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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emmie

      

      In my hand I hold onto the letter I wrote to Erik some twenty-one years ago. Wrote but never posted. The paper is discoloured, the words faded. It’s been ten years since I last read it and as I unfold it now, the paper barely holding together at the centre, the memory of the night I wrote it comes flooding back to me, filling my senses alongside the musty smell of old paper.

      My hand trembles as I hold the letter delicately between my fingers and thumb, my eyes tearing up at the apology scrawled across its surface and the secrets kept hidden under lock and key for all this time. Within the envelope sits a faded photograph and another document that holds secrets hidden away for years. Secrets I’ve selfishly held onto.

      My eyes glance over my words. I’d been so young and foolish back then. A whimsical girl who had been full of hormones, lust and naivety. If I could go back in time and shake myself I would. My actions that summer destroyed two people I cared about, and like ripples on a pond, my decision to listen to a twisted, embittered woman expanded and grew, still having an effect all these years later.

      But with age comes clarity and if there’s one thing I do understand, Ms Hadley is just as responsible for Layton’s condition as Erik is. As I am. But more than that, she’s responsible for her own son’s ill health.

      A glass cage…

      I can’t even begin to fathom how destroyed Erik must have felt to lock himself inside one. I don’t know anything about the man he is now, or his experiences since that fateful night. I only remember the boy he once was… and my God, he was gifted, smart, funny, loyal. I’d hoped over the years that he’d grown into a man that could live up to the memories I treasured, but the truth of who he is came out alongside the lengths his mother had gone to keep him hers.

      For the most part this might be an island of decent people, but it still comes with a small village mentality. Everyone talks, even the police officers it would seem. It has become apparent that Erik suffered over the years. He didn’t walk into his future without a backward glance like I had thought. That night broke him just as much as it destroyed Layton, and all because of her; his wicked mother and, of course, me.

      “Love, are you coming?” Tim calls from downstairs.

      My heart squeezes in my chest at the thought that I could very well destroy our marriage with what I’m about to do. I never told Tim about Erik and Layton, or what happened during that long hot summer. Tim’s my heart, my own love. He is who I adore above all else, but I have to make amends to the boy I’d betrayed and the man he almost killed. I can’t sit back and stay silent anymore. Neither Erik nor I can change what happened, but he at least deserves to know the full truth, no matter the consequences to me.

      “Coming, just grabbing a jacket,” I lie, folding up the letter, returning it to the box and placing it back into my wardrobe.

      Standing, I take a look at my reflection in the mirror; there’s only the slightest whispers of the girl I once was in the colour of my hair and the shade of my eyes. Otherwise, she no longer exists. Her easy smile long since hidden beneath years of regret and guilt.

      “You should’ve posted the letter,” I whisper to my reflection, to the ghost of the girl staring back at me.

      “Love, we’re going to be late!” Tim reminds me, his deep voice sending a familiar warmth flooding beneath my skin.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I straighten my spine and slide a stray strand of hair behind my ear. If only I’d been brave enough to send Erik the letter. Better still, if only I’d been brave enough to say no to Ms Hadley in the first place, then perhaps none of this would’ve happened. But I was a child who had secrets of her own. Secrets Ms Hadley had used against me. Secrets that had the power to destroy, that still do.

      Standing here now, about to go out for our anniversary dinner, I know what I must do. I have to make things right because that woman cannot be allowed back into Erik’s life to cause more pain, more damage, and there’s a chance that might happen if I don’t do something. She has the assistance of Viktor Sachov and I know the power he has. He got Erik out of a prison sentence after all, and together he and Ms Hadley blackmailed me into silence.

      Tim appears at the door to our bedroom, an exasperated look on his face but with a hint of a smile that he reserves only for me.

      “You couldn’t look more beautiful,” he says, misunderstanding the look I’m giving myself in the mirror. He takes a step towards me and grabs my hand as I let out a shaky breath. “Are you still thinking about that awful woman?”

      “No,” I lie, following him out of our bedroom, down the stairs and out into the cold night air.

      “You need to let it go. You might have told…” he screws his face up trying to remember her name.

      “Rose,” I say.

      “Yes, that’s it, Rose. You might have told her how to find Ms Hadley, but you can’t hold yourself responsible for what happened there. No one could’ve predicted what that old witch would do.”

      “She’s in hospital right now, Tim. Ms Hadley shot her…”

      Tim stops abruptly and turns to face me. “No. Stop that. You had nothing to do with that. Nothing at all. You weren’t to know Rose lied about who she was. They all lied, telling us she was a relative of Ms Hadley’s. I don’t know what the hell is going on between them all, but this is not your fault. Do you hear me?! This mess isn’t yours, so don’t you dare take it on, Love.”

      He wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me into his side, pressing a kiss against my forehead. I allow myself a moment to melt into his warmth. He’s my rock, the man I love with every single part of me, but he’s wrong. It is my fault. The actions of a stupid girl have helped lead to this point.

      “This is so messed up,” I respond heavily.

      Like Tim, the majority of the islanders have been shocked by Ms Hadley’s actions, but not me. I’ve been a victim to her wickedness. I know what she’s capable of. I’ve known all along, and in a few weeks when Tim goes away to start a new build on the mainland, I’ll be leaving for Cornwall and taking that letter with me, because this time I won’t let Ms Hadley destroy Erik’s chance at a happy future. He deserves the truth. They all do.

      And I’m going to be the one to give it to them.
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      Rose

      

      You’re going to get through this…

      I’ve been saying that same phrase to myself every day since I was shot and that’s what I remind myself as I’m wheeled into the operating theatre room for the second time in as many weeks. Machines bleep, the harsh light of the theatre is bright and blinding. I turn my head away, looking to the side at the anesthesiologist who smiles at me as dark spots dance in front of my eyes.

      “Back so soon? We’re going to start thinking that you enjoy being operated on,” she winks.

      “Didn’t they tell you? I have a fetish for needles,” I quip back, trying to lighten the dark mood I’ve been in these past couple of days since Ivan and Erik left for Browlace. Returning home wasn’t easy for either of them, but it was a necessity. At least Anton remains.

      “How are you doing?” she asks, checking her equipment.

      Scared shitless, that’s how I’m doing.

      “Oh, you know, just peachy,” I respond, then wince at the sarcasm. It’s not her fault I got shot and have a dodgy knee. She laughs, shaking her head as my surgeon pats my arm, drawing my attention away from her.

      “Afternoon, Rose. Are you ready to get this knee fixed up?” he asks, raising his bushy grey eyebrows. Beneath them, his brown eyes are sharp with intelligence and as warm as coffee on a winter morning. Dr Smithton was a good choice. Following my operation to fix my shoulder, Ivan and I discussed the options available, and he’d promised me that Dr Smithton was the best orthopaedic surgeon in the business. He came with an endless list of recommendations, but it was his manner that sold me; kind and to the point. He’d promised me that once I was over the operation and weeks of recovery, my titanium knee would give me a new lease of life. Dr Smithton has even suggested that if I got my rheumatoid arthritis under control, I could take up ballet again. Not professionally of course, but as a hobby. That promise alone, and the fact that Ivan had made me a special promise of his own, had me sold. The thought of dancing with Ivan is something that I hold onto, even though I’m terrified this could all go wrong, and I’ll end up in a wheelchair permanently.

      So here I am. Terrified. Hopeful. Feeling sick with worry.

      “It’s the best artificial joint money can buy, and without blowing my own trumpet, I’m the best in the business, so things are looking up, Rose…”

      I laugh at his confidence and his arrogance. Normally that combination would piss me off, but in this situation, it’s comforting.

      “Thank goodness,” I say honestly, wincing as I shift on the gurney.

      “Shoulder still hurts?” he asks.

      “Yep, but I’m getting there.”

      “Well, rest assured we’ll make sure you’re taken care of after this is op is over. Are you ready to proceed, Rose?” He flashes me another genuine warm smile.

      I dread to think how much this operation has cost Ivan but both he insisted that I get the best possible care that money can buy. I’m still recovering from the gunshot injury and the resulting operation to fix my damaged shoulder. It still bloody hurts and I still have flashbacks of Ms Hadley holding the gun and taking aim, but right now I need to concentrate on getting through this ordeal. Flinching at the memory, I push aside the anger that still boils inside and give Dr Smithton an honest answer.

      “I’m ready, but that doesn’t make me any less terrified. The last time I was operated on it was a necessity. I’m not fond of hospitals, frankly, or needles…” my false laughter trails off as Dr Smithton regards me.

      “You need a new knee, Rose. This operation is a necessity and whilst it might put you in a wheelchair for a few weeks, you’ll be in one permanently if you don’t go through with this.”

      I sigh heavily. “I know you’re right,” I respond. My previous career as a ballet dancer combined with my medical condition have worked against me, leaving me practically crippled at thirty. That and the fact Ms Hadley tried to kill me a few weeks back meant that my condition has flared up with the stress. Everywhere fucking hurts; I feel like shit. That feeling goes way deeper than my obvious injuries, but right at this moment no one but me is aware of that fact. There’s no point in telling them all how much pain I’m really in. They’d make me wait and I’m done waiting to feel better.

      Besides, I need this operation. I have three men counting on me. One of whom is waiting in my private room for me to return whilst the other two have returned to Cornwall.

      I smile, remembering how Anton had pressed his lips against mine not more than ten minutes ago, his tongue sweeping into my mouth possessively. He stayed behind to keep me company whilst Ivan and Erik flew home to Browlace, an unfortunate necessity after Erik had a minor relapse at the hotel they’ve been staying at whilst I’ve been at the hospital.

      My heart aches for Erik. He’s come so far, but he still has a long way to go. I so want him to get better. We all want to undo the damage done by his past, by Ms Hadley. Going back to Browlace was the right decision, no matter how hollow I feel from their absence. Besides, it won’t be long until I’ll see them again. Dr Smithton has promised I’ll be able to return to Browlace just as soon as he thinks I’m fit enough to travel in Ivan’s private jet.

      “Mr Sachov and Mr Hadley are putting in place the best possible care for you back home. Once I’m certain you’re fit enough to travel, we can get you back to a more familiar environment to recover from your operations,” Dr Smithton says, confirming his promise from a few days before.

      “I miss them…” I mumble, the words releasing from my lips before I can stop them. A couple of months ago I would never have acknowledged those feelings, let alone voice them, but things have changed. I’ve changed. I’m still getting used to this new me; the one who doesn’t run from her feelings, doesn’t push them away.

      “I understand,” he responds.

      Ivan and Erik left two days ago. Even with Erik’s episode at the hotel, I don’t think either would have gone had it not been for the phone call from Ivan’s lawyer giving him news about Ms Hadley’s case. Whatever discussion they’d had sealed the deal, and Ivan and Erik returned home. Up until that point, they’d purposely kept any news about her arrest and upcoming court case from me, trying to protect me whilst I get through these operations. Whilst I appreciate their thoughtfulness, I want to know what’s happening with Ms Hadley. I need to know she’s going to be locked away for good for what she tried to do to me, to us.

      That fucking bitch.

      Rage spikes in my blood, and for a moment I forget I’m in the hospital about to have an operation. Sensing my change in mood, Dr Smithton squeezes my arm.

      “They’re good men. They care about you,” he responds, and even though he doesn’t say anything to the contrary I know he has his own personal thoughts about our assumed relationship. The fact is, right now, even I’m not sure how to label us. There’s been no time to discuss what we are, if we’re anything at all frankly.

      It’s complicated, that much I do know.

      “Fix me, Doc,” I say, meeting his gaze with a wobbly smile.

      If I’m completely honest with myself, I’m not in the least bit ready to face the next eight to twelve weeks of recovery. Knowing I’m going to have to rely on Ivan, Anton and Erik to care for me has plagued my thoughts and fuelled my insecurities. Feeling weak and vulnerable isn’t an easy pill for me to swallow. I’ve looked after myself, protected my heart for so long that feeling beholden to others is difficult, to say the least. Even now, even after everything that happened in that glass cage with Erik, I still struggle. But this time, I’m not running. This time, I intend to see this through. Whatever we are together, I want to explore it.

      Yet, despite everything that’s happened, I still worry that once we get back to Cornwall and the harsh reality of day to day life, their promises to look after me will be replaced with annoyance and disappointment. I should have more faith in them, in us and our budding relationship, but Ms Hadley’s attempt at taking my life has shocked us all to the core and rocked the foundations of our relationship. The bullet might have ripped through skin and muscle almost destroying my ability to lift my arm ever again, but it has done something far worse than just injuring me, it’s somehow managed to upset the delicate equilibrium between us all. I sense it.

      Ivan is preoccupied with thoughts that he’s unable or unwilling to share right now. Erik is reeling from the betrayal and Anton hasn’t picked up his sketch pad and pencil in days.

      It’s no surprise then that I whilst I’m fucking terrified, I want to get this over and done with. I want to get fixed and I want to heal, because they need me, and I need them. It’s as simple as that.

      “Just doing some last minute checks. Okay, Rose?” Dr Smithton says.

      “Sure,” I mumble distractedly, my thoughts returning to Erik and that damn prison.

      When I’d walked out of that glass cage with Erik and those new scary emotions that I hadn’t felt for a very, very long time, I’d been filled with hope for a future with these men. I’d believed that perhaps, finally, I could heal. I could live the life I’ve always wanted but had never thought I’d deserved. Then Ms Hadley had fired the gun…

      Pressing my fingers against my eyelids, I try and regain control of my fear.

      The sound of the gunshot still haunts me now. I can hear it in every door that slams shut, in the crash of a dropped tray, the sound of a car backfiring far below on the street, any loud noise really. I’m living with the constant reminder of that split second decision, and what could’ve happened if her aim had been any better. I’m pretty sure it’s the same for my men… my men.

      Yes, they are. They’re mine, and I am theirs. A flood of warmth fills my chest, surprising me in the moment.

      “Rose, are you okay?” the anaesthetist asks me.

      “I will be soon,” I answer, opening my eyes and drawing in a deep shuddering breath. I remind myself of what I’m made of as I push away all thoughts of Ms Hadley. Her time will come, but not now.

      “You can do this,” she reassures me.

      “I can.”

      I always knew I was strong, but until those few days in that glass cage with Erik, I hadn’t known quite how much. He’d pulled me apart, then put me back together again all whilst Ivan and Anton had watched, supporting us both as we unravelled. I’m still raw, still reeling. But I’m not destroyed by the experience. In fact, I’m so much stronger for it.

      I’m Ivan’s Domina.

      I’m Anton’s muse.

      I’m Erik’s saviour.

      I’m the one.

      And I won’t let that bitch destroy the healing that’s started to take place for all of us.

      “You ready?” Dr Smithton asks me.

      “I’m ready,” I respond, drawing on the strength I need to get through this operation and the unwritten future on the other side of the darkness. It’s murky, unclear, but there are shards of light penetrating the inky blackness. I concentrate on the possibilities of a happier future and nothing else, as Dr Smithton motions for the anaesthetist to start.

      “Like before, you’ll get a warm feeling in the back of your throat. Count back from ten for me, Rose,” the anaesthetist says, her fingers running gently over the skin on my hand.

      I nod, ignoring the scratch of the needle and the almost immediate sensation of warmth in the back of my throat.

      “Ten… nine… eight… sev…” my voice trails off as darkness swallows me for the second time in a few short weeks.
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      Rose – two weeks later

      

      It’s been almost a month since Ms Hadley shot me. For three weeks I was confined to a room in a small private hospital in Edinburgh, mainland Scotland. Now, back at Browlace, I look out of the window of y newly appointed bedroom and watch as Ivan greets my knee surgeon, Dr Smithton. He’s here to give me one last once-over before he returns home to his family in London.

      Despite lots of rest and physio, I’m still crippled by my injury. If Ms Hadley’s aim had been any better, I would most definitely be six feet under. That coupled with the fact that I’m slowly recovering from knee replacement surgery, has made healing a long and drawn out process. On a more positive note, I’ve found out that there’s nothing quite like a near death experience to put everything into perspective. Life is too damn short to do anything other than live. Erik has showed me that, and I’m going to start properly living just as soon as I’m fully healed from my injuries and out of this damn wheelchair.

      Today, hopefully, is the beginning of a new start for us all.

      Dr Smithton gives Ivan, and now Anton- who has joined them both- his signature warm smile before following them inside. I’m not surprised he’s so happy given the amount of money Ivan must have paid him to take care of me. I dread to think how much in total he spent getting me fixed up and back to Browlace. As soon as I’d been given the go ahead to fly, Ivan had chartered a private flight back from Edinburgh to Newquay Airport, complete with two nurses and Dr Smithton as company. The nurses left yesterday, and Dr Smithton will get to return home to his family this afternoon, several hundred thousand pounds better off no doubt.

      A light knock at the door draws my attention back inside the room. My pulse suddenly thumps in my neck at the thought that it might be Erik, but instead Fran enters holding a tray with a steaming mug of Earl Gray and a plate filled with toast and scrambled egg. I quickly hide my disappointment with a smile. It’s not her fault she isn’t the person I want to see. It’s been almost three days since Erik and I have talked and even then, it was brief, our conversation stifled. He’s hurting and being here confined to this damn wheelchair and this room is preventing me from helping him heal. Ivan and Anton have been a little absent too, only staying for a few minutes at a time causing my insecurities to sky rocket.

      This new me, the one who allows herself to feel is refreshing on the one hand, but a nightmare on the other. I’m not used to juggling all these damn emotions.

      I grit my teeth in frustration. The second Dr Smithton leaves I’m calling a meeting. I need to know what’s going on in Erik’s head, in all their heads, because I’m more than certain this withdrawal has everything to do with Ms Hadley’s court hearing.

      “Morning, Rose. How are you feeling today?” she asks me, a kind smile lifting her lips and showing off a dazzling set of white teeth. I’m pretty sure they’re false, given the occasional movement when she talks.

      I turn the wheelchair so that I don’t have to twist my head awkwardly. It still hurts to use my arm, but every day I feel the strength returning, that in itself should give me something to smile about this morning. Not to mention the fact that Dr Smithton will hopefully sign me over to the team of physios and the local consultant from today onwards, but more importantly that I might be able to get my life back just a little.

      “Better, actually. The swelling on my knee is finally beginning to subside, and I’m not so stiff today, thank God. Although the bruising is pretty horrific. Still, hopefully soon I’ll be able to put more weight on this leg for longer periods.”

      “Well that is good news, Rose. I’m pleased, and I know the boys will be happy to hear the same,” she responds, placing the tray on the foldaway table before bringing both over and placing them within reach. It’s sweet that she calls them boys, because they are so very far from being boys. They’re men; complicated, troubled, deep, and very much mine. At least I hope so.

      “I feel like a burden,” I mutter, not meaning to say that out loud. It isn’t like me to show vulnerability, but ever since my time in Erik’s glass cage, that vulnerability is just below the surface. One slight scratch and it bleeds through the cracks for everyone to see.

      Fran rests a hand on my arm. “You are no more a burden than I am, Rose. Those boys think the world of you. We all do. Concentrate on getting better, everything else can wait,” she says knowingly.

      I give her a half-hearted smile. “Then why are they avoiding me? I’ve been back almost a week and I’ve barely seen them bar a few minutes here and there between the nurses, Dr Smithton and the physio’s visits. If they wanted to spend time with me, they would’ve made it happen.”

      An ugly feeling of self-doubt creeps into my head at the thought that, just like my mother, they don’t want me. The sensible part of me knows that isn’t true. We’ve been through too much together for them to abandon me now but when Erik carved open my heart and drew out all the emotion I’d kept locked away, it unleashed all my insecurities too. I’m still trying to manage them now. When you begin to care for people, there’s so much more to lose when they turn their back on you. I know that from experience, and I’m hoping that Ivan, Anton and Erik understand that too, because their absence hurts.

      She sighs, perching her bottom on the window ledge, worry creasing her eyes. “You know as much as I do, that not one of those boys wishes for you to feel this way. Seeing you like this, believing that somehow, they’re responsible. It’s hard on them, Rose.”

      “But they aren’t responsible, Fran. She aimed the gun. She pulled the trigger. She tried to kill me. None of this is their fault.”

      I can’t even bring myself to say her name out loud. It’s as though, that just by uttering it I will somehow conjure her up like some wicked witch in a fairy tale. She’s the old hag with the poisoned apple, and we’ve all taken a bite. I know why she wanted me dead. She hates me, that much is abundantly clear. I’ve spent hours mulling over what happened, trying to figure out why she would choose to hurt her son that way. Why she would try to take away Erik’s chance at happiness… that is what I can’t, won’t ever, understand.

      “No, you’re right, it isn’t their fault. But that doesn’t stop them from feeling guilty, feeling responsible for her actions. That woman,” she spits, as angry as I am in the moment, “was their mother figure. Ivan brought her into his home because he trusted her. Erik loved her like only a son would, and Anton, though the wariest, still cared for her. She’s been in their lives for a very long time. It’s hard to know that you’ve been betrayed by someone you’ve put your trust in. I should know, I feel the same way.”

      “And yet, here you are telling me this instead of them. I thought they trusted me enough to tell me how they feel. I might be physically weakened, Fran, but I’m not weak. I can take it.”

      “They’re just protecting you. I don’t pretend to understand what this relationship is between you all, but I do know one thing; those boys would rather die than see you hurt again.”

      “Protecting me from what?”

      “It isn’t my place to say, Rose. Ms Hadley…” her voice trails off as she chews on her bottom lip.

      My back goes ramrod straight, and my fingers tighten over the armrests. “Ms Hadley, what?” I snap. She flinches, and I feel guilty. She’s been nothing but kind to me.

      “I’m so sorry, Rose, for what she did to you, but…”

      “But what, Fran? Please, I need to know. I have to know what’s going on. I can’t help them if I don’t.”

      “What she did to Erik, it’s beyond cruel…”

      She stutters, unable to bring herself to say it.

      I grab her hand pulling it into my lap, squeezing tightly. “Fran, please… I’m not beyond begging. I’d walk through fire to help save these men.” That truth spurs me on, filling me with determination. I will not let Ms Hadley destroy us. I refuse. “I need to know,” I insist.

      Silence spreads out between us whilst Fran decides whether she should open up or keep quiet.

      “Please,” I beg.

      “They think she killed his mother,” she says in one long, stuttering breath.

      What?!

      For a fraction of a second all I hear is a weird kind of whirring in my ears as Fran’s revelation carves a deep gash in my heart, ripping the tender organ open. My fingers uncurl from her hand and I cover my mouth.

      “No…” I manage to utter, looking at Fran with wide eyes.

      She speaks rapidly now, but I don’t hear any of it… I can’t hear a damn thing but the terrible sound of my own rage beating inside my skull in time with my bleeding heart.

      She killed his mother...?

      Fran stands suddenly, that action forcing me back to the present. Her hand lifts to her chest as her gaze rises to a point behind me. I shift in my seat, ignoring the pain in my knee and shoulder to see what’s surprised her. Standing in the open doorway is Erik, his face as white as Fran’s is now.

      “Please leave, Fran,” he whispers, a quiet kind of pain filtering into his words.

      “I’m sorry, Erik,” she mutters, resting her hand on my shoulder and squeezing gently. “Rose has a right to know what’s happening. She cares about you.”

      “I know,” he mutters, clenching his jaw. He flicks his gaze at Fran as sadness leaks into his amber orbs, before returning his gaze to me. “Please, could you give us a moment?” he says to her.

      “Of course.”

      He sidesteps out of the way as she passes him, not for one second taking his eyes off me. The moment she’s out of the door, he closes it, the tenseness in his shoulders evaporating even though he still holds it in the tightness of his jaw.

      “Erik…” my words fail me in the moment as the realisation of Ms Hadley’s evil spreads between us. Even when she’s not here, she still has the power to hurt us.

      “Rose…” he responds, my name a broken note on his lips.

      I hold out my arms, wanting nothing more than to feel him within them. In ten strides he’s on his knees before me, his arms circling my waist, his head pressed against my lap. In the moment, there’s nothing I can say to make him feel better. All I can do is hold him and hope it's enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Erik

      
      Rose’s fingers slide through my hair as I press my cheek against her thigh. There are so many things I need to tell her, need to say, but the words are caught in my throat. It’s all I can do to breathe, let alone voice them. But like always, Rose just waits for me to gather myself. She gives me the time to reel my thoughts into something coherent, and school my anxiety into something more manageable.

      I’ve begun to rely on her, a lot. That both comforts and scares the shit out of me, because caring for someone this much comes with huge responsibilities.

      “Fuck,” I murmur, angry at myself for not being there for Rose when she’s the one who’s needed me. “I wanted to come back sooner…”

      “Shh, it’s okay,” she soothes.

      “No, it really isn’t.”

      For the past three days I’ve been oscillating between blind fury and suffocating sadness. Too many emotions for my already rattled brain to deal with. The flashbacks have returned and with it my need to return to the glass cage in my room. It’s taken everything I have not to walk into it and lock the door. The sooner I get that damn thing removed the better, because I refuse to return to that prison when the one person who holds the key to our healing is sitting in a wheelchair needing my support, my care, my attention.

      “I missed you. I’ve missed all of you,” she murmurs, and I flinch at the undeniable anguish I hear in her voice.

      Pulling back, I squat on my haunches and drink in her face. Even like this, confined to a wheelchair, she exudes strength despite the vulnerability she’s now able to express. My fingers curl into her thigh as I hold onto her, anchoring myself in the moment.

      “Ivan, Anton?”

      She heaves out a sigh. “They’ve visited a handful of times, but they’ve both been distracted…”

      Fuck.

      “I’m sorry, Rose. We’ve been arseholes. None of us really know what the fuck to do with ourselves… We’re just trying to process.”

      “I’m here. I can help.”

      “We know…”

      “Do you, really?”

      I shake my head, trying to find the words to explain. Guilt lacerates my chest, breaking me apart. I feel guilty about what Ms Hadley did, guilty that I didn’t see it coming, guilty that I’ve left Rose to her own thoughts after everything she’s done for me, for us. Breathing slowly out through my mouth, I slide my hands up Rose’s thighs and grasp her hips, holding on for dear life.

      “We’re all trying to figure out what went wrong. We’re grown men, smart men, and yet none of us saw this coming. Trust isn’t given lightly by any of us, but we trusted her.

      Ivan and Anton both watched over her when we were together, and whilst they felt her anger, neither suspected she’d go so far. That’s fucking hard to let go. They feel culpable and I feel responsible.”

      “It wasn’t their fault. But barely saying more than a few words to me over the past few days, that is.”

      “I’m so sorry, Rose. I couldn’t come, not when I was so…”

      “What, Erik?” she questions me, her fingers gliding over my shoulders, easing out the tension. Her need to touch me, to make a connection despite her frustration, sends a spike of happiness to my heart. This woman… Only this woman can touch me like this and not draw out the violence that still lurks within me. It might have lessened, but it’s still there. The monster within only ever a moment of madness away.

      “You’ve had more episodes, haven’t you?” she questions, her voice soft, a little hurt.

      “Yes,” I admit, clasping her hand and drawing her fingers to my lips. I whisper a kiss against her knuckles, and her cheeks flush a pale shade of pink. “I haven’t lost consciousness the same way I have before. I don’t black out and forget. That’s a huge step forward, Rose.”

      A fucking giant leap, all because of this woman.

      “And now I haven’t been there for you,” she says, echoing my own guilt.

      We both want so much to heal the other completely, and yet, right now, we’re both prevented from
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