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Bereft

Iris

The dream came again, as it always did. Night after night, the grasping mists came for me, dragging me out into the gloom. I seemed doomed to repeat the same journey. Fated to trudge up the hill in the darkness, searching—always searching—for the brick house that appeared to be my sanctuary but would become my prison.

I knew it was a never-ending nightmare and not reality. The rational part of my brain accepted the difference between the dream and consciousness, but there was an inevitability about it, like a wave I couldn’t fight, and soon enough, I was completely immersed in the reverie.

Climbing the stairs, I turned the corner toward his room. I knew he’d be there, recalled his strong jawline and piercing blue eyes. I just couldn’t remember why I was bound to this hapless destiny, forever walking the moors when I should be there with him. In his bed. By his side.

Aidan.

His name reverberated in my head as my fingers gripped the handle of the door of the room where he slept. Aidan was behind that door—the man who’d saved me, mastered me, and held me captive.

Brows knitting at the revelation, I pushed the door open and crept inside. Why was I his captive? Wasn’t I happy to be there with him? Didn’t I find his dark, enigmatic charisma alluring? Holding my breath, I entered the room, but glancing down, I noticed my chest neither rose nor fell, and my breath wasn’t visible in the cold air.

“Master?” My voice was quiet as I tried the word, knowing it was what he’d expect. “Aidan.”

Walking further into the room, my gaze fell to the bed, lit by the ethereal illumination of the moon, but the sleeping form didn’t stir. The sound of his rhythmic breathing was the only distraction from my ballooning panic. Why wasn’t he waking up? Why couldn’t he hear me?

“Sir.”

My voice was louder and forceful enough to rouse some movement in the bed. Moving closer, I watched as he rolled to one side, eyes groggy as he peered out from the covers.

“Master.”

Exasperation surged, threatening to drown out the rising sense of alarm. This was ridiculous. He clearly heard me and must be able to see me. Why wasn’t he responding? Had I upset him in some way?

“Master, it’s me. It’s Iris.”

Blowing out a breath, Aidan eased back the cover to reveal his strong, muscular shoulders. Hours of manual work on the moors had honed his physique into something that wouldn’t have been out of place on the covers of Men’s Health. He pulled himself upright, staring blankly around the room as though he looked right through me.

“For God’s sake, Aidan! What’s wrong with you?” I snapped. “Don’t ignore me!”

“I should have left the fire burning,” he muttered, glancing toward the dying embers of the grate. “It is cold in here.”

“It’s always cold,” I agreed, wrapping my arms around myself. “Let me into bed. You can warm me up, Master.”

“Always so infernally cold.”

He closed his eyes, drawing in a breath as if he hadn’t heard me, but I was right there, looming over him. There was no possible way he hadn’t.

“This is crazy.” Deciding I’d had enough of his posturing and ignorance, I rounded the bed toward the side where I slept. “I’m coming in.”

“If only I still had my beautiful Iris.” He shuddered, his voice choking with emotion. “You always kept my blood boiling.”

“What?” I halted at his odd declaration, staring at him across the bed. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m here.”

“I should not have done it.” His jaw tightened as his face turned to the moonlit window. If I didn’t know better, tears stained his eyes, though I’d never known him to cry. “Should not have chosen that road again.”

“Aidan.” Confusion flickered in my head, mingling with my burgeoning frustrated fear. What on Earth was going on? “What did you do?”

I didn’t understand this part of the dream, never did. It was impossible to engage him, however close I got or how hard I tried, as if an invisible force strove to keep us apart. Why he couldn’t see me or hear my voice, I didn’t know, but his visible distress perturbed me the most.

“Oh, Iris.” He exhaled, one large palm rising to his temple. “I miss you. I am sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” I demanded, turning back to him. “What’s happened?”

“It was not supposed to be this way,” he went on, as though I wasn’t there. “You were not meant to end up like her.”

“Who?”

Marching back to his side, I considered swatting his forearm but thought better of it. Aidan had always cut an intimidating physical form, and despite the anger swirling inside me, I didn’t want to rile the beast.

“Who?” I tried again.

This was insane. How dare he treat me like this? If I’d offended him, the mature thing to do would be to talk to me about it, not behave like a child with this toxic silent treatment.

“Like Desiree.” He answered at last, though I still had the feeling he wasn’t responding to my insistent tone—only talking aloud to himself. “She did not deserve it, either.”

“Desiree?” I shook my head. “Is she who the cottage is named after?”

I’d always presumed the place was named after someone since it was such a bizarre designation for the isolated dwelling.

“I miss her.” His head fell as he swung his legs from the bed and rose to his full height. “I miss you both.”

“I... I don’t understand.”

I couldn’t comprehend any of this. Why wasn’t he correcting me? Normally, Aidan took great pleasure in ensuring I addressed him properly. My ass had the bruises to prove it, but the thought dissolved as he choked back a low sob. I watched as he strode to the window, his tempting well-built body on display with each pace.

“I really messed things up.”

“It’s okay.” I couldn’t reconcile his strange grief, and even though I didn’t appreciate his behavior, his obvious pain tugged at my heartstrings. “I’m here now. We’ll work it out.”

“And now it’s too late.”

“It’s not,” I persisted, moving to join him. “I’m here. It’s not too late. We can—”

“No, Iris.”

I heard the words, but oddly, they didn’t come from his mouth. Reaching for him, I pushed past the invisible resistance as the words came again, his voice echoing past me, although his lips never moved.

“No, Iris.”

“What do you mean, no?”

A sense of dread clawed at me, reminding me something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

“No, Iris!” Aidan’s voice was louder, which was bizarre, as the image of him in front of me seemed to fade right before my eyes. “Not again. Wake up!”

“What?” My eyelids fluttered, recognizing the urgency in his tone.

“Wake up!”

Gasping, my gaze flew open as his two enormous palms shook me gently.

“What’s going on? Where am I?” Peering around, I answered my own question. I was there in his bedroom, by the window where the Aidan of my dream had been standing, my hands grasping the latch.

“Iris.” My name was a resigned sigh on his lips. “Thank God you’re awake.”

“W-Was I sleepwalking again, Master?” My brow creased as I tried to remember, but the fragments of the peculiar nightmare were already slipping away, as they did every night.

“Yes,” he breathed, sliding his strong arms around my waist and drawing me back against his hard body. “This time, you made it to the window. When I woke up, it looked as though you were trying to jump out.”

“Oh God.” Bewilderment resounded in my voice, pounding in my head until I wanted to throw up. “I don’t understand.”

“Come back to bed,” he soothed, guiding me in the right direction. “The way things are going, I shall have to start binding you to it.”

I half-smiled at his thinly veiled threat. Aidan’s bondage was usually reserved for punishment, but if these unnerving dreams didn’t stop, his solution might become necessary.

I couldn’t go on like this.
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Beckoned

Iris

Trembling, I fought to forget the dream, but over and over it played in my head. For the first time, it returned to me outside my sleep, plaguing like an incessant drum that insisted on being beaten.

“Still awake?” He reached for me in the darkness, rolling in my direction as he cajoled.

“Yes, I...” I pulled in a gasp as I pictured the opening wooded scene in my head. I could see it so clearly, as if it was somewhere I knew personally, each contorted branch imagined easily in my mind.

“What is wrong, little girl?” His voice was like a melodic sigh.

“I can’t get past this dream, Sir.”

“Master,” he corrected me, although his tone still soothed as he tugged me closer.

“It’s there every time I close my eyes.”

“Then do not close them.” Aidan’s voice was wry. “I am sure we can find ways to stay awake.”

I smiled at his playful tone, realizing it was precisely what I needed, something lighter and more pleasurable than my recurring nightmare.

“I enjoy you holding me, Si— Master,” I corrected myself quickly. I wasn’t keen on the upgraded address, but if I sought the solace, only he could offer, then I would use it. Offending him now wouldn’t help.

“I can do that.” His arms closed around me like a warm prison.

Like the prison of Desiree Cottage.

My brow furrowed in the darkness at the unwelcome comparison, but I fought to keep my jarring paranoia at bay.

“Have I told you how much I adore having you in my bed?” Kissing the top of my head, his hands ran down the length of my body.

“I don’t think so,” I murmured, relishing the feel of those enormous palms on my skin.

I didn’t like them when they crashed down on my backside, or at least that’s what I told him, but they felt wonderful as they cupped and cradled my goosing flesh, pausing at my tender ass to massage the orbs.

“Well, I do.” His voice had shifted to a deeper octave, awakening the primal animal who lay dormant in me until summoned. “I might go so far as to say I love it.” His hard length swelled at my hip, confirming the point.

“That must be why you keep me around, Master.”

I couldn’t help my teasing tone, matching his flirtatious mood and thankful for the distraction. I didn’t want to think about the dream anymore, the clawing twigs or my endless pursuit to this house. For once, I would enjoy the present.

“That is one of the reasons.”

He moved with deft agility, rolling me onto my back at the same moment he climbed on top of me. His muscular thighs straddled me in the gloom, his breath warm as he pressed his weight over me.

“And the others?” I squeaked, in awe of his speed and power. They hadn’t always served me well, but I could learn to love the attributes when they worked in my favor.

“How lovely it is to have a companion.” His lips lowered to my neck, nuzzling me as his erection pressed into my belly. “I have missed a woman’s touch.”

Not knowing if he meant around the house or in his bed, I trailed a fingertip over his bicep. “Like this, Master?”

“Mmmm.” I heard the smile in his voice, even though his handsome face wasn’t visible since the moonlight had slipped behind the clouds. “Exactly.”

“Anything else?”

Shifting his weight, his knees rested inside of my thighs, nudging my legs open as he went on. “Your phenomenal holes.” His growl resonated through me, reaching my clit and ordering it to grind against his hard body. I duly complied, mewling at the sweet friction he offered. “I like filling them all, little girl.”

Catching my lip between my teeth, I remembered the way he’d done just that many times the evening before. Chauvinistic and strong-willed Aidan may be, but he was the most skilled lover I had ever known. His tongue alone could send me flying higher than the stratosphere.

“I like that, too, Master.” I couldn’t believe my brazenness. The Iris who’d left Phil would never have been so forward, but then she wasn’t nearly as satisfied.

“I know.”

His conceit should have riled, but his tone barely registered as his lips found mine in the darkness. Ceding to his will, my mouth parted, reveling in his punishing caress. Grasping his forearm, I held on as his tongue possessed me, the teasing gesture eliciting excited groans when he drew away.

“Master.”

The word hardly rankled now that I was sprawled on the brink of what I wanted, and with my legs splayed and chest panting, there was little doubt—I did want him. I needed his predatory diversion, required an injection of his mastery. The morning would come and bring another host of frustrations and complications, but in the shadows of the night, let there be this passion, this irrefutable desire for pleasure.

“Hands above your head,” he commanded breathlessly.

Buoyed by how much I affected him, I complied, leaving the girth of his arm and sliding both palms behind me.

“Good,” he purred. “So, you can be well behaved.”

“Sometimes,” I admitted, panting as his hands found my wrists, pinning them to the bed.

“I want you.” His lips caressed my skin, planting a trail of kisses along my jaw. “I always want you.”

“Oh God,” I moaned, pushing my hips up to meet his excitement. “I want you, too.”

“Where?” he demanded, his mouth skimming mine as his crown grazed my swollen lips.

“Here, Master.” Grinding my eager sex below him, I grinned at his dark chuckle.

“You are a naughty girl,” he told me, though I sensed it was meant as praise. “That is another reason why I love you.”

“You love me?” I gasped, my lips parting as he slid slowly inside.

“Oh, yes,” he replied, his fingers finding mine before entwining with them in the gloom. “I love you more than life itself.”
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Bewildered

Iris

“Good morning.”

Aidan’s gravelly tone penetrated the thick canvass of slumber that had fallen over me.

“Morning?”

Was the day still so young? My head throbbed as my broken sleep came back to haunt me, but there, in the midst of the pain, were recollections of something better. The intimacy we’d shared, including the powerful climaxes both of us had reached, and there, unfolding like a flower ready to bloom, was the memory of Aidan telling me that he loved me.

My eyes opened, then widened. He loved me, but I hadn’t been ready to say it back. Maybe I never would. Was it possible to love a man who refused to let you leave? My heart raced at the quandary, my gaze landing on his broad, tempting chest. His tenderness had been a reminder of why I had endured so much denigration at his hands, but once his pleasure had eased him into slumber, it had taken an age before sleep had come for me again. The moments in the darkness were long, imprisoned by his warm embrace. Too long to stay sprawled beside him.

Too long to think.

He loved me, but he treated me like his possession.

I adored his possession but needed a life of my own.

The square was impossible to circle.

“Yes.” His deep chuckle danced along my body. “It is time I rose. We need more firewood.”

Not more firewood. Every day on the moors seemed to revolve around the collection of either wood or meat. I understood both were essential for his survival, but still didn’t comprehend why he chose not to use the generator instead. Why live such a rustic life with no modern conveniences? But then, why hold me captive? There were many questions about Aidan’s motives and no forthcoming answers.

“I...” I hesitated, knowing already where the plea would get me but compelled to say it, nonetheless. “I can’t go on like this.” I didn’t like to taint the mood after our passion, but what choice did I have? Aidan was content to depart each day and leave me shackled as his prisoner. It was intolerable.

“What was that?” His arms tightened around me as his tone deepened.

“How do you refer to me, little girl?”

My pule quickened at his warning tone. “S-Sir?”

“No.” He shifted, tipping me forward as one hand spanked my right ass cheek.

“Oww!” I yelped, struggling to be free of his grasp, but I didn’t know why. Between his strong hands and his ropes, I hadn’t been free of Aidan for a long time. The truth was, I wasn’t even certain how long I’d been there, trapped in his house.

“Wrong answer,” he growled. “Try again.”

“Why must I call you Master?” I mewled, reaching to rub my sore backside. My bottom was always tender since I started residing with Aidan. Spanking appeared to be his answer to almost every problem.

“Because I told you to.” He breathed the words into my neck, cocooning me with his hot, hard body. “Because I am your master.”

It had been a few days since Aidan had demanded I start referring to him that way, and of course, I’d resisted. Calling him sir was bad enough, but master was just plain ludicrous. He wasn’t my master. No one was.

“I didn’t agree to this.” I tensed, knowing I sounded like a petulant child and yet unable to stop myself. “I didn’t agree to stay with you and live like this.”

“Not this again,” he sighed, the heat of his breath tickling my shoulder as he pulled us both back onto the pillow. “You are mine now, little girl. There is no point in your constant protests.”

“There is every point!” I insisted, grappling to break free. “I have a life beyond these walls, a job and people who care about me.” My mind flitted to Clare and Michael. I didn’t even know if help had arrived for them the day I’d become lost and wound up in Aidan’s possession, and without my phone or the ability to leave, I might never know.

“They can surely survive your absence.” He chuckled, making light of my woe. “Whereas I cannot.”

His hand slid past my thigh, his thumb brushing over my labia until a desperate whimper escaped my throat. The muscles between my legs clenched in response, longing for more of his touch. Aidan was an incredible lover, and his sexual dominance dissolved me into a wet and wanton woman I didn’t recognize. Sex had never been important to me before, but playing his thrall had introduced me to new, disconcerting feelings I was struggling to control.

That was why I’d wanted to stay that first night—that and the storm howling across the moors that had driven me to his door—but since then, his stern governance had never relented. He sought authority over every aspect of my life, including never allowing me to leave without his strict supervision. I adored his heated touch, but the domineering accompaniment was wearing thin. It was worse than being a child!

“Now, address me properly, or you know what the consequences will be.” Skimming my throat, his fingers stiffened.

“You mean you’ll spank me again?” My breath accelerated as his fingers stroked my neck. It should concern me more that he treated me like his property, but somehow his mastery only turned me on.

“You’ll spank me again, what, little girl?” he commanded.

Damn him. Damn his brick house and his seventeenth century misogyny. Damn the man who’d once played my savior, but had since turned into my jailer, and damn me for my weakness and indecision.

I had to give him what he wanted, if for no other reason than I couldn’t tolerate another round of spanking before breakfast. Aidan’s punishments were either deliciously tempting, leaving me in a tormented state of arousal that he refused to satisfy, or relentless rounds of penance I couldn’t bear. This morning I had the will for neither.

His palms shifted, fingers tightening at my neck and pussy at the same time, and acting on instinct, my digits rose to claw at his hands.

“Stop,” he ordered. “You know I won’t hurt you.”

I knew no such thing. Aidan had blistered my backside most days since I’d strayed into his path.

“Why are you trying my patience, little girl?” He inhaled as if steeling himself. “You know what I require.”

Time protracted as I battled his will, my hands still pawing at his fingers despite the chastisement. Swelling moments of silence where neither of us spoke and panic ballooned in my mind.

I don’t want to call him Master... I don’t want to call him Master...

It wasn’t the word itself but what it represented—Aidan could make demands on me at any time, and I had no right to refuse. It didn’t help that I found most of his commands insanely hot or that his strapping muscular body was primed for the acts he bestowed upon me.

“Master.”

Ultimately, I spat out the word, loathing us both in equal measure. He never should have made the demand, and I should have been stronger from the start.

“Better,” he snarled into my ear. “But you should watch your tone, young lady.” The hand at my neck relaxed, brushing south to hold my left breast. “Hands by your sides.”

I moved them with a resigned sigh.

“You are mine, and I am your Master. The sooner you accept and succumb, the better it will be for us both.”

My brows knitted as tears threatened. I had vowed not to show him my frustration, but I sensed it in my body, my muscles tensing as I fought for composure.

“I do not seek to fight you.” His thumb circled my clit lazily. “Only seduce you.”

“You want to keep me, Master,” I hissed the final word under duress.

“I am keeping you,” he corrected, pinching my vulnerable nipple until I cried out. “You are mine to do with as I please.”

“But I’m not,” I countered, unable to suppress the sob in my voice. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

“Hush,” he soothed, planting a chaste kiss on the side of my neck. “You serve no one when you are overcome with emotion.”

“My feelings are valid, Master.” I shook my head, turning away from his face. “I am allowed to feel.” He might control my body, might be able to say where I went and what I did, but he couldn’t condition me into feeling on command. That was crazy.

“Yes, you are,” he agreed, wrapping his arms around my middle.

I swallowed as his hand grazed my labia, leaving me wanting. It had become an all-too-common theme of my captivity.

“But I should prefer we begin the day with something more positive.”

That was one thing we both agreed on. Wiping my eyes with the heel of my hand, I pulled in a shaky breath. I wanted to tell him how I really felt, how I adored his attention but couldn’t stomach the stipulations, but he moved so fast, I scarcely had time to catch my breath before he was on me, pinning me down.

“What is wrong with you this morning?” His blue gaze seared me. “Where did I tell you to put your hands?”

Oh God. He’d told me to leave them by my side. I’d completely forgotten.

“I f-forgot.” I flustered, turning side to side to acknowledge his enormous palms as they held me in place. “I’m sorry.”

His gaze darkened, reminding me of the words I had once again overlooked.

“Master.” I was breathless as I added the word, the cantankerousness I’d felt extinguished under the intensity of his uncompromising scrutiny.

“You will do better.”

His voice inferred an unspoken caution, a warning not to push him, and fleetingly, I wondered if there was more to fear from Aidan than only the cruelty of his palm.

“Okay.” I nodded, trying to calm my ragged breath. “I’ll do better.” I couldn’t put my finger on what drove me to capitulate, but for once it wasn’t desire. There was something else, a cold glimmer I’d rarely seen before, a sudden sense that my safety depended upon compliance.
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