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Awakening

Iris

The swirling darkness gave little away, but the creeping cold pinched at my extremities, rousing me—warning me. Brow furrowing, I tried to recall why I was there in the shadows, why the caution was required, but I couldn’t. All I knew was the icy air crawled closer with every passing second, my breath visible in the veiled gloom. Pulling myself upright, I glanced around, my eyes adjusting to the murk. Where the hell was I? I wrapped my arms around my body, stilling my teeth before they could chatter. Contorted branches twisted overhead, shielding me from the sky but not protecting me from the overarching chill. Craning my head, I was just able to make out the knotty canopy. Surrounded by enormous and presumably ancient trees, I lowered my gaze and noticed their deformed roots breaking the earth by my feet.

Grazing my fingertips over the wooden tentacles, my gaze settled on the myriad of tiny insects journeying along the roots. Heart racing, my attention followed their pursuit to the edge of my leg, watching as they marched over me.

“No!” I screamed, on my feet in a second, pawing at the fabric and pushing the pests away. Repulsed by the thought of them inching all over me, I scuttled back into the unyielding trunk of a nearby tree, losing my footing and landing on my backside. Tears welled as I clambered to my feet, freezing and alone.

What had happened to me? Why was I there, and where was this place? My head ached as the questions ricocheted, but no answers were forthcoming. Staggering from the tree, I tripped over the roots as I pushed the clawing branches from my face. By the time I found my way from the forest, their cruel reach had scratched and cut me.

Thrust under the pale light of the waning moon, I sensed the blood trickling from my palms. Feet pausing, I realized, rather than perturb, the idea was warming. Blood meant I was still alive and not the freezing corpse of amnesia that I first feared. Blood meant there was a beating heart inside my chest—a woman with intent and purpose—though what that purpose was, I didn’t know.

I stumbled out onto the grass, conscious for the first time this was not a mere clearing but the bottom of a huge sweeping hill. The terrain rose high above me, cutting the dark horizon with its hard, angled lines. Lurching up the incline, I had no clue where I was going. I only knew I had to keep moving, had to keep the organ inside me beating, keep the blood flowing—I had to stay alive. It took an age to make it to the first hedgerow, my limbs weary and my head heavy as I found a break in the thicket and pushed past. Every fiber of me wanted to stop, craved the splendid solace of sleep. It sought to see me on my knees, curled up and defeated—but I wouldn’t give in. I had to discover who I was, where I was, and why on Earth I found myself abandoned to this bleak and barren fate.

Trudging up the steep camber, the hill finally leveled out to something a little easier on my aching calves. That was when I laid eyes on it—the gray stone house with white smoke. My heart thundered at the sight. Where smoke billowed from a chimney, there was a fire—the remedy to the chill that seemed to have sunk into my bones. Then another realization hit me.

I knew this place—had been here before—although, for the life of me, I couldn’t fathom why. This wasn’t my home, but its local brick was hauntingly familiar. My brows knitted as I stumbled closer, my worn boots hitting the stone path when I headed for the door. Whoever lived there could help me... they had to. Even an hour at their fireplace would revive and breathe new life into my tired body. If the occupier could offer a hot drink and meal as well, I would forever be in their debt.

Lifting my hand, I wrapped my knuckles against the door, hope bursting from me in waves. I was saved! Whatever had happened to me—this house was my savior.

“Hello?” My voice was hoarse, as if out of practice. “Is anyone there?”

Nothing.

There was no reply, not any sound from inside. Reeling backward, I glanced at the roof, seeking the reassuring sight of the chimney’s smoke, but to my dismay, there was none. The smoke I had seen rising from the stack only moments ago had vanished, replaced by the cold, cruel night.

“Hello!”

I raised my voice, slamming my fist against the door, but this time, rather than meeting resistance, the door creaked open as if it had been waiting for me all along. My feet took me inside before I had time to overthink. Pushing the door closed behind me, I stalked through the hall with such certainty, a stranger watching me would have sworn I owned the place.

Reaching the bottom of the stairwell, my hand rose to the bulbous cap of the wooden handrail, skimming over its smooth craftsmanship. Suddenly, the urgency for fire and food was no longer consuming. I had to get to the top of these steps, although I didn’t know why. Something compelling waited for me at the apex. My pulse quickened as I followed the handrail.

“Where are you?”

I smiled, whispering the words as I peered around the foreign corridor. It didn’t seem to matter that there were no lights or that I shouldn’t know the layout. Somehow, I did. Moving down the hall was the most natural choice in the world.

“The bedroom.” I decided, pausing outside the door. Yes, this was where I wanted to be. Even though I couldn’t pluck a memory to validate the view, I sensed this was the right place.

Pushing the door open, I stepped inside, conscious of how much warmer it was. Walking to the center of the room, my shins grazed the edge of the bed. There was someone sleeping there! Fingertips brushing over the soft blanket, I crept around the structure to the sleeping form. I recognized the owner, though that was impossible—the room was practically pitch black, and they hadn’t introduced themselves. Standing by the side of their head, I reached out, trailing a digit over their body. Something comforting swelled inside, a sense I’d appreciated once before but hadn’t acknowledged for a long time.

Aidan.

His name burst into my mind like a sledgehammer, clearing away the cobwebs that had obscured my memories.

Aidan was sprawled beneath those covers.

“Aidan!” I called to him, nudging his shoulder gently. “Sir, wake up!”

Perplexed, I could identify the person and that he hadn’t responded, I shoved him harder, my voice increasing in volume.

“Aidan!”

Still nothing. Not a twitch of his muscular body nor a murmur of recognition. Moving closer, I considered just pulling back the cover and climbing in beside him. My lips curled as I tugged at the bedding, the spicy scent of his cologne wafting past my nostrils.

Aidan. How I’d missed him, and surely he’d missed me as well? Surely, he’d—

My thoughts were splintered, the weight of a thousand recollections raining over me like shards of glass.

In an instant, I remembered. I knew what had happened, each memory exploding behind my eyes like a colored firework.

“Aidan...”

Knees buckling, my legs folded beneath me until I hit the floor. Heaving in a breath, my troubled mind took me back to our very first encounter...
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Adventure

Iris

The day began as any other, except it was different from the start. I woke up in my comfortable bed but knew right away—today was the day. A swell of excitement bubbled as I showered and dressed, forcing my breakfast into my mouth. If I was going to make the mammoth physical task of orienteering around the county, I needed the calories.

Collecting my prepared pack, I headed out the door without a second thought, eager to meet Michael and Clare. I’d known the couple for months, and they had persuaded me to give hiking a shot.

“It’s a good way to meet people,” Clare had told me with her standard enthusiasm. “Plus, you get to see the wonderful countryside and get fit at the same time. What’s not to love?”

Initially, I hadn’t been convinced, but as soon as I started trekking across the Northumbrian landscape, I realized she was right. The geography was vastly different from the English south coast, and I was instantly drawn to its barren allure. Some people said it was bleak, but I found a profound beauty in its inhospitable terrain. As it turned out, Clare was right about something else—trekking around the moors introduced me to an entirely new social circle. For the first time since I’d fled the south, I was close to happy.

“Morning, Iris.” Michael flashed me a smile as he tapped his watch. “Cutting it a little fine, aren’t we?”

“I’m not late,” I insisted, hugging his wife. “I’m on time.”

“You’re perfect.” Clare laughed. “Like always.”

Following Michael off the main road, the two of us delved into another frivolous and entertaining conversation. I hadn’t known her for as long as other friends, but Clare was an old soul—like me—and I felt there was an unspoken bond between us, as though I’d found a friend for life. Chatting to her and her husband meant I rarely noticed the miles we were clocking around the county. The only clue was my aching feet when we finally found a decent pub near a local beauty spot or, failing that, when we stopped for coffee and sandwiches overlooking some rugged but breathtaking view.

Today proved to be one of those days. The path we’d taken was too off the beaten track to permit a pub lunch. It didn’t matter. Much though I loved northern hospitality, it was the outdoor life I’d come to adore. Staring out over the miles of countryside satisfied something in my soul I hadn’t realized needed replenishing until the move.

“Looks like rain on the horizon.” Michael shielded his gaze from the sun as he stared out across the moorlands. “We should think about heading back.”

“It’s fine.” Clare shook her head as she smiled. “You’re always the bearer of doom, Mike.”

“And you never take my warnings seriously.” Crouching beside her, he ruffled her hair. “That’s why you bring me along, to keep you ladies safe.”

“Oh, is that why?” I joked wryly. “I wondered.”

“Now, now, children.” Clare’s gaze darted between us. “If we’re finished lunch, then maybe we should head back. We have miles to go, and if the heavens open, the trek won’t be half so much fun.”

We knew that well enough. One stark difference between Northumberland and the south coast was the inclement weather.

“Fair enough.” I shrugged, clambering to my feet.

“Hang on.” Michael’s brow rose as he rose to his full height. “That’s what I just suggested, and neither of you seemed to think it was a good idea.”

“It’s not you, darling.” Grasping his hand, Clare climbed to her tiptoes, kissing his jaw. “We love you. We’re just having such a good time.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Michael rolled his eyes, but his love for Clare shone in his gaze.

Warmed by their show of affection, I smiled. Recent events had withered my desire for love, but maybe one day, I would find my version of what Michael and Clare had.

“I’ll lead, shall I?” Clare pulled away from him, snickering as she collected her pack. “I know the way from here.”

“Careful, Clare.” Michael’s caution echoed from behind as I watched his wife skip ahead.

“I’m fine!” Her tone was playful as she glanced back to berate him. “You’re always so—” Her sentence was cut short as she slipped on the grassy rock and tumbled out of sight.

“Clare!” My heart raced as I charged after her, peering over the edge of the drop to see her crumpled in a heap.

“Oh God, Clare!”

Dropping his bag by my feet, Michael’s tone was frantic as he joined me. Fortunately, her fall had not been far, but based on the agonized expression on her face, it seemed she’d been injured.

“Stay there.” He eased himself down on the rocks to join her. “I’m coming.”

“I’ll call for help,” I suggested, needing to do something as Michael comforted his wife.

“Good idea.” Crouching over her, Michael obscured most of my view as I fumbled in my pocket for my mobile. “If she can’t walk, then we might need the air ambulance.”

I pulled the device free, opening it to call the emergency services, but to my horror, there was no usable signal.

“Oh no,” I groaned, spinning and walking a few feet to see if the signal would return.

“What?” Michael hollered, peering back at me.

“No signal.” I waved the phone around as if one would magically burst into being.

“Crap.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his own phone and held it aloft. “Same here. What about you, darling?”

“I’ll check,” Clare grimaced, easing herself into a seated position before reaching for her phone. One glance at her pale expression convinced me she didn’t have a signal, either. “Nothing.” Her gaze darted from Michael to me. “How can that be?”

Michael sighed. “The reception is notoriously bad on the moors.”

The anxiety growing in my tummy twisted. Why hadn’t I known that? Why hadn’t we conjured a contingency plan for just this type of scenario?

“I’m okay.” Clare shifted, trying to climb to her feet. “I can walk with help.”

“No.” Michael gripped her shoulder. “Whatever you’ve done will only be exacerbated by bearing weight. You need to rest.”

“I’m fine,” she contended, ignoring him as she rose on shaky legs.

Michael’s gaze met mine, his concern easy to read as he supported his wife.

“Ow!” She winced, attempting to put weight on her left leg. “Maybe you’re right. Whatever I’ve done, it doesn’t like me standing on it.”

“Then walking is out of the question.” Michael glanced around, evidently trying to remain calm in the face of escalating dread. “We need help to come to us.”

“Let me get help.” The idea came to me in an instant, as obvious as the rain clouds now looming on the horizon.

“If you go wandering off, Iris, you’ll just get lost.” Clare blew out a breath as Michael helped her to perch on the heather-clad ground. “You don’t know the place like we do.”

“I could go,” Michael suggested, though it was evident he really didn’t want to leave Clare. “Iris could stay with you.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.” Clare reached for his hand. “I feel better with you here.”

“I won’t go far,” I interjected, conscious this conversation was getting us nowhere and determined to support the two people who’d been my closest allies since I relocated. “Just far enough to call for help. I’ll come right back.”

“I don’t know, Iris.” Michael’s brow knitted. “The last thing I need is you wandering off. Perhaps we should stick together.”

“Listen,” I went on, resolved to go whatever they said. “We all have location trackers on our phones. I’ll be able to find my way back to you.”

“But,” Michael went on. “What if—”

“One of us has to go.” My tone was uncompromising. “How long can we survive out here otherwise?” I waited as the two of them exchanged worried looks.

“Okay.” Clare hissed in pain as she shifted on the ground. “Go, but please be careful.”

“I will.” Triumph raced through me, like a small child who’d been granted permission to have an adventure. Offering her a smile, I headed for higher ground, certain that was the route to our highly-prized signal.

“Iris.”

I paused at Michael’s sterner tone, turning back to meet his gaze. “Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

I could tell how agonized he was to feel so impotent. He wanted to be the one saving Clare, but he’d never leave her side. There was little more he could do than keep her as comfortable as he could.

“No problem,” I shouted back. “I’m happy to help.”

“Just do me a favor.” His brown eyes drilled into me.

“Sure, what?” My gaze flitted between them.

“Keep your phone on.”
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Adversity

Iris

I don’t know exactly when I realized I was lost. When I acknowledged my fate, there was no discernible marker in the heather, only the fixation on helping Clare, then the blooming sense of unease buried deep in the pit of my belly.

At first, I was hopeful, happy even. Finally, I could do something to give back to Clare and Michael, and while I’d rather my friend hadn’t been injured, I was pleased to step up and play her savior. It didn’t feel like effort as I strode along the moor, my attention fixed firmly on my phone.

“Come on,” I muttered, my words lost on the breeze as if the elements were conspiring against me. “Give me a bloody signal.” Frustrated with the complete lack of the very thing I sought, I gripped the device harder, contemplating flinging the damn thing away. What good was it if the first time we needed it, it was useless? With no 4G and no signal, it was only a fancy locator—no help at all.

“Damn it!”

Tears welled as I acknowledged how bad this could be. If I couldn’t get assistance for Clare, she and Michael would be in real trouble.

Glancing up, I noticed the brow of a nearby hill, the highest point for some miles, and started toward it. I climbed the incline slowly, continuing to check my device until, finally, two small bars of signal flickered into life on the screen.

“Yes!”

Relief burgeoned as I dialed the emergency number, waiting to be connected to someone who could help.

“Do you know where you are, Miss?” asked the gruff-sounding guy once I’d relayed our woes.

“Not exactly,” I admitted. “Can you use my phone to find me?”

“Yes, but you’re not with the victim now. Is that correct?”

My brow creased as I accepted he was right. I’d walked for what didn’t seem like such a distance at the time, but in retrospect, it must have been at least a mile, and I hadn’t been keeping track of where I was or what local landmarks could anchor my position. A deep sense of dread radiated through my limbs. I’d finally found a way to call for help, but now I didn’t know where I was.

“That’s right.” Christ, he must think I was such an idiot.

“Okay.”

I sensed his desire to sigh.

“Talk me through your walk after you left the main road. We’ll find your friends, then you.”

“Thanks.” Swallowing my embarrassment, I conveyed as much of the journey as I could recall. The truth was, I’d been deep in conversation with Clare for most of it and hadn’t been paying attention. Michael was the stalwart hiker. No doubt, he could have provided much better information for the emergency services. “Do you think it’s enough to find them?” I asked at the end of my ramble.

“We’ll find them,” he assured me. “What about you, Iris? Will you be okay?”

“I’m fine.” I smiled, pleased to have confidence in at least one aspect of my reply. “I can track my friend’s phones from here and find my way back to them.”

“Okay, good. Stay together. It can get rough out there on the moors, especially when the weather turns.”

Hanging up, I was beyond grateful to have finally reached help. Clare would be looked after, and as soon as I found my way back to them, we would all be okay. In a couple months, we’d look back at today’s lively jaunt with a glass of red in our hands and laugh. It would become another memory we’d share.

I headed down the hill, shivering as a gust of wind greeted me. The temperature had plummeted since Clare had fallen, and looking at the sky, it was easy to see why. Michael’s premonition about the weather had come true, the rain clouds not only visible but clearly moving toward me. I eased my pack from my shoulders, found my raincoat, and quickly donned it. If the skies were about to open up and drown me, I might as well be as prepared as possible.

Picking up my pace, I started back toward my friends, using my geolocator to guide me. My signal faded and died soon after leaving the hill, but I was upbeat, even when the rain started. I knew medical help was on route for Clare, she was with her husband, and I was headed in the right direction. I remained optimistic when the deluge forced me to take cover under one of the few ancient trees jutting out from the landscape. Yes, I was wet and cold, but I’d done my job, and soon enough, this would all be over.

Leaning against the strong trunk, I heaved in a breath, imagining how wonderful the flickering flames of a local pub would feel against my face when we finally found shelter at one. The thought spurred me as I peered out from the branches, looking for respite from the rain but finding none. The sky was gray and laden with precipitation, a far cry from the sapphire blues that had lured us out earlier in the day, but then that was the joy of the moors. The weather could change in a heartbeat and often did. Even I had been there long enough to know that.

Gripping my phone, I confirmed which direction I should head in once I had the energy to move again, my eyes drawn to the flashing symbol in the top corner of the screen. Brow creasing, I brought the device closer to my face as though the proximity would alter the reality. It didn’t. The sinking feeling in my stomach confirmed what I already dreaded—the battery power was waning.

“Oh God.” I tipped my head back against the tree. “What is going on today?” The thing had been at one hundred percent when I’d headed out, but that had been hours ago, and all that desperation for a signal had drained the life from it. “No.”

Without power, I’d be back to trailing around haplessly, no idea of where I was going, and worse, the wet weather had beckoned the evening this way. I could already see night lurking on the horizon, its dark cloak ready to shroud me in doubt and fear. I couldn’t be lost at nightfall. I didn’t even have a tent with me. I’d never survive.

Torn between my desire to follow the tracker and powering off my phone to save what little energy remained in the device, I trudged on, cold and despondent. At some point, the device decided my fate for me, the screen going black as the last of the power slipped away. Swallowing the rising panic, I slid the thing into my pocket, fumbling for the flashlight I’d brought. Twilight fell fast, as if the night was the perfect predator, and I was the world’s most vulnerable prey.

By now, I’d lost hope of finding Clare and Michael, though I hoped to God the emergency services had found them. At least my friends would be safe. Hopefully, their devices had held out longer, which would mean they’d be able to track me to my last known location. I grasped for that thin ray of illumination in the encroaching gloom, knowing it could be important. If I had any expectation of rescue, having an idea where I had been would prove important.

Finally, the rain ceased—one tiny flicker of light in the prevailing dark—but it was too little, too late. I was lost, freezing, and exhausted, with no way of navigating to safety. The moors were beautiful, but I was no fool. They were also dangerous, with a variety of nocturnal wildlife that would not be used to witnessing despondent humans skulking in the shadows. Not to mention the precarious pathways, which were all the more lethal now that they were wet. Clare had slipped and fell before the rain came—how long would I last in these conditions?

Huddling, I flicked on my flashlight, shining the slither of illumination left and right. From somewhere in the shadows, a bird hooted, an owl perhaps. I had no idea what wildlife was resident in these parts, especially at night, but whatever it was, it sounded close... and angry. Somehow, I had to come up with a plan, had to find somewhere to take sanctuary and ride out the night, but where? I’d walked for miles, in all conditions. I could be anywhere and didn’t even have a map! Why didn’t I have a map? My brows knitted as I wrestled with the question.

“Because you’re an idiot,” I muttered, struggling against the sudden camber of a new hill.

I’d put all my faith in Michael’s ability to lead me home, and while he hadn’t let me down, circumstances had conspired to leave me alone and vulnerable.

Climbing the gradient, I hoped the extra effort would keep me warm, even though I was weary and ready to collapse. Reaching the top of the hill, I wanted to cry, only my obstinate delirium holding back the floodgates. How had this happened? How, after everything I’d been through, had I been stupid enough to wander into such danger? Even if my intentions had been honorable, I still chose to take this path, then wander, unprepared and out of my depth. I shook my head at my stupidity. Whatever was going to happen was my doing. I deserved it.

About ready to drop, I couldn’t believe my eyes when the lit windows of a house came into view in the distance. In the darkness, there wasn’t much to discern, but flickering lights gave its location away. My spirits rose further when I neared, and the welcome scent of chimney smoke wafted past my nostrils.

“A house!” I heaved in a breath as I lurched toward it.

It didn’t matter why there was a property on a stretch of isolated moorland or how I hadn’t noticed it before. Probably it had been there all along, and I was so unobservant I hadn’t paid attention, or more likely, I had wandered so far off the beaten track, I’d stumbled into its splendid isolation. My only thought as I forced my tired feet on was where there were lights and smoke, there would be people—heat, food, and a chance of survival. The little house on the moors was my best shot at making it through the night.

I stumbled up the path to the door and practically fell against the wood, fighting back tears as I thrust my fist against it. Please let there be someone in. Please let there be someone to help me. There had to be, right? How else could a house in the middle of nowhere have smoke billowing from the chimney?

Pulling in deep breaths, I considered whether to knock again. I was rueful to upset the homeowner when I needed them so badly, but maybe they hadn’t heard me. Maybe they—

My thoughts were splintered by the impending sound of heavy boots on the other side of the door. Someone was coming!

Forcing myself upright, I gripped my coat around me as the door creaked open. I was ready to throw myself on this stranger’s mercy.
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Aloof

Iris

“Yes?”

There was no preconceived idea about who I anticipated when the door opened, no fantasies where prince charming stilled his stallion before he saved me—but surely, in my wildest dreams, I never expected this. The man standing before me had wild, dark hair and the deepest blue eyes. A light stubble framed his mouth, the facial hair extending down his neck to the top of his soft-looking sweater.
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