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"Do not go where the path may lead, go instead where there is no path and leave a trail." 

- Ralph Waldo Emerson.
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Prologue

[image: ]




Tiffany Noble

Sweet black silence—the type I once avoided with blaring televisions and constant noise—offered solace. Breathing in, I stretched out on the comfortable surface, rolling and searching for him, my master—Kade. The scent of him lingered on the sheets, but as my hand searched the space beside me, he was nowhere to be found.

Eyes flickering open at the disconcerting reality, I eased myself upright, concentrating on the questions rattling in my head. Where was he? Where was the man who’d exploded into my life, changed everything, and brought me to this cabin in the middle of nowhere?

Pulling in a deep breath, I blinked into the shadows. What the hell had happened to me that I sought the comfort of his touch? I’d been intimidated by Kade, petrified even, but now, I craved his attention.

I’m falling for him.

The answer burst into my head as if it was so obvious, I should have known it innately, and on some level, I did. For days, I’d been sliding toward deeper and more meaningful feelings for the man. Since I’d walked into his suite, something had altered, and my emotions had become entrenched. I looked to Kade to offer me the darkness I’d always been too afraid to follow. Attracted to his danger, even though I didn’t know where this road would lead, I sensed it was the right path—the one that would give me peace of mind, as well as satisfaction.

“No.”

I tensed at Kade’s clipped tone, his voice floating in through the open doorway, followed by the noise of a chair being dragged against the wooden floor.

“I’ll never let her go.”

Brow furrowing at his words, I slipped from the sheets, grabbed at the top blanket, and wrapped it around me. Moving quietly across the rug, I held my breath as he spoke again.

“Don’t worry, little girl.”

Kade’s voice was impassioned, as if justifying himself, but that didn’t seem like him. The man I knew was self-assured and didn’t take no for an answer.

“I won’t let anything happen. I’d rather twist myself in knots than give this up.”

Throat drying at the solemnity in his tone, I inched closer to the doorway, pausing again as I deciphered his next mumbled words.

“I won’t let her.”

“Kade?”

His whispered name was barely heard over the sound of my pounding heartbeat. Something was wrong, it had to be. Either he was having a conversation with an invisible guest who I couldn’t hear, or he was talking to himself. I inhaled at the idea. Was he mad? I mean, I’d known Kade skirted the line of insanity, but this was something else.

“No.” His tone was emphatic. Leaning around the door frame, I saw the resolve in his gray eyes. “That won’t happen again. Things are different now. We’re different.”

Who the hell was he talking to, and what was he talking about? Kade had referred to a female on more than one occasion, and as far as I knew, there was only one woman in his life—me. Dread surfaced as I watched him, noting the tension in his jaw as he mused on whatever conundrum agitated him. When he suddenly rose from the table, I gasped, covering the sound with the palm of my hand.

“I can’t.” I jumped at the volume of his voice. “I can’t carry on like this. If we’re going to be together, if this has any chance, I have to tell her. I have to be honest.”

Enough was enough. I had to speak, had to come forward and let him know I was there, that everything was okay. We were together now. It was my job to console as well as concede.

“Tell me what, Master?”

He turned, his eyes wide and unsure. “Little girl. What are you doing there? You should be sleeping.”

“I woke and heard you.” I wanted to go to him, but something about his stunned expression told me to hang back. “I thought there was someone else here. It sounded like you were having a conversation.”

“No.” His reply was instantaneous. “Only me.”

“Oh.” I glanced around the lounge, trying to calm my fraying nerves. “Then who were you talking to, Master?” I couldn’t accept he was having a conversation with himself. He seemed so irate. “What do you have to tell me?” Using all my courage, I compelled my feet forward, closing the distance between us until his hand rose, one finger urging me even closer.

“Come here, little girl.” Tension eased from his shoulders as his lips stretched into a lazy smile.

“We need to talk.”
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Chapter One
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Kade Walker

The conversation had never been inevitable. I hadn’t intended to rouse her and talk tonight, but as she moved toward me, it made sense. Like so many things since I’d found Tiffany, the fates had aligned to conjure the reality, and as she settled on my lap, nothing seemed more natural.

“Master?” Her tantalizing blue eyes drilled into me as I wrapped an arm around her. “What’s wrong? You’re frightening me.”

“This is frightening you?” Chuckling, I tucked the loose strands of her hair behind her ear. Snuggling on my lap was nothing in comparison to the things I had already subjected her to. I glanced around the wooden lodge we were renting.

“You know what I mean.” She squirmed against me, and I remembered she was still full of the butt plug.

“Need me to take that out?” I arched a brow, reveling in her mortified blush.

“Yes, please, Master.” She caught her lower lip between her white teeth.

“You’ve worn it a long time,” I ushered her from my lap. “Bend over the table.” I gestured to the dining table at my side.

“Here, Master?” She looked aghast, as if this was the most shocking act I’d ever asked of her. “Now?”

“Yes, here.” I shook my head with a smile. “If I don’t do so now, I might get sidetracked and forget.”

Breath ragged, she released the blanket that covered her and turned to face the table. My gaze slid over her hungrily. No matter how much I got of Tiffany, I was never satisfied. I skimmed my palm over her cooling skin.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmured in disbelief. How could a devil like me have ever ensnared such an angel? “But you’re getting cold. Let’s make this quick. Legs apart.” Nudging at her ankle, I waited as she obeyed me. “Hands on the table and arch your back.”

Placing her palms onto the wooden surface, she sucked in a breath, turning her face toward me as she stuck her tempting ass in my direction.

“Master?”

“Better,” I praised, running my hand along the curve of her spine. “Damn, you’re distracting.”

Sniggering, her head fell forward. “I think we distract each other, Master.”

That was true enough.

“Bend forward,” I instructed, pressing her forward. “Deep breaths.”

She complied without a word, sucking in air as I ran my fingers between the cleft of her ass. Arousal bloomed on her soft, yielding skin. I’d enjoyed all of Tiffany’s secret places and longed to ravish her all over again. Finding the base of the plug, I drew an invisible line around it as her breathing settled into a rhythm. Gripping the rim, I waited for her to exhale before I exerted enough force to pull it free.

“There.”

Patting her backside, I bent to kiss her shoulder before I took the plug to the bathroom. I’d deal with the necessities later but washed my hands before returning. I was pleased to find Tiffany precisely where I’d left her, splayed and leaning over the table.

“You are such a good girl,” I enthused, striding to her side. “Come on, grab your blanket. We’ll find somewhere more comfortable to talk.”

Straightening, she crouched to collect the bed cover before taking my hand. I led her to the snug, settling in one of the comfy seats by the fire.

“Better?” I asked as she climbed onto my lap and offered me a smile.

“Yes, Master,” she murmured, snuggling closer. “Thank you.”

I had no idea why I was so at peace. I’d suggested the conversation, had created the opportunity to open my heart and confess all the dark secrets of my past—and mine were darker than most—but holding her close, I barely even acknowledged anxiety. Whatever the outcome, however she reacted would make no difference. Tiffany was going nowhere. Disgusted or understanding, she would stay by my side.

“There are some things about my past you should know.” I caressed the side of her face.

“What things, Master?” Tipping her chin, her wonderful gaze met mine. “Ex-lovers, you mean?”

My lips curled at her innocence. Like the chrysanthemums she loved so much, Tiffany was as inoffensive as she was beautiful.

“No,” I replied. “Not really.”

“Jobs?” she guessed, shifting on my thighs.

No doubt her ass was sore from our session this morning, but the thought of her discomfort only cemented my commitment to hold her still. Tiffany would be adored and cherished, but I would guarantee her unease and hurt when it was called for.

“No.” I hesitated, for the first time unsure how to broach the monstrous admissions. “It’s not as simple as that.”

“Okay.”

Her breathing sped up as though she was finally starting to appreciate what was coming, but there was no way she could have guessed the atrocities of my past.

“There are things I’ve done...” I paused, tightening my grip on her middle. “They weren’t my finest hour.”

That was one way of putting it.

“That’s true for everyone, Master.” She exhaled, apparently relieved, though I wasn’t sure why. I hadn’t even begun my confession. “There are plenty of things I’d change if I could go back in time.”

“I don’t think we’re talking about the same type of things, little girl.” I couldn’t suppress the chuckle that rose in my throat.

“Then what?” Desperation flickered in her gaze as it locked with mine. “I don’t understand, Master.”

“Encounters I’ve had with people... with women.”

“One-night stands?” Her brows knitted.

“Hush.” Pressing my index finger to her lips, I ignored the call of my cock to replace the digit.

“Not about sex,” I told her, although there had been sexual attraction. “About power.”

The crease in her brow deepened.

“Listen.” I realized if I was going to explain, I would have to just come out and say it. From the time she’d walked into my suite and back into my life, I’d been open and frank with her. Tiffany deserved the truth. “There’s no easy way to tell you, so I’m going to tell you straight.”

Her eyes widened a fraction, but she nodded against my finger. Slowly, I lowered it to her nape, holding her steady.

“I was a different man before I met you.” Fleetingly, I closed my eyes, recalling who I had been. “A harder man. Meeting you has changed me, but before you...”

“Wh-What did you do, Master?” The tremble in her voice conveyed she was finally starting to comprehend the gravity of my offenses, but it was no preparation for what I was about to tell her.

“Before I met you, little girl, I was a killer of women.”
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Chapter Two
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Tiffany

Cuddling against the warmth and security of his chest, I heard his words but couldn’t wrap my head around their enormity.

“Hmmm?” Shifting against him, I lifted my chin to meet his steely gaze, but his expression was impossible to read.

“Need me to say it again?” His voice was cold, although I couldn’t decide if it was from censure or sarcasm.

“Master.” My heart rate accelerated as I finally processed his explanation.

I was a killer of women. A killer of women...

“What do you mean, a killer?” Straightening, my blood ran cold. He couldn’t be serious. Could he? Straining against his arms, I tried to read his face, but his passive visage gave nothing away.

“I mean, I killed women.” His voice was eerily calm, neither apologetic nor angry—as if he was admitting to stealing a slice of pizza or some other triviality. “I want you to know the truth.”

“Women?” Breathless, my pulse raced so fast, my head was spinning. “How many women, Master?” My throat dried. How could I even ask?

The man I was falling for had just admitted to heinous acts, and what was my first response? Not fear, not revulsion, but wanting clarification. It shouldn’t matter how many women were involved. I should run for the door... for my life.

“I don’t know.” His brow creased, the first flicker of uncertainty in his demeanor.

“You don’t know?” What kind of answer was that? “What do you mean?”

Pushing against his embrace, I recoiled, searching for any sign this might be a sick and twisted joke, but there was no such respite. Kade looked as serious as I’d ever seen him as his silver gaze speared me.

“Where do you think you’re going, little girl?” His eyebrow twitched as I struggled to catch my breath. “My confession changes nothing about us. You’re still mine, and you’ll stay put.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

“Pardon?” He tilted his head, prompting me.

“Master,” I spat, hardly understanding why it was so important in light of his shocking revelation. “Please.” My heart was speeding out of control. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“I mean, I’m not entirely sure.” His brow rose. “A lot of the time has become a haze of memories painted at the back of my mind. At this point, I’m not sure which of them is even real.”

“Oh God.” Closing my eyes, I lifted one hand to rub my pounding temple. “I can’t believe this... can’t believe what you’re telling me.” Trepidation twisted in my tummy, knotting and threatening nausea.

“I realize it’s a shock.”

A shock? It felt as if he’d torn through the very fabric of my existence. I’d been braced for something daunting. This was Kade, after all. He was never short of terror and awe, but this? I had never... could never have expected this.

“You’re the first and only person I’ve ever wanted to be honest with.” He loosened his grip on me a fraction. “Tiffany, look at me.”

Gulping down the rising sickness, I forced my eyes open, but the intensity of his gray eyes almost took my breath away. “I don’t feel well, Master.” My hands shot to my mouth, holding back the rising tide.

“You look pale.” Brows knitting, he rose to his feet, taking me with him.

“I feel sick,” I panted, trying not to focus on the blurred landscape of the room fading in and out around him.

“Okay.” He swept me into a bathroom I hadn’t even known existed, deposited me on the floor, and lifted the toilet lid. “Do what you have to do.”

Grasping the edge of the toilet, I leaned forward, certain I was about to lose the contents of my stomach. I had eaten little, but whatever was there was definitely threatening to make a reappearance.

“Mas-ter.” I croaked the word, shaking my head and regretting the movement.

How had this happened? Less than half an hour ago, I’d been so happy, content with my lot. I’d reconciled the traumatic origins of our relationship and was looking forward to what came next, to long days and nights with my kinky lover and all the glee and satiation he could bring. How could I square this sordid circle? The man I loved was a murderer? Apparently, he’d slain so many women, he couldn’t pin down the final body count. How was I supposed to manage that information? What was the etiquette for this disturbing new development?

“It’s okay.” Reaching for me, he rubbed my back, tugging the blanket away. “I’m here.”

Jaw clenching, I refused to turn and meet his eyes. I was worried about covering him in vomit, but more than that, I didn’t know if I could face the man who’d just confessed to murder.

“I-I don’t know what to say.”

“I know.” He blew out a breath, squeezing my shoulder gently. “I don’t expect you to say anything, little girl.”

“I...”

I tried to speak, but there were no words—no words for what he was asking me to accept, no words for the painful void that had opened up inside me.

He’d murdered people. Kade was a killer...

On the one hand, it didn’t surprise me. Kade was no angel. He had broken into my house, recorded and watched me for days on end. The man could be a devil, but I’d never expected the depth of his depravity. His confession had ripped through all reason.

Heaving, my belly cramped as whatever was left there was forced to the surface. Decorating the porcelain, I gripped my tummy and folded in half.

“Here.” He was at the basin, dampening a washcloth, which he thrust in my direction. “Clean yourself with this.”

I took it from him on autopilot, trembling as I wiped my mouth and huddled by the toilet. Looming over me, Kade did what he always did—took control—closing the lid and flushing before washing his hands.

“Better?” His tone was skeptical.

“I-I don’t know, Master.” I couldn’t lift my gaze to meet his eyes, couldn’t accept the man who’d captured my affection could actually be a cold-blooded killer.

“Come back to bed.” His tone was harder, more like the unyielding man I’d come to know.

“With you?”

“Of course, with me,” he snapped. Sighing, his expression softened as he fell to his haunches. “We can talk more.”

“Talk?” His words weren’t configuring in my head. I could see his lips moving but couldn’t understand what was being said.

“If you want to.” He reached for me, stroking one finger down my arm. “We’ll get through this, Tiffany.”

I blinked at him, unsure what to say. He hadn’t had an affair or been fired from his job—the man had just admitted to being a murderer. How could we hope to get through this?

––––––––
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“BUT YOU K-KILLED PEOPLE, Master.” The anxiety in my tummy tightened as I said the words out loud. “How can that ever be okay? How can I be alright with that?”

“I know what I am.” He shrugged, the gesture compelling his tousled dark hair to fall into his eyes. “I knew it would come back to haunt me one day... and here it is.”
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Chapter Three
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Kade

The term shell-shocked was coined in the First World War to explain the post-traumatic stress soldiers experienced, but looking at Tiffany, it seemed the perfect descriptor for her dazed response to my confession. Eyes glassy, and her expression vacant, I hoisted her into my arms and carried her to the bedroom. She went without a fuss, barely protesting as I slipped her between the covers, but it was clear she was not okay. Sitting on the bed next to her, I wondered if she’d heard me.

“Is there anything you want to ask me right now, little girl?”

Her focus flitted to me before falling to her lap. Fiddling with her fingers, she pulled in an unsteady breath.

“I don’t think so.”

“Then we should sleep.” Unfastening my pants, I eased them to my ankles, watching her reaction. She didn’t move a muscle. “It’s late.”

“O-Okay,” she eventually murmured, her brow furrowing as I discarded my clothes and climbed in beside her.

“We’ll talk more tomorrow,” I decided, reaching to switch off my bedside light before snuggling down and tugging her toward me. Her body was stiff as I pulled her into my embrace, her hands stubbornly refusing to touch my bare skin.

“I-I don’t know if I can, Master.” Her voice sounded pained.

“What?”

“Be intimate...” She blew out a breath. “After your admission.”

“I’m only holding you.” Jaw clenched, I fought to maintain my composure. It wasn’t rejection. She was only being honest, yet her words stung as if she’d just condemned me. “But let’s be clear, little girl... when I want you, you’re mine.”

If it was possible, she tensed in my arms.

“You mean you’d take me by force?”

“I’ll never have to.” I sniggered at her sullen tone. “A woman aroused by all the dirty things you like will never need to be coerced.”

“This is different. You killed women, Master.”

“I know what I did.” Although it was true, I barely recalled the details. “I told you.”

“Wh-Why?” She turned toward me in the darkness. “Can you at least tell me that?”

My lips curled. So much for having no questions...

“Why did I tell you, or why did I kill them?”

“The latter,” she choked, the emotion in her voice suggesting she was close to tears. “Why would you do such a terrible thing?”

“You’re asking what compelled me.” It was a fair question and one I’d expected sooner. Stretching out at her side, I cast my mind back, trying to remember what had motivated me all that time ago.

“Yes, I suppose so,” she croaked.

“Power.” I saw flashes of the terrified faces of my victims. “I wanted power over them.”

“Why?” she sniffed. “Did you know them? Were you in love with them?”

“My proximity to them varied,” I replied as honestly as I could. “But no, I was never in love with them. I never knew love until you, Tiffany.”

“How did you...” Her words trailed away, ushering in strained silence.

“How did I kill them?” I smiled in the darkness. Now we were getting to the good part.

“Yes,” she squeaked.

“I strangled them.” Was that pride in my voice? After all this time, I thought I’d left that behind.

“With your bare hands?” She was close to hysterical, her breath ragged as she lay immobilized at my side.

“Yes.”

Was that what she wanted to hear, or would she prefer I had used another implement? I wanted to tell her the deaths had been kind, considering how fast and painless they’d been but concluded there was no point since one it wouldn’t have been the truth. The women I’d chosen had died agonizing, protracted deaths, and the reality was, I wasn’t even sorry.

“Oh God.” Her words dissolved into a sob. “How could you have done that, Master? How did you get away with it?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I reassured. “It was the past, and I did get away with it.” Although a part of me still couldn’t believe I had. “It changes nothing.”

“It changes everything!” she retorted, sitting upright and breaking free of my embrace. “Absolutely everything.”

“No,” I countered, working hard to keep my voice even as I pulled myself upright. I didn’t appreciate her curt tone but was willing to overlook it, to be understanding. Tiffany had just been given an abrupt curveball. I had to expect some repercussions, but my patience was not without limits.

“I already told you, little girl... nothing changes.”

“How can you say that?” she hissed, her despair morphing into fiery fury. “How can you expect me to stay with you after telling me that?”

“Because you have deep, complicated feelings for me.” We might not have declared our love for each other, but it was there, written on her face every time she glanced my way, there in every obeyed command. Tiffany felt something for me, which was why she’d come back. “And because you have no choice.”

“No choice?” Outrage echoed in her voice. “Is violence your answer to everything, Kade? Is it what gets you off?”

“Want to rephrase that?” Tensing, I resisted the urge to pin her down and insist she retracted her question. “You know how to address me by now.”

“Is that all that matters to you, Master?” She muttered the word I wanted.

“No. You matter, but I want to make it clear that my expectations remain the same. You will treat me with the respect we agreed or face the consequences.”

“Gonna spank me again?” Her wry tone begged for the penance.

“Among other things.” Leaning toward the nightstand, I flicked the light on, then turned to assess her tear-stained face. “And while we’re on the subject of violence, let’s look at our history.” I inched toward her. “Which of us has caused actual bodily harm to the other, little girl? Me, with my strength and ill intent, or you?” Arching an eyebrow, I watched as she physically shrunk at the accusation. We both knew the act I was referring to.

“That was d-different,” she spluttered, her gaze darting to the scar her knife had left on my neck. “I’ve already apologized for that.”

“Yes, you have,” I agreed. “It is forgiven, but it’s worth remembering who has been violent to the other.”

“I’ve never killed anyone.” Her eyes widened. “You know I was acting in self-defense.”

“I have never caused you real harm.” My gaze speared her, wanting to reinforce this crucial point. “Beyond bondage and spanking, I’ve never so much as caused you discomfort.”

Her lips parted as if she would beg to differ, but apparently, the look in my eyes persuaded her it might not be the best idea.

“The things I did to those women were awful, but it was a different time and a different me. I would never do that to you.”

“How can I be sure, Master?” Fresh tears welled in her eyes.

Now that was more like the compliant little girl I’d come to love.

“How can I trust you?”

“You know me.” I didn’t have to think about my response. “As nobody ever has. That’s why I had to tell you the truth, Tiffany. You deserve that.”

“I still don’t know what to say.” Lifting her tiny hand, she tucked her dark hair behind her ear.

“I know it will take time for you to accept what I did. Maybe you never will, but I’m not sorry I told you. I don’t want any secrets between us.”

“You really strangled them.” Fear flickered in her gorgeous gaze.

“Yes,” I answered. “I really did.”

“With these hands?” Her attention fell to my palms. “The same ones that love and torment me?”

“The same ones.” I chuckled, turning them over.

“My head hurts.” Her brows knitted. “I think I’m all talked out tonight, Master.”

“Fair enough.” I’d already told her she needed to sleep, but my little girl never could do what she was told. “We’ll rest soon, but first, there’s the issue of your punishment.”

“Punishment?” She straightened, jutting her tantalizing breasts in my direction. “For what? I didn’t kill anyone!”

“For disrespecting me,” I reminded her. “For using my name when I have asked you not to and for implying I have ever caused harm to you when we both know that’s a lie.”

“You can’t be serious?”

Flustered, her gaze darted around the room as though she was hoping for a new escape route, but there were none. I had the only keys in and out of this place, and we were miles from civilization. That had been the point. We wanted to be somewhere where no one would hear her screams.

“I am,” I replied, stretching my back as I slid from the sheets. Going to our bags, I collected the one containing her new toys and restraints before returning. “You know the rules by now, little girl. You treat your master with respect.”
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