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Prologue

Kade Walker

MY FIRST KILL WAS LAUREL Turner. Blonde, with curls that never lost their bounce, she taunted me throughout my pre-pubescent years. Provoking with smiles she never intended to follow through on, Laurel goaded with furtive waves, her giggles sending fire to my blood. Those gestures portrayed a misplaced innocence. An innocence, if it truly lurked inside her, that was mine to extinguish.

I took her because I had to, because the incessant call to claim her wouldn’t quiet until I did. I took her because I could—and expected it to be the end—for both of us. Someone was bound to have seen me, to have noticed me in the shadows and been suspicious. Surely, a man as young in years as I was should have left clues—a hair at the scene or a witness from an overheard conversation. Surely, I couldn’t outwit the police and get away with it—but somehow, I did.

The authorities never caught me. No one came calling to ask for an interview or DNA. I got away with murder and in the process, got a taste for its power.

The blood lust compelled me to travel for years after that, moving from place to place. I didn’t always take a new victim, didn’t always find the right woman or cede to the clamor, but when I did, I indulged myself. If anyone had bothered to look, they’d have seen a pattern emerge. Where Kade Walker went, the body count stacked up, the victims always the same—young women with pretty faces and tight bodies.

Soon, killing wasn’t enough. Soon, I wanted more than only that briefest instance of influence and control. I had to own the unsuspecting woman before I took her, sought to savor all those little emotions I had no right to revel in. Murder was always too fast, but kidnapping was something else. Abduction allowed me the advantage and permitted me to play with the power I’d grasped before we reached the end, but it also changed the rules.

I was no longer gratified by only the superficial, requiring my choices to not only be attractive but also interesting. I started targeting young professionals, women with more going for them than long legs and pretty little pouts, and for a while, it was fun. I cared for them, fed them, and entertained them in the long hours of their captivity. I gave them each a piece of who I was, but ultimately, the end always came. I’d tire of her endless pleas and whimpers, and the gestures I’d once found so alluring would grate. Eventually, it was time to put her out of her misery.

This new game was riskier. Keeping the woman alive while I enjoyed her exposed me to more hazards than before, and while I thrived on danger, I grew weary of the constant challenges. I needed a new way to keep the thrills coming, something more tangible.

When I found Tiffany, everything changed.

She moved into an old house on Pennsylvania Avenue—a huge five-bedroom place designed for a family—but now it only housed Tiffany and her cat.

I’d watched her for a while before I took the leap. After weeks of reconnaissance and getting to know her moods and routines, I liked everything I saw. Tiffany ticked all my boxes. She was intelligent and beautiful, but one thing quickly became glaringly obvious—she was always alone. I never saw her with a boyfriend and rarely witnessed her with female friends. The woman was a hermit, living only to work, then returning to feed her feline.

Her solitary lifestyle made her all the more perfect and hardened my resolve to see the plan through. Once I committed, I was there for the long haul, but the tantalizing brunette gave me all the signs this was right. She was worth the investment in energy, and soon, when the moment was right, she’d become the one thing I truly desired, the thing I’d never been able to achieve—a woman I could keep.

Chapter One

Tiffany Noble

SLAMMING THE DOOR, I kicked off my heels and crossed the hall into the lounge. Wearily, I greeted Tabby as she slinked past my calves. She would be looking for food, but I was going to disappoint her. I couldn’t wait to collapse onto my new couch, binge-watch Netflix, and spend the rest of the evening with a large glass of wine and a good book. Tabby would get fed when I did.

Every day of late was more exhausting than the last. Work had exploded into a myriad of contentious cases, all requiring my unrelenting attention to detail, and I was spending more and more hours in the office. Stretching across the soft cushions of my latest purchase, I decided enough was enough. I would have to speak to Rex about my caseload. Shadowing him was one thing, but recently, it seemed as if I was doing all the leg work while he took the lead in court. After working so damn hard on the files, it was about time I got my shot in front of the judge. I hadn’t studied law all those years for this hamster wheel existence.

Sighing, I rubbed my aching feet as I contemplated what to eat. The problem with getting home so late was I could never be bothered to cook. The kitchen was one of the highlights of the house—its enormous marble island and sparkling new fittings an undoubted draw when I’d snapped up the place—but these days, I was barely there and rarely benefited from the fancy refurb.

Reaching for the remote, I decided it would have to be takeout again. I was too tired to cook and even less interested in cleaning up afterward. Pulling out my mobile, I clicked on the app, which promised to deliver food within thirty minutes, selecting the first few items and completing the order. One of these days, I would get myself together. I’d come home at a decent time and prepare a proper meal. Hell, maybe one day there would be someone to come home to.

Shaking my head, I flicked through the channels on the huge flat-screen television. The surround sound echoed around me, enveloping me in the array of entertainment. Incredibly demanding my profession may be, but it afforded me all the comforts I could desire. I lived in the swankiest part of the city, drove a great car, and could buy the best of whatever I wanted. I had reasons to be grateful.

I loved the house, had yearned for it from the first moment I saw the details, but couldn’t deny it had its quirks. It was only thirty or so years old, but it made the most peculiar noises, especially from the attic. When I’d first moved in, I’d put it down to the plumbing, but more than one workman had told me everything was fine in that department. I’d contacted pest control, believing there had to be an infestation of birds or something else that had taken a shine to the eaves, but again, no professional had found evidence of droppings or scratching. It seemed the place had a will of its own and the beating heart resided in the loft.

Deciding never to venture up there again, when I was home alone—which was most of the time—I insisted on having background noise. Television or radio usually sufficed to dull out the strange sounds, the white noise becoming my new normal.

Sinking onto the sofa, I sensed myself dozing, the weight of the day finally lifting now I was home. My breathing slowed as my phone slipped from my fingers, and even though I could still hear the television blaring in the background, the noise was not enough to disturb my nap.

***
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THE DREAM CAME AGAIN, easing my world into monochrome as I tried to fathom its reasoning. It was always the same. I was there in the house, but I wasn’t safe. I never saw the cause of my paranoia, but the sense of unease was unmistakable, escalating in my stomach until it filled my chest.

Fleeing my bedroom, I ran down the hall in only my nightshirt, conscious of my rapidly pounding heart. Something was after me. I could feel the weight of its stare, but glancing nervously over my shoulder, there was nothing.

There was always nothing.

Sprinting down the galleried staircase, I headed for the door. Every fiber of my body screamed I was in danger—to get out of this house—but as I approached the entrance, my body became heavy and uncoordinated, as if each limb was made of lead. Struggling to lift my feet, I dragged them slowly toward the front door. I could see my escape, could reach for the handle, but could never get there. My motion was protracted as though the floor had morphed into gum, and it was impossible to take another step.

“No!” I screamed, releasing some of the tension in the pit of my belly. “Not again!”

The nightmare burgeoned, presenting me with the inevitable quandary. I was in trouble from an invisible threat, yet I couldn’t move. I was never allowed to leave. The object of my desire was right there for the taking, but the house would not permit me to take it. The door may as well be a hundred miles away for all the hope I had of reaching it. Frustration furled inside until I couldn’t take another breath.

That’s when I heard it—heard him. The unmistakable sound of a man’s voice breathing down my neck and raising all the tiny hairs there.

“Tiffany.”

Opening my lips, I wanted to scream, but my fear snatched the sound, and my ears strained to hear the next haunting call.

“Tiff-any.”

God, I didn’t want to look around, didn’t want to see whoever was there, but I had no choice. Immobilized to the spot, I glanced down at my body to find I was naked, the shirt I’d worn ripped away, although I hadn’t noticed the deed.

“Tiff-any.”

I shivered at his growl, knowing what must be done yet still too terrified to glance behind me. Nothing good could come from facing the owner of that voice, nothing that took me closer to freedom, but even as I wrestled with the dilemma, my head turned. It moved as though it had a will of its own as if the stranger with the commanding tone compelled it. My heart threatened to leap into my throat as my gaze gradually crawled to where his voice had come from. Who was this man? Why was he in my house?

“Tiffany!”

I jerked from my spot, able to move only an inch as I realized he’d moved, his voice now coming from some other indiscernible location in the room.

“What?” I screeched, finally able to force the words from my lips. “What do you want from me?”

“Tiffany.”

The sound morphed, and my brows furrowed as I tried to understand the difference. It took a moment for me to appreciate it was no longer my name I heard but something else—another noise—a hard and insistent tapping that demanded to be answered.

Heart hammering, I woke up. My eyes flew open in panic, my gaze frantically searching the room for any sign of a threat, but there was nothing. The television was still deafening, and the evening light had bled into darkness while I’d slept, but everything else was the same. I was safe.

Sliding my feet from the couch, the sound of knocking captured my attention again, and this time, I realized what it was—someone was knocking at the front door. Finding my phone on the rug, it wasn’t difficult to conclude who.

“Coming!” I yelled as I raced toward the door, the feat easy now I was no longer hampered by the constraints of my repeating nightmare.

“Hi!” I smiled as I yanked the door open to find the impatient delivery driver. It wasn’t Jed, my normal guy. The stranger’s angry glower conveyed how long he must have been waiting. “I’m sorry.”

“No problem,” he replied through gritted teeth as he thrust the paper bag into my chest. “Enjoy your meal.”

“Thanks.”

I shut the door behind me, grateful he wasn’t there to witness my embarrassment. What the hell was wrong with me? When I wasn’t working, I seemed to be stuck in the same incessant dream. I knew the scenes so well, they replayed in my head even when I wasn’t sleeping.

“I must be going mad,” I muttered, carrying my food to the huge mahogany dining table. Pulling back a chair, I sank into it, pulling out a cold fry and munching on one end as Tabby appeared in the doorway. I didn’t know why I’d bought such grandiose dining furniture since I was the only one who ate there, but something about the paradox struck a chord in my head. The house and furniture were reminiscent of my entire life—expensive and empty.

Blowing out a long breath, I ripped open the bag and unwrapped the burger. Perhaps I’d skip the binge-watch after all and just feed Tabby, then run myself a hot bath. More than ever, I needed a decent night’s sleep.

Chapter Two

Kade

ALWAYS PRESENT, I WAS the watcher. I held her hand in the darkness. I dried her tears. I was her everything, and even if, at this stage, those things were only figments of my imagination, they were prophetic inventions. I knew what was coming around the corner and was happy to wait. I was the omnipresent shadow, the gaze from the corner of the room—her dark protector—the guardian angel she didn’t even know she had. My lips curled at the thought.

Naturally, she never saw me, never noticed where I hid. It is true what they say—people only see what they want to see, what they expect to see, and Tiffany was no exception. Beautiful, intelligent, and alluring, Tiffany was quite the spectacle, but she was not an explorer. She chose not to investigate the sounds in the attic, aside from the few irritating tradesmen who’d trailed around before leaving with their tails between their legs. I sent them away with nothing, leaving her to persuade herself that it was only the wind she’d heard or the noises of an expanding house.

She saw the flickering television screen, the resonance of the damn thing growing louder with each day, and she felt the soft purring cat as it wrapped its way around her ankles, but she was not aware of me. Or perhaps she only chose not to be. Like the demon lurking in the dark, maybe the threat of who I was, was simply too much, but that was how I liked it. I would watch. I would wait until it was time to make my move.

The hours of daylight were all mine, time when I could move freely around the property and relax. I liked to sleep in her bed, breathing in her intoxicating scent as I slipped between her cotton sheets. If the excitement of being there became too much, I would take care of the need, ensuring her bedding had time to dry before she returned home. Regardless, I would leave the bed exactly as she had left it, taking photographs to ensure consistency.

The daytime also afforded me preparation, an opportunity to check and replace the multiple mini cameras I had set up around Tiffany’s home and enjoy the footage I’d collected. Many a happy hour was spent in her bed, rewatching those tiny gestures that drove me wild—the way she tucked her hair behind her ears when she concentrated or how fabulous she looked when she undressed—those were the things I valued as I hit pause and rewind. One day I would witness those gestures firsthand, would have her come and crawl at my command—but I was jumping ahead of myself. We were still a long way from that, and I intended to enjoy every day between now and then.

I smiled as that idea reverberated, and ensuring her bedroom was just how I had found it, I sped down the stairs to the kitchen. Tiffany’s house was wonderful, and I gave her full credit for both the purchase and the way she’d dressed it. It was just as well. For my plan to work, I couldn’t leave its confines, couldn’t risk being seen sneaking in or out by a do-good neighbor, which meant the house had become my prison. Of course, I reveled in its luxuries, in the gigantic spa bath and the refrigerator crammed with food. I didn’t know why she bought the preposterous number of groceries she did, but I was grateful, careful to never take enough to concern her.

Not that I needed to worry. Tiffany seemed increasingly frazzled, the job that drew her from my clutches most days dominating her time. Distracted and apparently unable to commit to anything except work and her bed, she barely noticed when I loomed in the corner and barely flinched when I stroked her soft skin. These days, I was growing so bold, I’d even taken to calling her name, just a gentle murmur while she slept. My cock hardened at the realization of how close my dream had come to fruition. After scheming for so long, she was within grasping distance.

Unlike the object of my affection, my intentions were not founded on diversion or denial but on solid planning and attention to every detail. When I struck, not only did the timing have to be right, but every aspect had to be perfect. There could be nothing but the best for Tiffany and for the life we would build together. The finale of this act would be flawless.

Siphoning a few grapes, slices of bread, and peanut butter, I enjoyed a late lunch as I surveyed the room. The house was clean, I would give Tiffany that, but it lacked a homely feel—the product of a woman who spent too much time in the office. Rolling my eyes, I finished my sandwich and lowered to my haunches to greet the cat. Once upon a time, the animal had riled me, but I had come to see her as an ally. She, like me, was ignored by a disinterested Tiffany, but unlike her feline companion, I would not be placated with the occasional caress.

I would demand everything from her.

Glancing around the kitchen, I cleaned and tidied where I had been, deciding everything had been put back in the correct place. She’d never cottoned on to the fact I was living there, but I didn’t want today to be the day she was enlightened. Better my exquisite angel remained wonderfully naïve to her fate—until I decided otherwise.

Wandering from the kitchen, I took in the vast open hallway. The dark wood paneling might have been oppressive in a smaller space, but the open gallery style spoke of elegance and wealth. I had grown to admire the interior design over the time I’d lived with her, approving its sophisticated charm, but there was one aspect that continually vexed me.

Flowers. What this place needed was fresh flowers—something wonderful to illuminate the space. Why would a woman with her obvious money and taste never buy them for herself? Perhaps she had been raised to believe it was churlish to indulge in such things, but if that was the case, I would have to vehemently disagree. An attractive bloom could bring a room to life, as well as add a sweet, floral fragrance. It was exactly what the place required. I concluded then and there, I would buy them for her. A girl like Tiffany needed class and splendor. Pulling out my phone, I went online to select the ideal bouquets, and it didn’t take long for me to select the right blooms.

Satisfied with my work, I ushered the cat away as I strode to the window. Being holed up in the attic was the price I had to pay for the life I wanted, but there were downsides. Staring at the sun, I was reminded of the biggest one. I never got to feel its warmth and comfort anymore, couldn’t be consoled by its nourishing rays. Tiffany was worth it—I had no doubt about that—but there were times I longed to burst onto the decking and ignore the consequences.

“One day,” I whispered, watching as my breath steamed the glass. “One day, I shall take what’s mine and be free.”

Turning at the reassuring thought, I wandered to the foot of the stairs. Tiffany was rarely home early, but I couldn’t run the risk of being discovered should she suddenly decide to surprise me. I could occupy myself on the second floor for a while, rifling through her possessions and relishing her substantial selection of sex toys until it was time to ascend to my evening resting place. There I would watch her monotonous routines play out before she finally collapsed in bed.

***
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TIFFANY ATTRACTED ME more than any other woman I’d known, but if there was one thing I would alter, it was her dull predictability. Her routine never changed and tonight was no different from any other. Stumbling in just after seven, she crumpled on the sofa for the fourth night running before ordering more take out. It was a mystery to me why a person with so much fresh food should need to consume so much high-fat, processed nonsense. It was behavior I would change once she belonged to me, but in the short term, I was forced to witness the ordeal, watching her pollute her wonderful body as she shoveled fried chicken between her lips.

One aspect was different though—the absence of the incessant television. Instead, I watched from the various secret cameras littered around her house as she took a new bottle of wine upstairs with her laptop and settled on her bed. Adrenaline coursed through my system as I recalled how I had pleasured myself in the same spot only a matter of hours before. The reality was all the sweeter when she logged on to one of her favorite fetish sites and found her own release. My cock swelled at the sublime sight of her writhing and mewling on the bed as if she was there only for my viewing pleasure, knowing someday she would do more than tease.

Her need satiated, she paused the video playing on her laptop and went to run herself a bath. I took the chance to zoom in on the screen, grinning at what I found. As if I required further proof that she was made for me, Tiffany had been pleasuring herself to the sight of heavy-duty bondage. The woman paused on-screen was spread-eagled over a table while plugged and exposed. A huge gag had been shoved between her lips while her antagonist tormented her pleasing body.

Stroking my erection, I imagined Tiffany in the anonymous blonde’s place, envisioning her wide blue eyes as she realized she was helplessly fettered and powerless to prevent whatever happened next. Between us, we had the perfect tools for the job. Tiffany had quite the toy box stashed by her bed, including a gratifying array of gags, plugs, and dildos, and I hadn’t wasted my time while I’d been hidden in her attic.

I’d ordered the very best bondage, paying for specific timed deliveries to ensure only I was here when they were pushed through her letterbox. When I finally decided to push the button and seize her, Tiffany wouldn’t know what hit her. I was the living embodiment of everything she fantasized about, while she was my ideal partner.

“Jeez,” I murmured, amazed at how rapidly the mental image had aroused me. I wouldn’t be able to hold back much longer the way things were going, which was why it was so perfect when the doorbell rang—right on cue.

I checked my watch excitedly, glad to see my first floral tribute was on time as she pulled on her robe and ran down the stairs to answer it. No doubt, Tiffany was confused by the latest intrusion. Her daily dose of junk food had already been ordered and consumed, and I suspected she wasn’t expecting anything else. But I was. I turned up my phone’s audio as I tuned into the hallway camera.

“Hey, delivery for Tiffany.”

“Er, yes, that’s me.” Her brows knitted as the delivery guy pushed the enormous bouquet into her hands. “But I didn’t order any flowers.”

“Must be from a secret admirer.” He laughed with a shrug. “Maybe there’s a note?”

“Yeah,” she replied as she eyed the ornamental orchid. “I guess.”

I just caught sight of his nonchalant expression before she closed the door and wandered to the kitchen. Switching camera views, I held my breath as she placed the orchid on the counter. It was delicate and beautiful—just like her—a living thing that needed to be tended to and nurtured. Tiffany was the essence of that flower—desperate to bloom into something greater if only someone would take the time to help her grow. Fortunately for her, I was that someone.

She searched for a note, but of course, there wasn’t one. When I had something to say to Tiffany, I would do so in person and would make sure she had no choice but to hear me.



Chapter Three

Tiffany

“WELL, THIS IS WEIRD,” I mumbled, finally giving up my search and standing back to admire the orchid. It was beautiful, its delicate and ornate white petals coveted by many, but why the hell had it been delivered to me? Orchids weren’t my choice. There was no note with the flower, and the guy who’d brought it had been clueless. “Maybe it was delivered to the wrong address.”

Yes, that must be it. It’s a mistake, but a pretty one.

Smiling, I flicked off the light and climbed the stairs to my bedroom. Perhaps the floral service would notice the error and come calling tomorrow, and if they didn’t, I’d keep the orchid. They weren’t my favorite bloom, but they were beautiful.

I flushed as I wandered back into the room, my gaze drinking in my abandoned laptop and messy covers. Catching my lower lips between my teeth, I remembered how incredible the pleasure had been before the interruption, but the moment had definitely passed. I’d worked hard to shake off the shackles of my religious upbringing, convincing myself there was nothing sinful or wrong about self-love, but guilt still twisted in my belly as I surveyed the scene.

Tidying away the evidence, as if persuading myself I had nothing to be ashamed of, I plugged in my MacBook and shook the robe from my shoulders. I watched as the silk pooled at my feet. Sighing, I stepped into the tub, sliding down and stretching out in its substantial length. It had been another long day, and there would be more to come tomorrow, but after my orgasm, I hoped to finally get some rest.

***
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I LURCHED BOLT UPRIGHT with a scream, my head pounding as I fisted the sheets. Shit! The same nightmare flooded my brain, the view of the unreachable door still fresh in my memory.

I’d been so close to grasping it, my fingers only an inch from the prize, though every time I strained to reach it, I seemed to get farther away while the ominous sense of menace approached from behind. The unseen oppressor, a nameless and neverending threat.

“I can’t keep doing this.” Resting my face in my palms, I tried to calm my racing heart, but it was useless. Rather than learning to control the dream, the fear was intensifying. Glancing down at my body, I noticed I was soaked in sweat. “I have to get a grip.”

Slipping from the sheets, I padded to the en suite and flicked on the overhead light. I blinked at its glare as I walked to the bathroom cabinet, where my weary expression reflected back to me. At thirty-six, I was in good shape, or at least I had been when I’d had time to go to the gym. Staring, I tried to decide what had happened to that woman. My dark hair clung to my face, framing large, tired eyes. I vaguely looked like the Tiffany I’d once been, but not much. Increasingly, I was a different person, distracted and constantly drained. No wonder I wasn’t getting to lead the big cases at work. I was exhausted, and it was showing. Maybe Rex was worried I couldn’t handle the pressure. The thought knotted inside me, both paranoia and irritation burgeoning in equal measure.

“I’m too old to be having nightmares,” I declared, tugging the doors of the cabinet open. Pulling in a deep breath, I reviewed the array of over-the-counter drugs. Surely, there was something to help me sleep. I used to take a mild sedative to aid rest, but scanning the line of drugs, I realized the product was missing.

“I must have finished it.” I sighed, cursing myself for not being more organized, another consequence of my weariness and workload. “Chamomile tea it is.”

I sighed, resigned to trudge back to the kitchen if it meant I might actually get a few more hours of sleep. I had a coffee maker in the bedroom, but a shot of caffeine was the last thing I needed.

Closing the cabinet doors, I was just turning to leave the bathroom when a dark silhouette caught my eye. A tall shadow figure loomed behind me, its presence visible in the mirrored door. Oh God! My pulse sped up as I looked harder, certain I must be hallucinating in my half-asleep state, but to my horror, I found it was still there, leaning against my open bedroom door.

Time protracted as I spun around, my rational mind already convincing me of all the reasons my eyes were wrong, while my imagination fought to run away from the terror. The house must be haunted! That would explain all the odd noises I’d heard and the unnerving sense I was often watched. Facing the door, I stumbled forward, ignoring the insistent hammering of my heart.

Where was it?

Straining to see where the shadow had gone, I flicked on the main bedroom light and searched behind the door and under the bed, but there was nothing. No one. No intruder and certainly no ghost.

But I knew what I’d seen... or at least, I thought I’d known.

“Crap.” I shivered as I stripped out of my damp nightshirt and wrapped my robe around myself. “I really must need help if I’m seeing things that aren’t there.”

It was going to take more than tea to remedy whatever was wrong with me.

“I’ll make an appointment with the doctor in the morning,” I promised aloud, as though the house would bear witness to my vow. “This can’t go on.”

Collapsing onto the bed, I tugged the cover over me. Half of me was desperate for rest, while the other half was frightened to go back to sleep, but my head was so heavy, I suspected I knew which half would win. Closing my eyes, I steadied my breathing as I tried to dismiss my fears. The Chamomile would have to wait. I needed something much stronger.

***
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Kade

I WAITED IN THE DARKNESS, expecting her to go downstairs and make some grim-smelling herbal tea to help her sleep. That was the usual routine. Pressed against the wall, my heart beating with excitement, I delayed any advance until I was sure there was no chance she’d leave the bedroom. The minutes bled into the best part of an hour before I crept back to her side.

Tiffany was sleeping at the foot of her bed, curled up into a ball. I approached with care, not wanting to disturb but wanting to be close—always wanting to get closer.

Had she seen me from the bathroom earlier? Was it my reflection that had caused her panicked return? My lips curled as I replayed the event in my head. It had certainly seemed as if she’d spotted something. Perhaps I’d been visible from the bathroom light, but my deft ability to slink into the shadows had likely heightened her confusion. She was tired—she was always tired. She’d only thought she’d seen someone. It was all in her mind. The thought was more amusing than it should have been. I would possess the woman and make her mine, but it was cruel to torment her this way. Still, I couldn’t help the glee that rose at the memory of her frantic wide eyes or the way she’d lurched into the bedroom. I craved that urgency from her. It was what I deserved.

“Tiffany.”

I settled by her bed, breathing in her tantalizing scent. Lifting one hand, my fingertips grazed over the length of her hair. I wished I could just grab a fistful of the tresses the way I desired.

“Soon,” I promised, forcing my hand to withdraw. There had been enough excitement for one night, and I couldn’t risk waking her again, but the lure of the woman was unfathomable. I couldn’t leave her, couldn’t waste the hours we had together. One day, she would realize the extent of my devotion. She’d understand whatever depravity dominated her fantasies when she came apart at her own touch was nothing compared to what I would do to her.

Fuck. My jaw tightened as the dull monotony of my predicament fell over me again. I was close, so close to having everything I sought, but still, I was light-years from my need. Exasperation soared as frustration furled in my stomach. Whatever I was going to do, I had to do it soon. Resting my head against the mattress, we were only a few inches from each other, but it might as well have been oceans. I couldn’t stand many more nights like this. The time for action approached.

This was the calm before the carnage.



Chapter Four

Tiffany

––––––––
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IT WAS GONE EIGHT O’CLOCK by the time I wrestled my bags to the front door, far later than I wanted to be home, but I’d opted to stay late to compensate for my tardiness this morning. My impromptu nighttime scare had sent me into a deep sleep, and I hadn’t heard my alarm go off. As a result, I’d been almost an hour late for work, which hadn’t gone unnoticed by Rex.

Night was already closing in around me as I slipped my key into the door and slung my case into the hall. My late arrival also meant I hadn’t gotten around to calling the doctor, and now, faced with another dark and lonely night, I regretted my inaction. Whatever was wrong with me, I needed to get some rest. Insomnia, as it turned out, didn’t suit me.

Heaving in a breath, I turned to collect my briefcase and saw it—an orchid sat on my porch. Brows knitting, I crouched to grab the flower.

“What’s this?”

I glanced around as if one of my neighbors had left it there and was waiting to jump out and surprise me. That wasn’t bloody likely. I’d lived here for just under a year and was yet to properly meet most of the people who lived on my street. That’s what you get from working endless hours.

“Another orchid?”

This was getting strange. I didn’t mind the fragile flower, but I wouldn’t order one and certainly hadn’t asked for two. Grabbing the tiny pot, I lifted the flower and reached for my briefcase, striding inside and shutting the door with my foot.

“There must be a card this time,” I demanded, though I wondered who I was trying to convince.

Dropping my case, I carried the orchid into the kitchen and placed it next to the first one. I’d been in such a fluster this morning, I hadn’t even thought about taking it from its packaging, but since no one seemed to have asked for it back and I now had another, there seemed no harm in opening the flowers. Reaching for my kitchen scissors, I cut the transparent wrapping away from both orchids, throwing the plastic away while I considered them. They were different orchids, the former producing smaller, white flowers, while the most recent delivery blossomed with larger pink petals.

I shook my head as I wandered toward my ever-depleting wine rack. Choosing a bottle of red, I twisted the cap open. At the rate I was drinking, I’d have to restock soon, but the thought did little to appease me. It had been one hell of a day, and the unexpected gift was the final straw. I needed a drink. Finding a clean glass, I poured the wine, enjoying the look of its rich burgundy body before I took a sip.

Strolling to the sofa, I sank into its comfortable confines as I mulled over the many conundrums. Tomorrow was Friday, which meant there was still time to speak to the doctor before the weekend. If I turned in early and got a good night’s sleep, I could leave the office on time. If I was truly lucky, I could even meet Melissa for a meal after work. I relaxed at the idea, pulling my phone from my pocket and typing a quick text to my friend. It would be lovely to see her, and I was sure I’d feel more like myself once I was out of the house. I could tell her about my peculiar orchid deliveries and see what she made of them. Melissa had always been a practical woman. She was bound to have some good advice.

Smiling, I gulped my wine, allowing its soothing bouquet to console me. I vaguely recalled draining the glass before the desire to sleep became overwhelming.
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“TIFFANY.” HIS VOICE was soft, but I recognized the timbre at once. It was the same tone I had heard countless times before, the same man who called to me as I slept, but that couldn’t be right, could it? That man was a menace, a low murmur that filled me with escalating dread. This couldn’t be the same man.

“What?” I awoke, though a part of me must have realized I was still dreaming. “Who are you?”

“I’m here.” He sounded pleased, as though I should be grateful. “To guard you.”

“Who are you?” He wasn’t listening, and aside from the terror his presence evoked, my frustration simmered. Why wasn’t he listening?

“You know me.”

I sensed the smile in his voice.

“If you don’t, you will.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I sat up, glancing around, though I couldn’t decide where I was. Darkness permeated from every corner, disguising my location as well as it hid his intent.

“It means you need to stop running.” His voice was louder as if he’d moved closer, but I hadn’t heard him move. Had I? I didn’t recall any movement, but then my head was fuzzy, an exhausting mix of sleep deprivation and wine. “You just need to give in.”

This time, his words came from just ahead, and I envisioned a man looming there in front of me, shielded by the darkness.

“Give in to what?” Christ, I was so tired, I was having actual conversations with a figment of my imagination. Things were getting worse.

“To me.”

I gasped at his sudden proximity, sensing whoever he was, he was standing right in front of me. “I-I don’t understand,” I panted, easing away from him.

I’d fallen asleep on the couch, but it appeared I was on a hard floor, the cracks between the boards obvious as I dragged myself backward. Something else was strange as well, the odd metallic dragging sound that echoed as I shifted.

“You will,” he promised, and the surety in his velvety tone twisted the knot of anxiety tighter in my belly.

Something wasn’t right. Something was terribly wrong.

“What’s happening?”

It sounded ridiculous saying it out loud, but I couldn’t fathom who he was, where we were, or what was going on. Not that it mattered since it was just another dream—another nightmare—like all those I’d endured over the last few weeks. I’d find myself at the front door soon enough and wake myself up screaming. I just had to ride out the intensity of this new scenario. I just had to—

“Quiet now.” There was an insidious edge to his voice I hadn’t noticed before, a sign of someone nefarious. “I want silence.”

I tensed, wanting to rebuke his gruff tone but sensing it was better to comply.

“Finally, I have you, Tiffany.” There was no denying the glee radiating from his voice.

“Wh-What do you mean?”

“I said, quiet.” He rushed at me, dropping to his knees, and even though I couldn’t see his face, I sensed how close he was.

Panic spiked, urging me back, and unthinkingly, I dragged myself backward, aware of the peculiar trailing noise that followed... then the realization dawned. I made that sound, or something attached to me was making it every time I moved.

“You won’t get far in that direction.”

I shivered at his dark chuckle.

“I chose this spot for a good reason.”

Inching away from whatever danger he represented, my fingertips skimmed the edge of something hard behind me. My heart raced as they grazed the curved surface, and in my mind’s eye, I imagined the baseboard between the interior wall and the floor. The thought was reinforced as my hand rose, brushing over something unyielding. What was it? I glanced back in my terror, my brow furrowing. What hindered my escape? My dreams had never been like this before.

“See what I mean?” There was a horrible smug sound to his tone. “You have nowhere to go.”

My palm traced up the hard surface, the answer to my riddle finally confirmed—a wall! I was trapped by a wall.

“Oh God.” My throat dried as the awful reality washed over me like freezing water. Wherever I was, I had just backed myself against a wall. Rising on unsteady legs, I frantically fought for composure.

“Silly girl,” he sneered, then he was on me. Hard, powerful thighs pressed into me, one hand edging my shirt higher on my hip. “What did I tell you?”

Alarm erupted at his touch, an acknowledgment that whoever this was, he was real enough, as was his intent.

“I-I...” I started, though I had no idea what I was going to say. The horror bursting in my mind was making it impossible to think.

“I told you to be quiet,” he articulated as his chest moved closer to pin me against the wall. “Remember?”

The creeping hand at my thigh halted only an inch from my sex. My frightened mewl was the only acknowledgment of its journey.

“I asked you a question.” His voice lowered to a low snarl, producing a fresh gasp from me. “Now, you can answer.”

“Y-Yes,” I stammered, haunted by how big and strong he was. I couldn’t discern his features in the shadows, but he felt enormous and undeniably powerful. The thought was beyond disconcerting. “I remember.”

“And?” He sounded unimpressed. “What did I ask?”

“For me to be quiet.”

I wished I could put up more of a fight like the women I’d seen in those Hollywood action movies. I’d liked to have headbutted the bastard and kung-fu kicked him across the floor. This was a dream.... wasn’t I supposed to be able to do those things in my unconscious? The sad reality was I didn’t put up any fight, could barely even pull in each breath. His presence was captivating and utterly terrifying.

“So, you do recall?” He laughed, a dark noise that seemed to echo from every direction, and all at once, his face closed in on mine, the heat of his minty breath conveying his growing proximity. “That’s good.”

Christ, he must have only been a few inches from me, his hips pinning me in place as his other hand rose to my face. I panted as his palm pressed lightly to my cheek, one finger sliding down to cradle my chin.

“That means you can listen.”

I sensed his smile.

“Can be taught.”

“Who are you?” I tried again, desperate to break out of this hypnotic and disturbing dream. “Please, I don’t understand.”

Silence swelled in what little space passed between us, and in that heavy quiet, terror bloomed. What had I done by speaking? Hadn’t he just reiterated he wanted me to be quiet? Why couldn’t I just fucking listen?

“I’m sorry!” I was close to tears as the apology spilled from my lips, confusion mingling with dread.

“Tiffany.”

My name vibrated down my body, and to my horror, I noticed the way my nipples beaded at his gravelly tone.

“You will learn.” The hand at my chin dipped to my collar bone, and before I could pull in another decent breath, his fingers wrapped around my windpipe. “I promise you that.”

“Please!”

If I’d thought I’d known panic, this moment assured me just how wrong I’d been. He held me by the neck, my life literally suspended in the palm of his hand, but his grip didn’t tighten.

“Even now, that mouth cannot be quiet.” He sounded amused by the idea, but it was little consolation when his grip was held steadfast around my windpipe. “I must see what I can do to help you with that.” His face neared, his lips skimming first my temple, then lowering along the ridge of my nose. I could scarcely breathe as his lips grazed over mine. “I’m sure I can think of a way.”

Fuck. The word resonated in my head as his lips moved, first caressing, then demanding a kiss. What was I supposed to do? I didn’t know who the guy was, let alone assent to this behavior, but with his unforgiving body pressed into mine and his hand still at my throat, there was little choice but to succumb. With a small yelp, I acquiesced, permitting my lips to part as he took what he wanted, and God help me, it was the most passionate exchange I could remember. Heat furled in my core as his tongue snaked into my mouth. His free hand caressed my hip as he plundered my mouth.

What’s wrong with me? The question echoed as I melted into his touch. How could I find this even slightly arousing? When I finally saw my doctor, perhaps it was time to ask for a psychological referral.

“Better,” he snarled as he drew away. “I’ve learned something new about you, Tiffany.”

I panted, not daring to speak again, although a part of me wondered if I defied him, would he kiss me again?

“Now, I know how much you like hard, ruthless kisses.”

Oh God, had he really just said that?

“That’s useful information.” The hand at my throat stiffened a fraction, and whatever excitement had surfaced was chased away by terror. “I want to learn everything I can about you.”

What the fuck did that mean?

A strangled gasp left my lips as his grip stiffened. This wasn’t sexy, and it sure as hell didn’t seem to be leading to anything I would enjoy. It was time to wake up. Tugging the hand trapped between our bodies, I pushed against his chest with all my might, but it was futile. The man was obviously made of muscle and didn’t even flinch at my exertion.

“Wake up!” I urged myself, my breathing ragged as I fought for air. “Wake up, Tiff.”

His eerie laughter rang out, ratcheting up my dread to a whole other level.

“Now, little girl, what makes you think you’re sleeping?”



Chapter Five

Kade

WHAT I WOULD HAVE GIVEN for a little illumination at that moment. My soul ached to see her shock. Even one flickering candle would have been enough to reveal her expression, but I imagined those wide, blue stunned eyes as she flustered against the wall.

“What do you mean?”

Even with my fingers curled around her throat, she still couldn’t quiet that magnificent mouth. It made me wonder which of the sexy gags she had stashed in her bedroom would be the first to be forced between her lips. Fuck, I couldn’t wait to hear the noises she made once it was in place.

“You’re not dreaming, darlin’.” Perhaps it was for the best that she couldn’t see my smirk. “I am here. This is real, and it’s happening.”

“Wh-What?” Her breaths were coming hard and fast. “I-I don’t understand.”

How many times had she intimated that already? I had to be sympathetic to the gorgeous little brunette and remember while I had been planning this wonderful finale for months while she was completely out of the loop.

“I’m serious, little girl.” My thumb grazed her windpipe. She was so tiny and vulnerable, it wouldn’t take much to squeeze and bring this whole adventure to an abrupt halt. Another version of Kade would have been inclined to do so, but fortunately for Tiffany, that man was no longer me. I had another intention altogether. “If you can’t keep that pretty little mouth shut, I will.”

Seizing her in the darkness, I dragged her away from the wall and forced her away from the eaves. Luckily for her, her attic was a huge and expansive space, so there was room for her tantrum. She went just as I’d expected, panting and screaming with her heels smashing into the floor whenever she could find traction. The shackles I’d attached to her limbs crashed against the wood floor, adding volume, but I only laughed at her pitiful performance. If Tiffany thought this would save her, she was in for a massive blow. All such displays would earn her was more time in my choice of punishment.

“There.”

I shoved her to the floor, carpeted in this part of the attic. I’d left her in the shadows of the eaves while she’d slept off the cocktail of sedative-laced wine she’d drank earlier. The sleeping tablets I’d borrowed from the master en suite cabinet had certainly proved to be useful, but now it was time for illumination. Moving to the wall, I flicked on the sidelight.

Her gaze darted around frantically, her hand rubbing her throat and her brows knitting when she saw the metal on her wrists. “Wh-What are these?”

“You know what they are.” My tone was dry. “You spend enough time thinking about them.” I enjoyed her face blanching now that the attic was lit.

“C-Cuffs.” She could hardly get the words out.

“That’s right.” A jolt of electricity raced along my spine. I’d waited for this moment for so long. The realization in her gaze was scintillating.

“Why am I wearing cuffs?” Her attention shifted from the metal bracelets to my face.

“I want you in them.” I lifted my chin. Because you want them, too. My lips twitched as the final line repeated in my head.

“B-But...” Her chest rose and fell even faster. “You can’t do this! You can’t—”

“Let me stop you right there.” Triumph soared as she ceded. The shock shining in her eyes was almost as exquisite as her horrified expression. “I can do whatever I choose.” I slowed my pace, enjoying the experience I’d waited so long for. “Things will go much more smoothly for you if you learn to accept that early on.” I watched as some of the pieces fell into place.

“The attic?”

Honestly, I should have been incensed about her inability to shut up—especially after the warnings I had given her—but frankly, I was having too much fun. This was the culmination of months of plotting and biding my time. I wanted to savor every fucking second.

“Your attic,” I clarified with a smile. “Where I’ve been living.”

Her lips parted as if she was going to push her luck and speak further, but there were no words.

“That’s right,” I confirmed, reading her shell-shocked visage. “It’s been me all along. Those noises you’ve been hearing, the ones you’ve denied and tried to ignore... that was me.”

“What do you want?” As if I’d just thrown cold water over her, she shuffled backward, her eyes as wide as saucers.

“Wrong question,” I assured her. “And that’s certainly not how you address me, little girl.”

Maybe I’d been hasty calling for silence when it was this entertaining seeing her scramble for clues. There would be a time for all those delicious gags, but not now.

“I don’t even know who you are.”

She rose on her elbows, eyeing me wildly as she attempted to climb to her knees, but only one long stride from me was enough to topple her back to the carpet. The poor little thing was presumably still woozy from the drugs. She’d need rehydrating—once I’d had my enjoyment.

“I am your Master.” I don’t know how I suppressed my grin as I announced my title. It was as arrogant as it was inaccurate. The Watcher would have been far more appropriate.

“Master?” she spat as though it left a bad taste in her mouth. “Are you serious?”

“Deadly serious.” I lowered to my haunches, meeting her stare head-on. “And if you want to stay alive, I suggest you use it.”

“You’re going to hurt me?” she asked as if she already knew the answer. “You’re here to kill me.”

“Nonsense.” Death was the last thing on my mind. “I’ve come to give your life the one thing it so badly needs, Tiffany.”

She pulled in a shaky breath, the gesture drawing my focus back to her fabulous chest and the stiff peaks grazing beneath the fabric of her tantalizing shirt.

“What does it need?”

“If you want answers, you’ll need to use my title.” I smiled, no longer caring if she saw how happy I was. “In fact, if you want anything, you’ll need to use it.” I paused, watching her responses carefully. “You get three strikes, Tiffany, then you’re out.”

Her eyes fluttered closed, and I got the sense she wanted to know what happened then but was too afraid—or belligerent—to ask.

“I feel sick.” She clutched her belly, the color draining from her face.

“It’s only the sedatives,” I explained dismissively. Or the shock, though I didn’t bother to vocalize the final thought.

“Sedatives?”

I arched an eyebrow, interested to see how she would respond. In the past, I had found women were compliant in the face of the gesture, but Tiffany hadn’t had the chance to see me properly. She didn’t yet know the beast who would tame her.
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