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one

The Contract


Ashton Ryan





We were never meant to find each other. 

It struck me then, my breath hitching, watching the fading light outside my window, as the sun blanketed the room in a sea of gold. We were never meant to be. And yet, here we are. 

Here I am. The distant thrum of Paris lingered at the edges of my senses, the steady beat of Austin’s heart in my ear drowning out the familiar noise. The weak light of evening shrouded us in peace, my muscles lax and a pleasant soreness spreading through my core and down my ass crack. Below my cheek, Austin’s back rose and fell with his breathing, his arms tucked beneath his head, and his sleek hair sticking to his brow. Only Austin could look this good just dozing in bed, his bronze skin rippling with muscles and sweat. 

Fuck it wasn’t fair for him to be this beautiful.

His skin was soft beneath my fingertips, ridged with jagged scars that rose and fell beneath my touch. I traced idle patterns into his flesh, fingers wandering aimlessly over his shoulder blade and down his ribs, listening to the sound of his heartbeat and the muted shouts from the street below. Whatever drama was happening outside seemed a world away here, where a heavy blanket of peace and contentment lulled my thoughts into a pleasant sort of torpor, drifting in the space between not-quite-awake and not-quite-asleep. I touched a particularly deep wound the size of a peony, right below his left rib, thumbing the arch and frowning when it went deeper than I thought.

I blame that for why I didn’t notice right away that Austin had gone still beneath me, his breathing shallow and his muscles tense. It was only when my fingers wandered back up to the arch of his neck that I noticed the tension singing beneath my fingertips. When I looked up at him, his expression was pensive, his face half hidden beneath the dark sweep of his bangs and the pillow beneath his cheek. “Austin?”

“Mm?” Even his answering hum sounded forced, dredged up through gritted teeth and a tight throat.

“Are you…” No, he clearly wasn’t okay. I tried again. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” he said, turning his head toward the window, where the fall of his hair hid his face from view.

Well that’s a load of shit. “Liar.”

That forced a chuckle out of him, and he twisted back to face me, one corner of his mouth curved wryly. “Only to you.” 

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut and Austin’s face changed immediately, almost as if realizing his mistake all too late. Only to you. Isn’t that how it’s always been? With Austin lying through his fucking teeth and me believing it?

“I didn’t mean it like that. I just—Ack—you just hit a sore spot that’s all. That spot… was a bad memory. I try not to think about that shit when I’m with you. Mostly, I succeed, I think, but on occasion…” One shoulder shifted in an approximation of a shrug; the gesture made awkward by my weight. “I don’t. You understand this, right, Ashton?”

My mouth thinned, but I didn’t say anything more. Sometimes I felt there was an ocean of secrets between us and even now as I spent my days lazing away in Paris, making love and enjoying his company, I felt we were still drifting. This wound however, was deeper than the others, a rigid scar, ragged welt deep enough for my entire thumb to fit into, and it must’ve hurt like a motherfucker. A part of me wanted to ask if the old wounds still hurt him, if he’d let me touch them, kiss the pain away like a mother pacifying a child, but the deep glint in his obsidian eyes told me my touches would not be welcomed, at least not yet. 

To me, they were just another part of Austin, no different from the scar across his collarbone or the nicks etched into his fingers. They were beautiful because he was beautiful. Whether his skin was stained with ink or scars or entirely untouched, he’d always be beautiful, because he was Austin. My Austin.

Wordlessly, I leaned down, pressing my lips into his scarred skin, covering the heart of the largest with my kiss. Austin flinched beneath me, muscles jumping under his skin. “What are you doing? Ashton—”

“Tasting you. I know these marks are painful, but to me, they’re beautiful.” 

“Beautiful?” Austin was near breathless when he said the word. “You really are too much, Ashton… I don’t think you’d be saying that if you knew the origin.”

I pressed my lips once more into his flesh, feeling the tension seep from him beneath my mouth. Another kiss, another, following the brilliant blossoms down his back, covering each one with the warmth of my lips and my affection. Maybe I couldn’t erase the pain and suffering they had caused him, that they still caused him, but if I could ease it for even a moment and let him see himself the way I saw him. “Try me.”

Austin’s mouth curled into a smile. “Fine, this I got from the Gulags, the fucker stabbed me with a broken pipe, cracked open my ribcage. I thought for sure I’d die then…” He laughed mirthlessly, his jaw tight. “Nikolai found me.”

“I never understood your relationship,” I muttered aloud. “He tortures you, yet you always go back to him, no matter what? Why?”

Austin snorted. “Even a kicked dog knows his master, I owe him a lot… but it’s mostly because he threatens you and I… I can’t take it when he threatens you.”

My heart beat wildly at his small declaration and I grinned, my lips trailing over his skin, dragging down the curve of his back right to the top of his plump, firm ass. Scars flowered beneath my mouth, puckered skin and slivered slashes etched into his spine. Kiss after kiss, one hand resting gently on his shoulder, his skin warm and flushed under my touch. “Have you ever bottomed?”

“Not… willingly…” Austin gritted out.

I felt a pang in my chest and didn’t go any lower, noticing how his body coiled with tension. I moved over that spot, pressing a kiss to the lower part of his muscular thigh, and I felt him start. “There’s another big mark here too, what’s that from?”

“Incitation,” Austin said almost robotically. “I won’t speak of it, Ashton.”

I nodded, shying away from the wound. There was still so much I didn’t know about Austin, and I didn’t want to dig too deeply just yet. I hovered over his ass, gazing intently at the firm dimpled cheeks, wondering how hard Austin would scream if I sank my teeth into them. “I don’t have any scars there, Ashton…” I looked up and caught Austin’s haughty smile.

I laughed, breath soft and warm where it ghosted over his skin. “No, nothing here. I just like your ass.”

Austin huffed, but he settled back into the sheets. He rested his head on his pillow, the tension through his neck easing just the faintest bit further as he dug his arms beneath it. Tacit permission for me to continue.

He couldn’t see the smile that lifted my lips in response, but I offered it to him anyway, leaning down to graze my lips against the scar that curved along the base of his spine. Then higher, to the jagged welt along his hip, tracing a path back up his body, lingering over each scar that passed beneath my lips, no matter how small or inconsequential. The larger ones were terrifying, even now with Austin alive and well beneath me. My breath caught as I paused over the gnarled mass of scarring at his waist. What manner of horrific injury could have left such a mark? I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know. The more I wondered at the wounds that had left such poorly healed imprints on his skin, the more I realized just how many times he’d nearly been taken from me, before he’d even been mine to be taken from. Were they all from Nikolai? Or did this happen during his time in the military?

I shook off the tremor that quaked in my throat, shifting to press my lips into a silvered line over his ribs instead, so small and faded it was nearly invisible. For every grievous wound that marked him, he bore a dozen of these smaller scars, hidden between bright and ragged welts. I knew them all, each scar mapped by my lips and my fingertips, tracing along the broad plains of Austin’s back. God, I loved this man way too much. The realization coiled in my stomach, spreading like liquid warmth beneath my veins.

When my lips grazed against Austin’s neck, I reached to brush his hair out of his face, pressing a kiss into the brutal lines on the side of his face. Austin flushed, his eyes skittering away from mine even when I drew back. “You’re insufferable, child.”

“You love it.”

“I do,” Austin admitted. “And I’m still trying to understand why… What do you do to me, Ashton Ryan? To make me want to… give up all of this. To have a simple life with you.”

I grinned. “So, it’s not just because of my amazing ass?”

“No, although that was one of the deciding factors before…” Austin chuckled. “I’m a mess of scars, Ashton, you know this. For years, I wanted you away from everything. You were so pure back then… but your refusal…” He shook his head. “Anyway… they’re ugly, mangled things. You shouldn’t touch them.”

“I love them. I love you.” 

Austin’s Adam’s apple bobbed, and he watched me through hooded eyes as I stretched out to kiss along his shoulder, dipping my tongue between the blades, before moving higher, pressing a hot kiss to his temple, then the corner of his eyes, then—Austin twisted, capturing my mouth in a heated kiss. 

I gasped, arching. His lips muffled my grunt of surprise, and the sound slid into a lusty groan as he pressed into me, teeth nipping at my bottom lip. I let him in, and he took full advantage, his tongue slipping between my lips to tangle with my own.

With a suddenness that left me breathless, I found myself on my back, Austin’s weight pinning me into the mattress instead. His hips ground into mine, the heavy weight of his erection sliding along the crease of my groin, hard and ready even though my ass still dripped with his earlier release. “Nugh—Ah—Austin,” I said into his mouth.

“Fucking tease,” Austin murmured. He moved to claim my lips again, but I laughed, turning away.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to tease you… actually I take that back.”

Austin growled. Grabbing my wrists and pinning them above my head, he flashed a dazzling smile, and my body instantly reacted. “Let’s see how you like it.” 

A shiver crawled down my spine at his threat and I groaned as he nipped at my jaw, his hand snaking down between us to encircle both our lengths. “Fuck, you’re beautiful too. Although, I don’t think that beautiful is the right word. No, far too simplistic. Exquisite. You are exquisite, Ashton.”

I flushed, embarrassment searing through me at the intensity in his gaze. I had to look away to answer. “Nerd.”

Austin let out a breath, sweet and tender against my cheek, full of longing and fulfilled promises I knew he could never give. For a moment, Austin didn’t move from where he hovered above me, our dicks caught in his hand. Instead, he stroked lightly up both our lengths, his head bowed to watch the motion of his hand. Precum oozed from them both, dripping down his scarred knuckles to slick his grasp—not enough to ease the rough drag of his calloused palm, just enough to make his hand glisten with its sticky wetness. Austin grunted at the rough chafe of friction, lifting his hand just enough to spit into his palm before wrapping his fingers back around us. His hips thrust forward lazily, dragging the heated length of his cock against my own.

“Austin, please…” My voice sounded needy even to my own ears. Pleasure coiled low in my belly, teased to life by Austin’s haphazard frotting, but it wasn’t enough. My hips lifted, rutting up into his palm. A silent demand for more.

Austin’s expression darked, he released a guttural sound and lined himself up to my entrance that was already slick and gaping. The head of his cock nudged at my hole, an insistent pressure, and I flexed greedily against him.

He didn’t hesitate any longer, pushing into me in one long stroke. My body accepted him easily, still lax and stretched out from earlier, his own fluids slicking the way as he sank deep. My back arched as his hips pressed into mine, his balls a soft heat where they met my ass. The pleasure that had been simmering in my gut seared through my nerves, threatening to spill over all at once. Oh fuck. 

I clenched tight around Austin, fighting back the rising crest of climax. I hadn’t realized I’d been that close; Austin’s teasing had worked me up more than I’d expected. But I didn’t want to come so soon, not when he’d just sunk into me, like some embarrassed teenager during his first fuck. Clawing at his shoulders, I clung to him while he thrust into me, the legs of the bed screeching as the headboard slammed against the wall. 

Shit. His cock glided easily through my hole, carving back open the path he’d made for himself earlier. My nerves were still raw from before, my rim swollen just enough that I could feel every tug and drag of his shaft where it entered me, a delicious sort of friction that dragged lewd moans from my throat. Austin broke the kiss so he could hear them, his own low grunts and the slap of skin on skin filling the air and echoing off the walls: a lustful symphony meant for the two of us alone.

Heavy thrusts rocked my body, Austin’s breathing growing rough as pleasure tore at my senses, threatening to spill over despite the iron grip I had around my shaft. My name tumbled from his lips like a mantra, punctuating each slap of his hips against my ass. “Ashton—you malicious bastard—” A muted pain tore through my shoulder as Austin sank his teeth into the side of my neck. 

I cried out, back arching as he drove himself deep, fucking desperately into me. All at once, the pleasure I’d been holding back overtook me, climax roaring up my nerves like a storm. “Ah—ugh—fuck—Austin!”

Austin grunted, biting down again as he struggled to fuck me through my orgasm. The shock of pain barely registered through the flood of pleasure, my over sensitive nerves awash in sensation. Austin’s hips stuttered, a low groan tore from him as he thrust into me one final time, burying himself deep as he followed me over the edge of climax. I could feel the throb of his cock within me as he spilled himself, adding to the mess he’d made of my insides earlier.

Austin hung over me when he was through, his weight supported on one arm as he panted for breath. His hair fell in his face, a dark curtain that hid his features from view. I reached up, brushing it back so I could see him—all of him, his body on full display, sweat beading at his brow, and pleasure still hazing his features. His hair slipped through my fingers, soft and silken as I combed through it. “Exquisite.”

His eyes found mine, staring down at me with all the warmth and affection that stretched between us. His lips spread into a contented smile, eyes crinkling at the corners as he leaned down to press his lips into my forehead. “And a tease.”

“Bastard,” I muttered, leaning back, but Austin chased my lips, capturing my mouth in a languid kiss. He brushed his tongue against the roof of my mouth, stroking it open wider until he finally pulled back. 

“Train with me.”

I huffed a laugh. “What?”

“Train with me,” Austin repeated, tucking a stray hair behind my ears. “I want you to become a hitman.”

Now that got my attention. I swallowed hard, turning my face away. “I… you know I can’t do that.”

“Why not? You aren’t a cop anymore, and if Nikolai is to believe we actually will align ourselves with him, there must be no room for mistakes. You need a skill, a trade. Unfortunately, being a foul-mouthed American cop isn’t one of them.”

“Hey! That’s a skill!”

Austin gave me a deadpanned look. “I’m serious. We need to train you… you have very good sharp shooting skills, I think, no? And your deductive skills aren’t that bad… most of the time. Yes, becoming a hitman will do well for you. We start tomorrow.”

“And if I refuse?” I arched a brow, wondering what he’d do if I started to rebel against him. Austin’s eyes narrowed into pinpricks and he leaned forward, gripping the base of his half-hard cock and sinking it back into me. I cried out, surprised by the cruel stretch and shot him a nasty look. Liquid jizz was still dribbling from my hole, and a loud squelch sound filled the room the second he pushed his cock into me. My breath stuttered, I gripped his shoulders for purchase, my mouth slowly falling open. “You—” 

“Refuse? No, you don’t want to do that. If you do, then you’ll find out just how far I can stretch you open.” 

“I—nugh—” I grunted when he shoved in deeper. The area burned something fierce, and judging by Austin’s malicious smile, he didn’t plan to stop. “Fine! We’ll train! Fuck, my ass fucking hurts. Are you done?”

Grinning, Austin pulled out. He placed a firm kiss to my lips, staring deep into my eyes, and I knew I was absolutely done for. 

“Not even close.” 








  
  

two

The Target





The wind whistled around me as I stood tall atop the skyscraper, the setting sun casting a warm glow over the city skyline. With my OTs-33 Pernach in hand, I felt the weight of its precision, the metal cool against my palm, as I aimed towards the distant target, fifty meters away, the wind gusts challenging my stance. Yet, amidst the high winds, there’s a certain tranquility in the air, the cool breeze slipping through the fabric of my jacket, invigorating and calming all at once. 

“Hurry up!” Austin's voice barked in my ear.

I stared into the scope, taking in the moving target. Three… two… one. The bullet blasted from the gun, and then I took off, dismantling my rifle at record speed and gunning it for the back door. My feet pounded against the concrete as I wrenched the door open, sprinting down several flights of stairs before rounding the next corner. The sun was just rising in the sky, setting the world ablaze in a golden glow. My lungs burned as I tore across the pavement, ducking into the side building, plastering my back against the brick wall.

That was close. I took in a deep breath, resisting the urge to put my hands on my knees. When I looked up, I was staring down the barrel of my Glock. 

Shit. Backlit by the sun, Austin wore the same black tactical pants and t-shirt that I wore, his bronze Aviator sunglasses reflecting my gaze back to me.  

“Too slow, way too slow,” Austin muttered as I knocked the gun out of my face. “And lazy too. You should’ve been half-way across the city by now, not taking a nap a few streets over.”

“Does this look like I’m taking a nap to you?” I wheezed incredulously at him. 

“What the hell did they train you at that zoo?” Austin’s jaw tightened. “Run it again, this time no mistakes or else I’ll shoot you myself.”

“We can’t now—the sun’s coming up and—” I’m hungry. I wanted to complain, but I knew that would only make things worse. Austin could be an absolute drill sergeant when he wanted to be and a part of me found it equally annoying as I did sexy. 

“Shut up and get moving.” He shoved my shoulder and I was forced to climb all those stairs and head back up to my spot. Austin followed behind me, but instead of laughing at my sheer lack of motivation and laziness, he actually seemed kind of disgruntled, even pissed. I frowned, reassembling the OTs-33 Pernach. I slid the barrel into position and secured the slide, the metallic click of the pieces locking together resonating in the air. I set up the scope in record time, almost grinning to myself, and looked back at Austin for approval only to find him frowning back at me. “What?”

“You’re dead already.”

“Huh?” He pointed to the far corner, and I realized I had reassembled the gun, but didn’t bother hiding myself, so anyone from far away with the same type of rifle could’ve seen me and blown my head off. Perfect.

“Do it again.”

I groaned. “Why? I’ll duck down later I promise—”

“There won’t be a next time. Do it again,” Austin gritted out and all the grouchiness drained from my body. This wasn’t a game to him, at least not with the players that were involved. He was right, it was sloppy and lazy, and it would get us both killed in the field. I regarded him for a moment then huffed, taking the gun apart and then ducking down to put it back together fast. I inched the scope up and lined up my target before taking the shot and hitting it bullseye in the chest. Over fifty meters away, Austin had set up a swaying dummy target that was moving with the wind, making it harder to shoot, but over the last few weeks I’d become almost proficient with OTs-33 Pernach and other similar sniper rifles. 

“Good. Again.”

I gritted my teeth and did what I was told, making sure my movements were secure and faster than the last time. Once I shot the target again, Austin instructed me to stand up and place the rifle on the ledge, then he stood behind me, his presence commanding attention. I could feel the weight of his gaze as he surveyed the range, his rich cologne, Acqua di Parma, mingling with the scent of gun oil and sweat.

“All right,” Austin’s voice was firm yet reassuring. His hot breath brushed against my cheek, sending a shiver down my spine. “We’re going to run through this again. Remember your stance, grip, and breathing. A hitman can never be seen or heard. He is felt by the bullet piercing your heart.”

My heart pounded against my chest as Austin stepped forward, his large hands settling on my narrow waist to guide me into position. Heat rushed to my face at his touch, a mixture of nerves and anticipation swirling within me.

“Square off towards the target,” he instructed, his voice steady. “Feet shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent. That’s it, good.”

I followed his guidance, trying to focus on the task at hand despite the distracting proximity of his presence. Austin adjusted my grip on the OTs-33 Pernach, his touch confident and sure. “Keep your wrist locked,” he continued, his voice close to my ear. “Lean into it, just a bit. You want to strike to kill.”

“Wasn’t I doing that already?” I breathed.

“No. Bullseye is a great shot, but it’s not deadly. If you hit the centre chest, there’s always a chance he may be wearing a bulletproof vest and then all your hits will be in vain, aim for the head, yes? Alright, on my mark,” Austin said. “Take a deep breath in, exhale halfway, and squeeze the trigger.”

With a steadying breath, I focused on the target ahead, the weight of the OTs-33 Pernach feeling familiar in my hands. As Austin counted down, I felt a surge of determination through me, my grip firm and steady.

“Fire,” he commanded, and I pulled the trigger. The recoil slammed into me and I grunted, but managed to minimize the impact just like I had earlier.

“Good work.”

I glanced back at Austin, a sense of pride swelling within me. His approving nod spoke volumes, a silent affirmation of my progress. It was something I secretly relished in, ever since I was young. There was something chilling about having his cool black eyes on me, his gaze penetrating my heart and words of praise falling from his lips that made my stomach swoop and my chest tighten. It was something I lived for. Licking my dry lips, I stared back at him.

“Thanks.”

Austin snorted, his nose brushing against my cheek. “Watch yourself. Don’t tempt me, Ashton.”

I ground my ass back into his crotch. “How exactly am I testing you?”

“You aren’t going to distract me with sex so that we can head to breakfast.”

Damn. My plans were foiled, how did he always see through them? “But—it’s been hours and I’m starving. There’s a cute little café down the street—”

“Funny, you know I just realized that you are a different kind of headache,” Austin replied with a light shove. “Do it again.”

“I’m never getting breakfast, am I?”

“Not if you keep this up.” Austin grinned, but it was way too sharp. “Now, again.” 


      [image: ]“Fuck this is delicious, are you sure you don’t want some?” I asked with puffy cheeks, stuffing my face with another sinful bite of éclair oozing with rich chocolate filling. Across from me, Austin sipped his espresso, his mouth curling into a smile.

“No thanks, I’m good.”

With a delighted grin, I eagerly indulge in a selection of French pastries laid out before me on the crisp white tablecloth. The delicate aroma of freshly baked croissants and pain au chocolate fills the air, enticing me further. I reached for a flaky croissant, its buttery layers practically melting in my mouth. “This shit is orgasmic, damn,” I muttered, unable to stop eating it. After several rounds of shooting, we quickly had to flee the area before the residents started complaining about the gunshots and I had no idea how Austin was going to clean that mess up, but then again it wasn’t my problem. Not anymore at least. I sighed, slumping back against my chair and staring outside the café window. From my seat in the café overlooking the streets near the Eiffel Tower, I marveled at the kaleidoscope of sights and sounds unfolding below.

Pedestrians darted across intersections with practiced ease, their movements choreographed in a delicate dance of urban life, unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Everything was so different from America and even Italy, that I found myself immersed in rich culture and a bustling atmosphere. Cafés bustled with activity as patrons sipped espresso and nibbled on flaky croissants, their animated conversations filling the air with a concerto of languages. It was weird waking up every day with nothing to do, no work to follow through on and no cases to keep me busy. I initially thought I’d die of boredom, but Austin kept me busy most days with training at the crack of dawn. 

“I still can’t get over the fact that I’m here…” I mumbled.

“Is it that you’re here or here with me?” Austin probed and I turned to stare at him. His sunglasses were perched on his sandy-brown coiffed hair, but his mouth was thinned into a hard line. Something was bothering him and it had been for the past three weeks. Ever since he had mentioned we should train, I noticed his mood had become more and more sullen as time went on. A part of me worried that Austin thought I was playing around too much and I wasn’t taking this seriously.

“Yeah, that shit’s surreal,” I replied. “Look, ah—I know I talk a lot of shit, but I do take this seriously. I know Nikolai isn’t rainbows and sunshine, the bastard tried to kill me and you several times. I’ll do my best to be an asset to you in the future.”

Austin smiled thinly, shaking his head. “That isn’t it… I am… how you say… not upset about that. I am sad that Nikolai will be back soon. My time with you is limited once again.”

My brows climbed my forehead. “How do you know Nikolai will be back?”

Austin toyed with his napkin. “I have my ways to know. This, you will not need to worry about. Just… when you see him, don’t trust anything you see, Ashton.”

What’s that supposed to mean? I frowned, not sure what to say next. Nikolai was rabid the last time I saw him and this time I didn’t think it would be much different. The only reason we were getting close to him again was to take him down, and I knew this time, I’d just have to follow Austin’s lead. “Okay.”

“How are you feeling since…” he trailed off. “You know…”

“Everything got fucked up at my job?” I laughed, but something pinged in my chest. I knew it was coming, hell, anyone with half a brain could see I was headed for disaster, but that didn’t make it hurt any less, especially with Natalie involved. I honestly didn’t think she would be the one to rat on me, then again, I was glad she did. I think back to where I was a few weeks ago and all the horrible things I participated in, claiming it was love only to be slapped in the face when I realized that perhaps, maybe it had nothing to do with love and everything to do with my own selfishness. I wanted Austin alive, safe. I wanted him with me always and the thought of anyone, including the police hurting him, turned my stomach.

I aided and abetted a criminal all throughout our time in Italy and in the US. Running a hand through my hair, I sighed. “It doesn’t matter. It was… dare I say… worth it.”

“Becoming an international terrorist was worth it?” Austin asked.

Our eyes met and that same tightness was there again, but I had no idea what it meant. We were never supposed to be like this, Austin had fought it in the beginning, but it was me that had pursued him like the devil thereafter. I had no excuses for my behavior. All I knew was that I wanted him; ever since I was eighteen, I wanted him and nobody else. “Yes. I guess you could say that,” I replied.

Austin shook his head. “Then you must commit to it. My world is an ugly place, Ashton, it was… something I never wanted you to see and yet, here we are. Will you be able to kill on command? There is no such thing as guilt or innocence for a hitman, there is only the target.” 

I swallowed down those words, thinking hard about it. Things were different when we were doing practice drills, and I knew killing someone in cold blood and never knowing the reason why was the life of a hitman and it was something Austin had done well over the years, the question was could I do the same? Could I go from protector of the people to blind, murderous killer in a matter of weeks? For our plan to work and for us to bring down Nikolai, I would have to or else many more people would die. 

“I can do it.” Would I hate myself for it? Yes, but taking down Nikolai was far more important and if it meant pretending to be something I wasn’t just to get close enough to kill him then so be it. 

Austin’s mouth curled upwards. “I knew you would.”

Something about those words caused a shiver to go down my spine. Austin was my entire world and I knew how pathetic that was, but I’d do anything to please him, even if it meant leaving my team and becoming an international terrorist. Austin leaned over the table and grabbed my neck to haul me into a brutal kiss. I gasped into his mouth, not caring about the people turning to stare at us. Austin dragged his mouth over mine, slipping his tongue beneath the moist cavern before he released me. I was dizzy when he pulled away, and the world swam as he gazed into my eyes. “I knew you were perfect.”


      [image: ]We drove back to the hotel in a heavy silence. Austin’s hand found mine, intertwining our fingers while I stared out the window. Our equipment was in the trunk, and I knew we’d have to find another place to go if he wanted to keep training, however it seemed time wasn’t on our side. I had no idea what he meant when he said Nikolai would soon be back. Did he mean in the USA? Or Russia? Was he planning to make a move and we had to be prepared? I trusted Austin on the logistics but everything else seemed foreign to me, especially what it would mean seeing my father—I mean Igor again. 

Fuck, I hadn’t even really thought about that yet either. Austin parked in the underground garage and we both climbed out. He hauled the rifle onto his back and then wrapped his large arm around my waist, drawing me closer for another kiss. I never knew Austin to be so affectionate, it was strange seeing him like this, so open and carefree.

“Stop—the cameras—”

“Already jammed.” Austin smirked. “What? Do you think I’m an amateur?”

“Not at all.” I laughed, shoving him off.

“You did well today, Ashton, even though you complained half-way through it, but I think… you deserve a reward.”

“No more French soap operas please,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I think my brain is about to go numb with how much casual cheating goes on in those shows.”

Austin laughed. “What? That’s what keeps people interested.”

“All I know is that if Louis cheated on you for the hundredth time with all of your relatives and in-laws then maybe you shouldn’t stay married to him.” 

“How about something better? A massage?”

“Now you’re speaking my language!” I perked up immediately, then started walking backward. “Don’t half ass it like you did before, I want a full body—” My back slammed into something hard and I jumped, whirling around to face the person I’d bumped into, an apology on my lips only to freeze as ice filled my veins.

There, emerging from the shadows was a figure dressed in a black trench coat, his hair white as snow and his pale blue eyes blazing. Nikolai. What the fuck? I reeled back as if stung, trying to make sense of what I was seeing and how the fuck this guy just came out of nowhere. Austin didn’t look bothered at all, he simply stared at Nikolai with a cool look on his face.

“You’re late,” Austin declared.

Nikolai’s eyes bore into mine. “I ran into some traffic, nothing I couldn’t handle. Shall we?” 

“Yes, let’s.” Austin walked past me and led the way up to our apartment building. What the hell was going on? I seethed, standing in the elevator as far away from Nikolai as I could possibly get with my back pressed against the wall. 

The air was tense between us, but Austin moved with an easy swagger, opening the door to our apartment and letting the bastard in like nothing ever happened, like he didn’t stab me and torture Austin almost to death just a few weeks ago. Igor and Miroslav stood near the large bay panel windows, dressed in army gear, their large frames backlit by the sun. 

Nikolai took a seat on the couch, lighting up a cigarette. Beneath his coat, he wore a black turtleneck that hid a map of scars that sliced across his neck. He crossed his legs, his cigarette dangling between his fingers. 

“Now, let’s begin.”
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