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A Quick Note Before You Begin
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Come closer.

I’m so pleased that you’re here. Are you ready?

The threshold you are about to cross does not lead to a simple story. Instead, it leads to an experience—something to be felt. The tales found within this book are not for the faint of heart; they are a siren’s call to the curious, the brave, and those who desire deeply. They are an invitation to explore the beautiful, shadowed place where yearning and power dance—where the greatest risk is the truth we discover about ourselves.

I have always been fascinated by the electric, life-altering moment when a character’s perfect façade crumbles, and in the ruins, they find a more authentic, formidable self. That heart-stopping instant when a carefully built life fractures—and through the cracks, something truer, wilder, and infinitely more powerful claws its way into the light. 

This is more than erotic fiction. It is a deep dive into the psychology of surrender. These are stories of manipulation and liberation. Of exquisite control and the often terrifying, breathtaking freedom of giving in to resistance. They are unapologetically erotic, exploring power exchanges not merely as act, but as art—a raw, psychological unveiling.

If you crave the provocative worlds of Tiffany Reisz, Sierra Simone, and Rachel Kramer Bussel, you understand that the most dangerous stories are the ones that hold up a mirror to our own hidden truths. This book is your mirror. It is a challenge and a promise: to drag you to the edge, to unravel your expectations, and to leave you thoroughly and completely consumed.

Now, get comfortable. Turn off the world. Let the silence gather. Your descent begins. And I am honored to be your guide.

— Julie 
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☆ Kiss the Killer ☆
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Chapter 1
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The dim glow of crystal chandeliers cast long shadows across the opulent penthouse suite, where the air hummed with the low murmur of power brokers and their secrets. Natasha moved through the crowd like a shadow in silk, her black gown hugging her lithe body, the neckline plunging deep enough to draw eyes without revealing too much. 

Disguised as Ekaterina Petrova, high-end escort to the elite, she was a vision of calculated allure—raven hair cascading in loose waves, green eyes sharp behind a mask of smoky makeup, lips painted crimson. 

But beneath the facade, her mind was a blade, honed for one purpose: Mikhail Volkov, the ruthless arms dealer whose empire spanned continents, built on blood and bullets.

Getting the contract had been straightforward; her handlers at the Directorate had promised a clean kill, a silenced pistol hidden in her clutch, as well as a poison vial. Mikhail welcomed beautiful strangers into his bed, they said—his weakness for flesh making him vulnerable. 

Yet as Natasha scanned the room, her pulse quickened not from fear, but from the weight of his reputation. Whispers painted him as a devil: cold, calculating, with a trail of bodies and broken empires behind him. 

She spotted him across the expanse, leaning against a marble bar, his broad frame clad in a tailored black suit that strained against his muscled shoulders. Dark hair cropped short, a scar tracing his jawline, and eyes like storm clouds—piercing and unreadable.

Their eyes met, and he didn't look away. Instead, a slow smile crept over his lips, predatory and inviting. Natasha felt an unbidden shiver trace the length of her spine. She crossed the room, hips swaying with practiced seduction, accepting a flute of champagne from a passing waiter. 

“My name is Ekaterina, but you can call me Katia,” she introduced herself when she reached him, voice husky, extending a gloved hand. “I've heard you're a man who appreciates... rare acquisitions.”

Mikhail's grip was firm, his thumb brushing her knuckles in a way that sent heat through her entire body. “And you, Katia, look like a priceless one.” His accent was thick, the Russian edges sharpening the words, his voice just low enough to rumble through her. 

He pulled her closer, the crowd fading as he led her to a private balcony overlooking the glittering city skyline. The night air was cool against her flushed skin, but his presence warmed it, his hand settling possessively on the small of her back.

They talked—or rather, he probed, questions laced with double meanings. What brings a woman like you to a man like me? Do you fear the dark? Natasha parried with flirtation, her laughter light, but inside, her thoughts raced. 

Every touch felt like a test: his fingers grazing her arm, the way he leaned in, breath hot against her ear. She confessed nothing, yet under his gaze, she unraveled thread by thread. He was more than the monster in the files—charismatic, intense, with a darkness that mirrored her own buried scars.

“You intrigue me,” Mikhail murmured after her third evasive answer, his hand sliding to her waist, pulling her flush against him. The hardness of his body pressed into her softness, and Natasha's breath caught. This was the opening she needed—to get him alone and then strike when he's vulnerable. 

But as his lips brushed her neck, a dangerous spark ignited. “Come inside,” he commanded softly, guiding her back through the suite to his private quarters, the door clicking shut like a trap springing.

The room was a study in luxury and menace: king-sized bed draped in black silk, walls lined with abstract art that hid things like guns and safes, no doubt. Mikhail didn't waste time. He backed her against the wall, hands framing her face as he claimed her mouth in a kiss that was all hunger—no gentleness—just raw demand, his teeth nipping at her lower lip. 

Natasha's hands roamed his chest, feeling the power coiled there, her body responding despite the mission screaming in her mind. She kissed back, fierce, her fingers digging into his shoulders as if to anchor herself.

He broke away, eyes dark with lust. “Strip for me.” The order sent a thrill through her, conflicting with the cold logic of her training. She complied, unzipping her gown slowly, letting it pool at her feet. 

Beneath, she wore lace lingerie—a black bra cupping her full breasts, matching thong barely covering her shaved pussy. Mikhail watched, unbuttoning his shirt to reveal a chiseled torso marked by faded scars, then shedding his pants. His impressive cock stood erect, thick and veined, the head already glistening with pre-cum.

Natasha dropped to her knees before him, the plush carpet soft under her skin, her mission momentarily forgotten in the haze of desire. She wrapped her hand around his base, stroking firmly as she leaned in, tongue flicking out to lap at the slit. Mikhail groaned, fingers threading into her hair, guiding her. 

“Take it all,” he ordered, and she opened her mouth wide, sliding down his length. He thrust forward, the head hitting the back of her throat, making her gag until she relaxed her throat, sucking hard. Saliva coated his shaft as she bobbed, her free hand cupping his heavy balls, rolling them gently.

He fucked her face with controlled power, hips snapping, each plunge deeper, her throat convulsing around him. Tears pricked her eyes from the stretch, but she moaned, the vibration drawing a curse from him in Russian. 

“Good girl,” he growled, pulling out suddenly, strings of spit connecting her lips to his dick. He hauled her up, spinning her to face the bed, bending her over the edge. Her ass presented to him, he yanked her thong aside, exposing her ass and tight cunt.

Mikhail spat on his fingers, rubbing them over her forbidden entrance, then pressed the head of his cock there. “Breathe,” he said, but there was no mercy as he pushed in, the burn intense as she stretched to accommodate him. 

Natasha cried out, fists clenching the sheets, the pain twisting into pleasure as he sank deeper, inch by unrelenting inch. He paused, letting her adjust, one hand reaching around to circle her clit.

Then he moved, pulling back and slamming in hard, setting a brutal rhythm. Each thrust jolted her forward, his hips slapping against her, the sound echoing in the room. Natasha pushed back, meeting him, her body betraying her resolve—while a deep ache began to build. 

“Harder,” she gasped, and he obliged, pounding her with savage force, his free hand now slapping her ass cheeks, leaving red imprints. Sweat slicked their skin, her moans turning to whimpers as the coil in her belly tightened.

He leaned over her, chest to her back, biting her shoulder as he drove deeper, his erection throbbing inside her. “You're mine tonight,” he whispered, voice rough. 

Natasha's climax hit like a storm, her body shuddering as waves crashed through her. Mikhail followed, burying himself to the hilt, cum filling her in hot pulses, spilling out as he ground against her.

They collapsed onto the bed, his weight pinning her, still semi-hard inside of her. As her breathing slowed, reality seeped back—the pistol in her clutch on the nightstand, the vial within reach. Mikhail's arm draped over her possessively, his lips brushing her ear. 

“Stay,” he murmured, as if sensing her turmoil. Natasha's hand trembled, inching toward the weapon, but his touch ignited that shared darkness again. Kill him, or surrender? The line blurred, her heart pounding with a conflict deeper than any mission. The night was young, and the game had only begun.
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Chapter 2
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The first thing Natasha registered was the scent of him. Sandalwood and clean, male skin. The second was the weight of his gaze.

She awoke not with a start, but with a slow, dawning awareness, the instincts of a predator recognizing another in the room. The opulent bedroom was bathed in the soft, grey-gold light of early morning. 

Mikhail lay on his side, head propped on his hand, the black silk sheet pooled around his waist. He was watching her, his eyes tracing the lines of her face, the curve of her shoulder exposed above the sheet. There was no smile, no post-coital languor. Only a deep, unnerving stillness.

“Good morning, Katia,” he said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through the quiet room. It wasn’t a greeting. It was an observation.

Natasha’s mind, usually a sharp, clear weapon upon waking, was fogged with the remnants of passion and a sleepless night of turmoil. She had lain awake for hours after he’d fallen into a deep, untroubled sleep, his arm a heavy, possessive bar across her waist. 

The clutch with its deadly contents sat on the nightstand, an arm's length away, taunting her. She had inched her hand toward it once, her fingers trembling, only to freeze when Mikhail sighed in his sleep and pulled her closer. The opportunity had never come.

Now, in the harsh light of day, the mission screamed back to the forefront. Assess. Adapt. Eliminate.

“Good morning,” she replied, her voice husky with sleep. She stretched, a calculated, feline movement that made the sheet slip lower, a performance of waking ease. “But I hope you don’t expect me to be a morning person.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “I expect you to be exactly what you are.”

The words hung in the air, laden with unspoken meaning. Was he always this cryptic, or was he playing a game she didn’t yet understand the rules to?

He rose from the bed, a powerful silhouette against the panoramic window overlooking the waking city. His body was a map of old violence—a pale, jagged scar across his ribs, another slicing down his thigh. 

He dressed with an efficient, unselfconscious grace, pulling on tailored trousers and a fresh shirt from a wardrobe that stood open, revealing a line of identical black suits.

“Come,” he said, not looking at her as he buttoned his cuffs. “I dislike eating alone.”

Feeling exposed, Natasha gathered the sheet around herself and retrieved her gown from the floor where it had been discarded the night before. The silk felt different now; not a costume of seduction, but a shield. She found her clutch, its weight a cold comfort, and slipped into the ensuite bathroom.

Her reflection in the mirror was a stranger. Smudged kohl under green eyes, hair a wild dark cloud, lips still swollen from his kisses. And a look in those eyes—not the cool detachment of Agent Ovechkin, but a flickering, unsettled confusion. 

Unraveling, she thought again, the word taking on a sharper, more dangerous edge. She splashed cold water on her face, repairing her makeup with a steady hand she willed into existence. Ekaterina Petrova. The name she’d chosen last night felt flimsy now.

She found him on the terrace, where a table was set with silver cloches, a pot of coffee, and a vase of blood-red roses. The city sprawled beneath them, silent and vast. He held out a chair for her, a gesture of old-world courtesy that felt at odds with the man who had taken her against the wall with brutal possession.

He served her himself: blini with smetana and caviar, perfectly poached eggs. He didn’t speak, letting the clink of cutlery and the distant hum of traffic fill the space. It was another test. He was giving her enough rope to hang herself with, waiting to see if she would fill the silence with nervous chatter.

Natasha ate, her appetite surprising her. She met his silence with her own, her green gaze steady on him.

Finally, he spoke. “You are not what I expected, Ekaterina Petrova.” He tested the name on his tongue, and she had the distinct impression he found it wanting.

“And what did you expect?” she asked, taking a sip of rich, black coffee.

“A beautiful shell. Empty. Hungry for money and little else.” His eyes locked on hers. “You are... more substantial. The way you carry yourself. The way you listen. You have the eyes of a woman who has seen things.”

Natasha’s heartbeat pounded. He’s profiling you. “Perhaps I’m just a good actress.”

“Perhaps,” he conceded, leaning back in his chair. “But the best performances are born from truth, are they not? What truth do you draw from, Katia?”

The question was a scalpel, probing directly at the core of her fabricated identity. She gave him the prepared story, a tale of a ballet dancer from St. Petersburg whose career was cut short by injury, who turned her discipline and grace into a different kind of performance. She sprinkled it with just enough real detail—the name of a famous instructor, the ache of old muscles—to make it breathe.

He listened, his expression unreadable. When she finished, he nodded slowly. “A compelling story.” The emphasis on story was barely perceptible, but she heard it. “I am leaving the city today. For my home on the Black Sea.”

Natasha stilled. This was an unexpected variable. Her intel had him in the city for a week.

“I find the sea air... clarifying,” he continued, his gaze drifting over the skyline before snapping back to her, pinning her in place. “You will come with me.”

It was not a question. It was a command, delivered with absolute certainty.

The handler’s warning echoed in her mind: Keep it simple. In and out. A public place is best. A secluded dacha was the worst possible scenario—a fortress where he held all the power, where a body could disappear without a trace. And yet, it was also the perfect opportunity. No witnesses. No security team hovering just outside the door.

Before she could craft a response, her phone, hidden in her clutch, vibrated with a specific, coded pattern. Her handler.

“I need to... freshen up,” she said, forcing a smile. “Excuse me.”

In the bathroom, she locked the door and opened the secure messaging app.

Handler: Status? Package delivered?

Natasha’s fingers hovered over the screen. Package delivered was the code for a completed mission. She could lie. She could say yes and disappear. The thought was a fleeting, shocking temptation.

Instead, she typed: Target engaged. Situation evolved. Opportunity for deeper access presented. Awaiting instructions.

The reply was almost instantaneous. Understood. Proceed. Objective remains. Report in 24 hrs. Do not compromise the mission.

The cold, clinical words were a bucket of ice water. Objective remains. They didn’t care about the evolution of the situation. They only cared about the kill.

She emerged from the bathroom, her decision made. The mission was all she had. It was her identity. It had to be.

Mikhail was standing by the terrace door, watching her. He had known she was contacting someone. Of course he had.

“Well?” he asked.

“The Black Sea sounds perfect,” she said, her voice a low purr. She walked to him, placing a hand on his chest, feeling the steady, powerful beat of his heart beneath the fine cotton of his shirt. She tilted her face up to his, offering him the version of Katia he wanted to see. “I’ve always wanted to see how the other half lives.”

His hand came up to cradle her jaw, his thumb stroking her cheek. The touch was deceptively gentle. “Be careful what you wish for, myshka,” he murmured, his eyes dark with a knowing glint. “You might find it suits you.”

He kissed her then, not with the hungry violence of the night before, but with a slow, deep certainty that felt far more dangerous. It was the kiss of a man who was not taking a conquest, but claiming a prize.

And as Natasha kissed him back, she feared he was right.
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The dacha was not a house; it was a statement carved into the cliffside overlooking the Black Sea. A brutalist masterpiece of glass and steel, it seemed to defy gravity, its sharp angles a stark contrast to the wild, crashing waves below. 

As the private gate swung shut behind their armored car, Natasha felt the finality of it. No witnesses. No easy exit. The trap, if it was one, had sprung.

Mikhail led her inside. The interior was a study in curated power. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a dizzying, magnificent view of the churning sea. The walls were not lined with abstract art but with real, formidable pieces: a haunting Modigliani portrait, a stark Malevich geometric, and a small, violent sketch she was almost certain was a genuine Francis Bacon.

“A man who trades in weapons should also appreciate the things they can protect,” Mikhail said, noting her gaze. He came to stand beside her, not touching, but his presence was a physical thing. “Beauty is a fragile commodity. It requires a certain... ruthlessness to preserve.”

“Is that how you justify it?” Natasha asked, the question slipping out before her filter of ‘Katia’ could stop it. “Your business?”

He didn’t look at her, his eyes on the Bacon sketch—a twisted, screaming figure. “I do not justify it. I simply do it. We all have our talents. Some create.” He gestured to the art. “Some protect. Some destroy. The world needs all three to turn. The hypocrisy is in pretending otherwise.”

He turned then, his stormy eyes capturing hers. “What is your talent, Katia? Beyond the performance?”

The question was a needle, seeking a vein. She gave him the practiced answer. “I provide a fantasy. An escape.”

“A fantasy,” he repeated with a knowing grin. He finally closed the distance, his fingers lifting to trace the line of her jaw. “I think you provide something far more real. A moment of absolute truth between two people. No lies. No past. Just... hunger.”

His thumb brushed her lower lip. Natasha’s breath caught. He was dismantling her, piece by piece, and the terrifying part was that she wanted him to.

The afternoon bled into evening. They walked the rugged coastline, the salt spray stinging their faces. He spoke of his childhood in Volgograd, of a life carved out with grit and pain, of building an empire from nothing because the alternative was oblivion. 

He spoke without self-pity, with a chilling, factual honesty that was more disarming than any lie. She found herself offering slivers of truth in return—not about being an assassin, but about the loneliness of a life spent playing a role, the constant watchfulness, the fear of being truly known. She was weaving her real self into the fiction, and he was listening like a man starved for genuine connection.

It was during dinner, at a table overlooking the now moon-silvered sea, that the confrontation she’d been waiting for finally arrived.

He had been quiet for a long time, watching her over a glass of rich, Georgian wine. The silence was comfortable, yet charged.

“You are remarkably composed,” he stated, setting his glass down with a precise click. “Most women in your... profession... would be nervous. Isolated like this. With a man like me.”

“Should I be nervous?” she countered, her voice even.

“That depends,” he said, leaning forward. The candlelight cast shadows across the sharp planes of his face, making him look both demonic and divine. “On what you are truly doing here.”

The air left the room. Natasha kept her hand from trembling by pressing her nails into her palm. “I believe I was invited.”

“You were.” He held her gaze, and the game was over. The pretense evaporated. “But not as Ekaterina Petrova, the escort with the tragic ballet past.” He let the silence hang, heavy and absolute. “That woman is a phantom. A well-constructed one, but a phantom nonetheless.”

Natasha’s blood ran cold. Her training screamed: Deny. Counter-attack. Eliminate. But the look in his eyes wasn’t accusatory. It was... appreciative.

“Who are you?” he asked, his voice a low, intimate rumble. It wasn’t a threat. It was an invitation.

She could have reached for the steak knife beside her plate. She could have launched herself across the table. Instead, she heard herself say, “Someone who is tired of lying.”

It was the most honest thing she had ever said to a target.

A devastating smile spread across his face. It was not the predatory grin from the penthouse. This was something warmer, more genuine, and infinitely more dangerous. “Now we are getting somewhere.” He stood and offered her his hand. “Come.”

He didn’t lead her to a bedroom. He led her to a lower terrace, open to the sky, where the roar of the sea was a constant, pounding rhythm. The night air was cool and damp, whipping her hair around her face.

“I knew almost from the beginning,” he said, his back to her as he looked out at the dark water. “My security is very thorough. Your agency is good, but not good enough.” 

He turned to face her. “I let you in because I was curious. I wanted to see the woman they would send. I wanted to see which would be stronger: the orders they gave you... or the nature I saw in you the moment you walked into that room.”

Natasha stood frozen, completely exposed. The mission was in ashes. She was naked before him in a way that had nothing to do with clothes. And yet, she felt a terrifying surge of exhilaration. The game was over. Now, there was only truth.

He stepped forward and cupped her face, his hands cold from the night’s wind. “Tell me your name. Your real name.”

The word was a whisper, torn from the depths of her soul. “Natasha.”

“Natasha,” he repeated, as if tasting it. He leaned his forehead against hers. “What do you want, Natasha?”

It was the only question that mattered. And in that moment, she didn’t want to kill him. She wanted to erase the space between them. She wanted to match his honesty with her own. She wanted to feel.

She answered by surging forward and capturing his mouth with hers.

It was not like the kisses before. This was not a performance or a battle for dominance. It was a raw, blinding collision of two truths. She kissed him with a desperation that felt like salvation, her fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer. He met her with a groan that was swallowed by the breeze, his arms locking around her, crushing her to his chest.

He tore at her clothes, and she at his, their hands frantic, not with lust, but with a need to feel skin on skin, to confirm the reality of this moment. Her dress gave way under his hands. His shirt buttons scattered on the stone terrace.

He backed her against the cold glass wall of the dacha, the chill a shocking contrast to the heat of their bodies. He lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, her core pressed against the hard ridge of his erection. 

There was no preamble, no gentle testing. He entered her in one fierce, deep thrust that made her cry out into the night, a sound stolen by the wind and the sea.

This was different. He wasn’t fucking an escort. He was laying a claim on Natasha. And she wasn’t submitting to a target; she was meeting Mikhail, her equal, her mirror.

The rhythm was brutal and perfect, each thrust a punctuation to their unspoken pact. This was a consummation of understanding, a physical manifestation of the truth that now lay bare between them.

The cold glass seared her back, a stark counterpoint to the inferno raging where their bodies joined. Mikhail’s grip was iron on her hips, holding her aloft, driving into her with a primal intensity that stole the breath from her lungs. 

Natasha’s head fell back against the window, her eyes wide open, staring at the vast, star-strewn sky. She was pinned between the unfeeling glass and the all-too-feeling man who was dismantling her, piece by piece.

She met his rhythm, her own hips rolling, taking him deeper, her inner muscles clenching around him in a silent, fierce challenge. A deep groan was torn from his throat, a sound of pure, undiluted pleasure. He buried his face in the curve of her neck, his teeth grazing her pulse point—not a bite, but a promise of one.

“Say it,” he growled against her skin, his voice ragged with the force of his movements. “Say my name.”

It was a command, but beneath it, she heard a true need that mirrored her own. He wanted confirmation that it was him she was with, not the phantom client she was paid to please.

“Mikhail,” she gasped, the name a prayer and a curse on the salt-tinged air. “Mikhail.”

He drove into her harder, his pace becoming frenzied and desperate. “Again.”

“Mikhail!” she cried out, her nails digging into the hard muscles of his shoulders, her orgasm building tight within her, a live wire about to snap. The mission, the objective, her entire life—it all narrowed to this point, to the feel of him inside her, the sound of her own voice shouting his name into the roaring dark.

He captured her mouth in a searing kiss, swallowing her cries as his own control shattered. With a final, deep, heaving thrust, he spilled into her, his release triggering her own. Natasha’s world dissolved into a white-hot cascade of sensation, her body convulsing around him, wave after wave of pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.

For a long moment, they stayed like that, pressed against the glass, panting, their sweat-slicked bodies cooling in the night air. His forehead rested against hers, their breath mingling in white puffs. The only sounds were the crash of the sea below and the frantic beating of their hearts.

Slowly, he lowered her until her feet touched the cold stone of the terrace. Her legs trembled, barely able to hold her. He held her upright, his arms still around her, his gaze searching her face as if seeing her for the first time.

Without a word, he scooped her up into his arms, her naked body curled against his chest. He carried her inside, through the stark, beautiful halls, and into a spacious bathroom where steam already fogged the mirrors from a drawn bath. The tub was sunken and vast, filled with water that smelled of dark spices and sea salt.

He set her down on the edge and stepped into the water, then held out his hand to guide her in. The water was scalding, a welcome burn that seeped into her bones. He settled behind her, pulling her back against his chest, his arms encircling her. They sat in silence, watching the steam rise, the events on the terrace hanging between them, too immense for words.

He reached for a sponge and a vial of sandalwood-scented oil. With a tenderness that was disarming, he began to wash her. His hands moved over her shoulders, down her arms, across her stomach. He was washing away the salt, the sweat, the remnants of their intimacy, but it felt like he was washing away the layers of Ekaterina, of the assassin, until only Natasha remained—exposed and trembling.

His touch was methodical, reverent. He washed between her legs, his fingers gentle as they cleansed the evidence of their sex, and a fresh, hot wave of shame and desire washed over her. She was supposed to kill this man. Not let him bathe her like a cherished lover.

When he was finished, he turned her in the water to face him. His expression was enigmatic, the storm in his eyes calmed to a deep, unsettling stillness.

“The agency that sent you,” he said, his voice quiet but clear in the steamy room. “They are not known for their patience. Or their mercy.”

The air left Natasha’s lungs. The spell was broken. Reality, cold and sharp, flooded back in.

“They will have given you a deadline,” he continued, his thumb stroking her cheek. “And they will have contingencies. If you fail, or if they suspect you have turned, they will send someone else. Or worse, they will simply eliminate you as a compromised asset.”

He knew everything. He really had known all along.

“Why?” The word was a whisper, torn from a place of surrender. “Why bring me here? Why... all of this?” She gestured weakly, encompassing the bath, the terrace, the shattering intimacy.

“Because I wanted to see,” he said simply. “I have spent my life surrounded by liars and sycophants. I saw the truth in you the moment you walked into that penthouse. A darkness that matched my own. I wanted to see if you would have the courage to embrace it, or if you would let them own you until the day they decided to throw you away.”

He leaned closer, his lips almost brushing hers. “The choice is still yours, Natasha. You can complete your mission. The poison is in your cosmetic bag. The pistol is in the false bottom of your clutch.” He said it with the casual tone of a man discussing the weather. “Or you can choose something else.”

“What else is there?” she asked, her voice hollow.

“Power,” he said, the word a dark promise. “Freedom. A partner. Not a master.” He paused, letting the offer hang in the steamy air. “The woman who knelt before me in that penthouse was a skilled performer. The woman who said my name against the glass tonight... that is the woman I want by my side.”

He stood then, water sluicing off his powerful frame, and stepped out of the bath. He wrapped a towel around his waist and handed one to her.

“Think about it,” he said, and left her there, sitting in the cooling water, more undone than she had ever been in her life.

The tools to kill him were exactly where he said they would be. He had handed her the means to her mission’s success on a silver platter, and in doing so, had made the choice infinitely more terrible.

Kill him, and prove herself a loyal slave to her handlers. Or stay, and surrender to the darkness—and the man—who saw her for exactly what she was.
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Chapter 4
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Sleep was a foreign country Natasha could not enter. She lay in the monstrously large bed, the sheets too smooth, the silence too deep. Every nerve ending was alive, humming with the memory of Mikhail’s touch, his words, his impossible offer.

Power. Freedom. A partner.

The words echoed in the dark, a siren’s call to a part of her she had kept chained and suppressed for years. The part that relished the hunt, that thrilled at the danger, that sometimes, in the quiet after a kill, felt not remorse, but a profound, terrifying satisfaction. Mikhail hadn’t created that darkness. He had simply held up a mirror and forced her to look.

The tools of her trade were in the room. He’d told her where they were, a taunt and a test rolled into one. She could slip out of bed now. After all, the poison vial was in her cosmetic bag. His death would be quick and almost painless. A single drop in his glass of water in the morning. A clean kill. A successful mission.

She turned her head on the pillow. Mikhail slept on his back, one arm thrown over his head, the sheets pooled at his waist. In sleep, the calculated intensity was gone. He looked... peaceful. A man, not a monster. The scar on his jaw was a pale thread in the moonlight. She had the insane, fleeting urge to trace it with her finger.

A soft chime broke the silence. Not a phone ring, but the discreet, internal ping of the dacha’s security system. Mikhail’s eyes snapped open instantly. He was awake and alert in the space of a heartbeat, his gaze cutting to a panel on the wall that glowed with a single, muted light.

He didn't look at her. He slid from the bed, pulling on a robe. "Stay here," he commanded, his voice low and devoid of all the warmth from the bath. It was the voice of the arms dealer, the emperor of his fortress.

He disappeared into the hall. Natasha was out of bed in a second, her heart hammering. This was it. The "contingency" her handler had promised. Someone else was here. Had they come to clean up her mess? To kill them both?

She threw on a silk robe she found on a chair, her mind racing. If it was a rival, she and Mikhail were on the same side. If it was her agency... she was the target as much as he was.

She crept to the door, listening. She heard the low murmur of voices from a room down the hall—Mikhail’s study. The door was slightly ajar. Peering through the crack, she saw Mikhail standing before a large video monitor, his arms crossed. On the screen, a man in a tactical vest looked back, his face grim.

"...picked up a signal an hour ago. A two-man team, professional. They breached the perimeter fence to the east. We intercepted their comms. The order is termination of both primary targets. They’re moving toward the main house."

Natasha’s blood ran cold. Both primary targets. The confirmation was a physical blow. She was expendable. Compromised.

Mikhail’s expression didn’t change. "Status?"

"Team Alpha is engaging. They are contained in the boathouse. It will be handled within the hour."

"See that it is," Mikhail said, his voice cold iron. "I want one of them alive for questioning."

He terminated the call and turned. His eyes met hers through the crack in the door. He had known she was there the whole time.

He opened the door fully. "It seems your employers have grown impatient," he said, his tone dangerously calm.

"They're not my employers," Natasha heard herself say, the words tasting like ash. "They're my handlers. And now they're my executioners."

A flicker of something—approval?—passed through his eyes. "Then your choice has been made simpler, has it not? You cannot go back. They will never trust you again." 

He stepped closer, until he was looming over her. "The only question that remains is what you will do now. Will you hide in this room while my men fight your battle? Or will you show me the woman I saw on that terrace?"

It was a challenge. One that spoke directly to the core of who she was, who she had always been beneath the layers of conditioning.

"Where are they?" she asked, her voice steady now, a cold clarity settling over her.

He led her back to the monitor, pulling up a live thermal feed of the grounds. Two red blobs were pinned down inside the structure of the boathouse, exchanging fire with several other blobs—Mikhail’s security—positioned outside.

"Give me a weapon," Natasha said.

Mikhail didn't hesitate. He opened a panel disguised as a section of the bookshelf. Inside was an arsenal. He handed her a compact, black SIG Sauer P320, already loaded. It felt familiar and right in her hand. A tool of her true trade.

"Let's go," she said.

They moved through the house, not to the front, but to a rear exit that led onto a path down to the cove. The night air was cold, the sound of gunfire sharper and more real out here. They approached the boathouse from the cliff side, using the rocks for cover.

Mikhail’s men had the intruders contained, but they were well-trained, using the boathouse's structure for defense. A stalemate.

Natasha assessed the situation with a clinical eye. "They're dug in. Your men are pinned. They need a distraction."

"Provide one," Mikhail said, his own pistol drawn.

Natasha didn't wait. She broke from cover, firing two precise shots not at the men inside, but at the large halogen light above the boathouse door. The glass shattered, plunging the entrance into deeper shadow. In the moment of confusion, Mikhail’s team laid down suppressing fire.

One of the intruders, trying to reposition, exposed himself for a half-second. It was all Natasha needed. She squeezed off a single round. It hit him in the shoulder, spinning him around. Mikhail’s team rushed forward, disarming and securing him.

The other intruder made a break for it, sprinting out the back toward the water. Natasha and Mikhail moved in unison, giving chase. The man was fast, but he was wounded, leaving a dark trail on the rocks.

He fumbled for a sidearm, turning to fire wildly. Mikhail shot him twice in the chest without breaking stride. The man crumpled to the ground, motionless.

It was over. The silence that followed was louder than the gunfire.

Natasha stood, breathing heavily, the SIG Sauer smoking in her hand. Adrenaline sang in her veins, clean and sharp and terrifyingly familiar. This was what she was made for. Not the pretending, not the seduction. This.

Mikhail walked to her. He didn't look at the dead man. He looked only at her. His gaze swept over her—the silk robe tied over her nakedness, the practical weapon in her hand, the fierce calm on her face. It was the most potent aphrodisiac she had ever experienced.

He closed the distance between them, his free hand tangling in her hair, pulling her into a savage, claiming kiss. It tasted of gunpowder and sea salt and victory. She kissed him back with equal ferocity, her free hand clutching his robe, the cold metal of the gun pressed against his back.

He broke the kiss, his breath ragged, his eyes blazing with a dark fire. "That," he growled, "is what I want."

He took her hand and led her, not back to the house, but into the boathouse itself. It was empty, smelling of salt, gasoline, and old wood. He backed her against the hull of a sleek speedboat, his hands pushing the silk robe from her shoulders. It pooled at her feet, leaving her naked and shivering in the cool air, still humming from the fight.

Her hand, still holding the SIG Sauer, came to rest on the boat's cold console.

This time, there was no pretense, no slow seduction. It was a desperate pairing, a physical celebration of the violence they had just shared. He turned her around, bending her over the boat's control panel. The cold fiberglass shocked her skin. He entered her from behind in one urgent thrust, his body covering hers.

His thrusts were hard and persistent, a mirror of the gunshots that had just echoed through the night. Natasha pushed back against him, meeting his force with her own, her fingers scrambling for purchase on the smooth hull. Every drive of his hips was an affirmation. You are mine. We are the same.

She came with a sharp cry, her body clenching around him, the pleasure so intense it was almost unbearable. He followed with a guttural groan, spilling into her, his weight heavy and satisfying on her back.

They stayed like that, panting and connected. The sound of the waves lapping against the dock was the only noise.

When he finally pulled away, he turned her to face him. He took the SIG Sauer from her limp hand and placed it on the console. Then, from a sheath at his own ankle, he drew a dagger. It was the one from his collection—with an exquisite, razor-sharp blade.
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