, concentrating on his face.

      “I work here,” I retort, folding my arms against my chest. There’s something about the way he looks at me that makes me feel as though I’m being studied under a microscope. What is it with people in this house and all the staring? First Ms Hadley, now this man.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, feeling a little indignant, and a lot unnerved.

      I’m pretty sure he shouldn’t be here either given Ms Hadley’s insistence on locking every damn room in the place. It makes me wonder where he’s been hiding.

      “You shouldn’t be here now,” he repeats once more.

      “This is my office,” I respond, more slowly this time.

      Perhaps he’s unwell, maybe that’s why Ms Hadley is keeping his existence secret. I know families like to keep secrets, mine is proof enough of that. Big, fat, ugly secrets seem to hover over me like a damp mist on Bodmin Moor.

      “Ivan won’t be happy…” he starts, then clamps his mouth shut.

      “Why not?” I ask, taking in the depth of his brown eyes and the dark rings that circle them. I watch as he swipes his paint splattered hand over the beard covering his chin, leaving a smear of red paint across his face

      “It’s past four o’clock. You shouldn’t be here,” he repeats, ignoring my question.

      “I didn’t realise the time. I’m going to go now,” I say, taking a step towards the door as he moves closer. He continues to stare at me as though he’s purposefully absorbing every detail of my face and storing it away in his memory.

      “Yes, you should go,” he says, tracking a hand through his hair.

      “I will. I’ll go,” I murmur, backing up into my desk. I feel the hard edge of the wood dig into my backside as this man steps ever closer.

      “It’s past four…” he repeats, reaching up a hand and trailing a finger across my cheek. I feel wetness against my skin, the same red paint marking me now.

      He's so close that I can see tiny shards of blue in the muddy brown of his eyes. He’s handsome, yes, with wide shoulders and muscular arms, but he’s also a little odd. Odd in a troubled way, like his past is as fucked up as my own.

      “You have strange eyes. What colour are they?” he asks, a frown pulling his tawny eyebrows together. They are the same colour as his long chin length hair and stubble cheeks.

      “Green?” I respond, completely unnerved now.

      “Green? That’s a colour I’ve not seen in a while.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      He steps back abruptly, shaking his head. “You should leave before Ms Hadley finds you here still. She won’t be happy.”

      “I thought it was Ivan, I mean Mr Sachov, who won’t be happy…”

      “You’ll get hurt, you know,” he whispers. “They all do in the end, just like her.”

      My heart stutters. “What do you mean?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      He steps back quickly. “Ms Hadley isn’t someone you should disobey. You need to go,” he responds.

      I feel like saying that I don’t care if Ms Hadley finds me here, that I want to know who the hell he is and what the fuck he’s talking about. Instead, I ask a completely different question. “Was that you earlier, knocking on the door?”

      “No,” he responds immediately.

      I don’t know this man at all, but I’m pretty sure he’s telling the truth even if he does scare me. “Then if not you, who?” I press, expecting more riddles than answers.

      “Erik.”

      “Who is Erik?”

      “He lives here too,” the
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