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      Everything was hot in The Hole, even the stripper pole that Natalia wrapped her supple hand around. Her black leather corset clung to her damp skin, her large breasts heaving as she walked the stage in stiletto heels.

      She could be forgiven for finding the end of the world natural.

      After the apocalypse, there was still demand for sexy young women shaking their ass in a stripclub.

      Natalia lifted her body with ease, walking on air as she encircled the pole horizontally to several cheers. Black hair flipped down, then fell in segments as she arched her back, grinning at one of the familiar patrons.

      Cambridge didn’t get many strangers anymore.

      Most of America was dead, after all. There were fewer tourists after all the plane crashes and bombs and chaos.

      Natalia’s green eyes scan the crowd, looking for the boss. She hadn’t seen him all night, and though she didn’t want to, his absence put her on edge. Did he know what she’d done?

      Her large breasts were separated by the pole, and she slid down it with open thighs, stroking the centre sensually. A man tossed a ring onto the stage—something cheap and gaudy—but Natalia swiped it all the same. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. Paper bills were scarce.

      Zack Varela Zann, legendary rockstar, played on the speakers. One of his early songs, before he went into the more experimental territory.

      Vaguely she recalled that she’d had tickets to one of his concerts, before everything went to shit. His voice was rich, melding into the powerful guitar as she spun her hair in a circle. His music always made her feel sexy, powerful, and she brought every ounce of that to her erotic performance.

      Her knees glided along the stage, and she rolled to her back, legs in the air in a carnal display. To her left, there was a disagreement. Most people wouldn’t notice, but Natalia had worked in clubs all over the continent before the apocalypse. Her instincts were tight, and that little mousy blonde was in trouble.

      Her stage show went on autopilot as she watched the slender girl dance, swinging her hips, running her hand through her hair. A pretty thing. Too young, but after the end of the known world, well, there weren’t licenses or IDs to check. Kids needed to eat, and they took any dangerous job that would provide it.

      She was dancing for a man known as HH. Natalia hadn’t figured out if it was code for Heil Hitler or Humbert Humbert, but with how young and white he preferred his girls, and how fucking crazy he was, she imagined both.

      The girl didn’t see the light bouncing off the metal of his blade, but Natalia did.

      Natalia didn’t hesitate. Out of the corset of her fetish wear, she pulled a throwing knife, and before he could lift his own weapon, his ear was severed from his head.

      “Get out of the way!” she screamed as she pulled off one of her high heels. Diving off the stage, she knocked the girl to the ground, just in time for her stiletto heel to pop HH’s eyeball with a sickening plop. She removed her shoe from the socket, and blood spurted from both holes, some of it staining her face and costume.

      The room was silent, but for the blonde stripper’s screaming, and when Natalia looked up, her gaze landed upon Baldwin’s disapproving frown.

      “Office. Now.”

      Natalia spared a glance at the girl she’d saved. Would’ve been nice to get her out of The Hole, but that wasn’t an option. Baldwin didn’t wait for anyone, certainly not someone who just got blood all over an upholstered bench.

      Natalia fastened her bloody shoe onto her foot.

      “That was so hot. Are you free?” Tony had never asked her for a private dance before, but seeing her turn to violence had created a new fan.

      “Not now, hun. Find me later. I’ll give you a real good show if you get her outta here.” Natalia gestured with her head towards the sobbing blonde, who was curled up in a ball at the man’s lifeless feet. He had bled out fast. Or had a heart attack. Didn’t matter.

      The world was a better place without him.

      Tony was rock hard in his pants, but to his credit, he nodded obediently and helped the blonde to her feet.

      Natalia knew she couldn’t save them all and shouldn’t bother trying.

      It was stupid to risk her neck for someone else.

      Especially so soon.

      Especially when she saw Baldwin’s glower as he sat behind his desk, gesturing to the chair across from him.

      The club had been owned by some billionaire real estate mogul, and as far as Natalia had pieced together, Baldwin was the guy’s right hand. Bodyguard, cleaner, the kind of dangerous man Natalia always found herself in the orbit of.

      She believed people when they said Baldwin had turned on his boss once the bombs dropped, because who wouldn’t? The social fabric was weak and then torn, and the strong and cunning survived.

      Some pampered billionaire with paid guns?

      They weren’t meant for the new world.

      Natalia stared at Baldwin, her naked legs crossed, her bloody shoe starting to stick to her bare foot. Despite the intensity that radiated off of him, and the way her stomach was in knots, she refused to lower her gaze in apology.

      “I’m not going to play games. You know why you’re here.”

      Natalia’s lips tightened, and she sized him up. Six foot six, she reckoned. Three hundred pounds. A mean scar across his throat that was still angry and red, from after the fall. A mild infection that he fought off.

      It added to his dangerous appeal, and Natalia felt the fear, though her voice was steady.

      “It was just a stuffed animal.”

      She stared him down, refusing to be cowed, despite the power of his glare.

      “You know it wasn’t.”

      “How’d you find out?”

      He leaned back in his chair, his grey eyes stormy. The springs groaned beneath his heavy weight.

      “Alice told me when my men caught up with her. She’d die out there on her own. You know that?”

      “She’d die in here if she stayed much longer.”

      Baldwin let out a sigh, pulling open a heavy briefcase. He spun it towards her, showing some high-tech laptop that had somehow survived everything that had happened.

      If she could get it away from him, she could use it to contact the outside world!

      No.

      There was no one left.

      The world was gone.

      Everyone she knew and loved and hated was dead.

      A veil of sorrow dropped over her.

      Adrenaline chased it away.

      On the screen was a familiar room. The bunker she’d recently infiltrated, all to steal a stuffed animal for a girl compelled to work at The Hole—Alice.

      Natalia wasn’t surprised she’d ratted her out within a day, but it sucked all the same.

      She risked her neck for someone else, and the guillotine was about to drop.

      “You recognize it. Now,” Baldwin said, pressing play on the video. It wasn’t the highest quality, but out of the shadows, Natalia, dressed all in black, crawled. She avoided a laser tripwire, then stepped over another. At the time she’d thought it odd, all the old world security. She bypassed jewellery, cash.

      There was only one thing she was there for. One thing she took.

      Alice’s stuffed rabbit.

      And then, in moments, she was gone, and the screen went still.

      Natalia’s guts churned.

      “You killed that man?”

      Natalia had almost forgotten about that. Her teeth ached as she pressed them together, but she forced herself not to shrink away from Baldwin’s interrogation.

      “Looked like. But I’m not a doctor.”

      Sadistic amusement danced upon his face, but it was chased away by his usual steel gaze.

      “You’ve been my best girl over these past few months. I’ve treated you well, haven’t I?”

      “I guess,” she replied, not wanting to give him any ground. “For a tyrannical warlord who rules with fear and guns.”

      “You had a place to stay. Steady employment. Drink. Luxuries that don’t exist outside the walls of this city.”

      He seemed almost sad, and Natalia knew why instinctively. Because he said she had a place to stay.

      It was never good when a man slipped into past tense.

      “She was in the room next to me. She cried. Constantly.”

      The words hung between them until finally he nodded.

      “I’m sorry, Natalia.”

      Baldwin meant it. Natalia swallowed her vomit. It was only then she realized that there was some of HH’s blood on her hand, and she wiped it off.

      “You will pay me back for what you tried to take. With interest.”
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      She couldn’t imagine leaving the city. Not after surviving in the wilderness, scavenging in the immediate aftermath of the bombs. The Hole had been paradise, for a time. A slice of normalcy in a world turned upside down. When she first saw those walls rise out of the ashes of Boston, she rushed to them like the promised land.

      Before the apocalypse, she was on the road. The cities were hive to an illness that spread unabated. People called it The Fizz because in the final stages of its infection, victims’ very skin audibly bubbled.

      She was going to find a rural town with a strip club and work there for a few months until everything blew over.

      Until there was herd immunity or a vaccine or… something.

      That never happened.

      The day she noticed the clouds, she was on the road, heading towards Boston for Zack Varela Zann’s concert. She didn’t give a shit about nature, but they caught her eye. They were unnatural. The colour of bruises and something else. It existed on a spectrum imperceptible to human eyes, but had a presence that made them aware of the absence.

      Now the sky wore a permanent veil, thick clouds filtering out the sun, making nights long, and days tinted a sickly yellow.

      Each step away from Cambridge was taken with the heaviness of a death march, and she didn’t dare look back. Years ago, she watched as Boston was obliterated, a bomb falling on it. Part of her feared she might be cursed, and that if she looked at it once again, some other tragedy would befall it.

      The constant grinding sound of the Cambridge welders faded in the distance; she never thought she’d miss the buzz.

      They were always reinforcing the walls, trying to maintain tight control over the city state. Keep the wilderness out. The parts of the world that didn’t make sense, where rumours and fantasy blurred together.

      It had been a couple of years since the apocalypse, and nature had taken over, though it didn’t feel natural. The skeletal remains of a beast—no, two beasts?—nearly tripped her, the strange shape of the skulls and the numerous rows of teeth eerie. They were both the size of bears, but looked more like birds or massive fish, with jaws like a shark. Some bones were missing, creating a grotesque monstrosity.

      Natalia forced her gaze away, following the path that traders took. It curved to the northeast, and towards her destination. Baldwin told her to follow it to a place called Kingsport.

      “Find the underground laboratory in Bunker 15F. It’s a top classified facility, so I don’t have more on the location than that. Get in there, grab what they are working on, and return to me. Easy as that. Your slate will be wiped clean. You’ll get a cushy new room and a payout, and I’ll owe you a favour.”

      Baldwin’s words echoed in her skull as she trudged through the ominous New England countryside. The tall boots kept her shins protected, at least, and her leather jacket helped her shrug off the aching cold.

      It was a material link to her past. She got the jacket as a gift from her first boyfriend, a biker ten years older than her, when she was little more than a kid. It was rugged and soft from wear, their initials still on the lining in sharpie marker.

      Sometimes, she smelled her past off the fabric, curled into it at night to pretend the last ten years were a bad dream. Every morning she woke with tears she couldn’t remember spilling staining her face.

      By car, Kingsport was less than an hour away.

      On foot, it took her three hours before Cambridge dipped behind the horizon, and she was left in the strange silence of a world in ruins. She looked around and saw nothing but brambles and dirt. There weren’t even any animals. Insects. Everything was grey and brown, the dull pallette bleeding into each other as the repetition of her boots scuffing on the ground kept her company.

      As humiliating as it was to burrow beneath the brambles to create a sleeping nook, it was the safest way to sleep. A tent or fire drew too much attention. Best to travel light and blend into the background, but sleep eluded her. Absent the mechanical buzz of Cambridge, she heard things that prickled the hair on her neck. A warning she couldn’t comprehend, the howling of beasts turned to a gurgle, as if a wolf was drowning in its own saliva.

      She clutched her knife, holding her breath, until the dark, starless night gave way to the perpetual haze of day.

      The day she would arrive at Kingsport.
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      The sleepy little hamlet of Kingsport.

      It was so quaint.

      So cozy.

      So… boring.

      The cawing of fat gulls soaring around the place, the dinging of some old bells over the harbour, the first signs of the sleepy town’s existence.

      Its pre-apocalypse past was obvious, despite the signs of fading, the chipped paint, the weathered siding. A tourist trap come summer. The place people visited to get away from the noise of the cities before realizing they hated everyone knowing their business.

      This was the kind of town she avoided until the Fizz.

      Then, it was the place she had hoped to settle down in.

      Now? It was one of the few safe havens that traders visited with little issue.

      The natural bend in the landscape gave her time to study it without being spotted. The hill she approached on dipped down, then away from the town, so that while she could see it, she was sheltered. Mountains formed a valley around the town on two sides, and the sea pounded the craggy rocks on the third.

      Kingsport had done some upgrades in the last few years. A modest wall cut through the nature, complete with a guarded gate.

      Maybe it wasn’t so different from Cambridge after all.

      She pulled out some hard bread, sitting and munching on it as she marvelled at the quiet. In the distance, waves hit the shore. It was the most natural sound she’d heard in years, and she wasn’t prepared for how it choked her up.

      She hated indulging in self-pity or regrets, but the rhythmic sound brought with it an unexpected sensation. One from a childhood she barely recalled, where gulls cried and the fizz was just a noise that soda made when you cracked it open. She could almost smell the hotdogs on the BBQ, and the hardtack tasted like a stale hamburger bun.

      For the first time in months, she wondered what had happened to her parents. If they died to the Fizz, or if they lived to see the bombs drop.

      Natalia wiped away a hot tear, cursing herself for getting melancholy.

      “You got yourself into this mess, and you’re the only one who can get out of it. You knew better than to steal that stupid rabbit, and this is the cost. Get in, get the tech, get out.”

      It had been three days since leaving Cambridge, and she was already talking to herself. Not a great sign.

      She’d spent the time trying to work out her story of why she was in town. A secret government bunker wouldn’t have a street address, and she’d need local help to find it, but the world was suspicious now. Locals viewed all outsiders as a source of potential trouble. As an attractive woman, that could be an advantage, or draw unwanted attention. She would have to suss that out along the way.

      Rocks skittered beneath her feet as she stood up, and she was startled by how much noise it made. Cambridge was always loud. Fighting and yelling were a constant hum, alongside the metal grinding of the builders on the wall.

      She heard the guards before she saw them. They had a distinctive sound; mechanical, a whirring that echoed off the surrounding cliffs. The military had been pushing out new armoured suits before the collapse, and Cambridge got their hands on a couple. They called them Tanks.

      The metal was dark, seeming to blend into the shadows, except that it stood over seven feet tall, blocky and ominous. The man inside it held a large military-issue gun, only able to be wielded by someone wearing the armour.

      What the fuck did a small harbour town like this need with military grade robot armour? Let alone… a half-dozen?

      Talking to a normal guard didn’t intimidate Natalia. She’d bullshitted her way out of—and into—tight situations before. She’d opened countless doors just by giving a man bedroom eyes.

      But staring up at someone in military-grade tech wasn’t very conducive to flirting.

      Frankly, it made her want to piss herself in fear.

      From her vantage on the hilltop, she saw the Northern trading path she was following dipped east, and converged with another road that followed south along the Eastern Seaboard. One road that led towards Kingsport. In the foreground, she spotted two travellers, though they didn’t move together.

      Traders.

      Had to be.

      She moved closer, using the hill as a natural protective shield. She was half a mile away when the first man reached the armed gates. His trench-coat bellowed behind him, a gas mask concealing his face.

      The tank trained his gun on the visitor, loose and flexible. A precaution. The second guard, in mundane militia outfit, greeted him. They were too far away for Natalia to make out what was being said, but she imagined the general inquiries. The militiaman searched his trench-coat, his hips.

      It wasn’t until the gas mask was removed that tension crackled to life.

      The guard grabbed the man’s arms, pinning them behind his back.

      A shove to the ground, another shout, and handcuffs were clinked around his wrists.

      His guns were removed, and he was hoisted to his feet, marched into town under the guard’s custody.

      Was that how they treated all visitors? So much for small-town hospitality.

      It was foolish to have hoped for more. Every ounce of that went to shit when the apocalypse hit.

      Natalia brushed some of her dark hair away from her high cheekbones and down her long neck. Her plush lips were down-turned.

      Breaking into a top-secret military bunker might not be a walk in the park.

      Who’da thought?

      There was no turning back from Baldwin’s mission, though. Cambridge, as fucked up as it was, was home. If she wanted to return, she had to do this. She’d have to take a chance.

      It wasn’t time to give in to self pity. She stood, swallowing back her fear. The other man was nearing the gates. There was still an opportunity to intercept him along the way. He’d seen what happened to the other traveller, but he walked undaunted. His footsteps never faltered; there wasn’t a moment of hesitation that approaching was a bad idea.

      He didn’t fear arrest. That meant he had either a relationship with the town or a reason for being there.

      Unzipping her leather jacket, she revealed her cleavage beneath her simple tank-top. Tossing her hair over her shoulders, she crossed over the craggy land to catch up with the traveller.

      It was a risk, but asking if he wanted an escort—literal or figurative—into the town became her top priority.

      He was tall, wearing a long, dark peacoat, with high boots, and a scarf around his neck. The ground sloped down. While they had a view of the gates, the guards wouldn’t have the same view on them.

      Round glasses glinted in the permanent faded light. He carried only a single satchel bag on his side, and he was surefooted. She was a few meters from him, but still he didn’t glance her way.

      Did he not notice her?

      She was about to call out when he spoke.

      “I trust you’re no highway bandit.”
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      Natalia stopped in her tracks at his sudden address, and the realization that he had a hand inside his overcoat in a very familiar manner.

      He was packing.

      Of course he was packing.

      What crazy person would be wandering the wastes without protection?

      Other than an impulsive woman who stole from the wrong man, of course.

      His voice had a strange lilt to it. A foreign accent eroded by time. She couldn’t quite place it. More than that, he was handsome.

      His skin was beautiful. A rich brown, smooth, and unblemished. A rare trait among men these days. It was a side effect of the disasters and the corrupting effects of the wild in which they worked.

      His lashes were full and thick, natural in their darkness beneath his glasses.

      Natalia stayed still as she considered her response.

      “Not a bandit, no.” She raised her hands, her leather jacket opening to give a peek of her cleavage beneath. “Just a girl not wanting to be alone any longer out here.”

      He sized her up from behind his round, immaculate spectacles. His gaze dipped to her chest before returning to her eyes.

      The standoff ended as his hand slid out of his coat with no weapon in it. The canopy of sallow clouds hung overhead, the gloom a constant companion for months unending.

      “Where are you headed out here all by yourself? It’s not wise to travel alone these days.”

      There was a faint hint of cordiality in his caution. His posture relaxed. Her heart raced. She’d always been an adrenaline junkie. Why else would she always fuck up everything good in her life? She was constantly chasing the rush of excitement and danger, and a man like him was the sweetest drug.

      “Headed to Kingsport. Had a spot of trouble with some gangsters back where I’m from, and needed to get a fresh start.” Her full lips parted, her green eyes heavy and alluring. “The guards arrested someone at the entrance, though. I got scared.”

      Natalia tilted her chin down, raising her gaze in that fawnish way she’d mastered. Manipulating men was a hobby, a passion, a career.

      It was also easy.

      He listened with little more than a glance towards the town and back. How quickly she wrapped him around her finger.

      “Perhaps it was one of those gangsters they arrested.”

      “Girls like me don’t get that lucky.”

      “You are wise to be worried. Plenty of places around here would take a beautiful woman and keep her. So perhaps you are thinking… I can help you with that?”

      “Strength in numbers, right? If I were, say, your travelling companion, and we got set up in a room for the evening, spent the night together, then went our separate ways, that would give us both some security in going into town.”

      Her proposal was thinly veiled, and he was clever enough to raise his brow with intrigue.

      Another dip of his emerald eyes, scanning up and down her hourglass figure, lingering on the offered cleavage from between her leather jacket.

      “I get you access to town. Pay for our room. And in return, you propose posing as my wife, mistress, lover…?”

      “What’s the most logical for you?” Her gaze flicked towards the gate. “Seems you’ve travelled this path before, is why I ask. If people know you, or if you intend on visiting here again, a wife might be a harder sell.”

      The corner of his lips crooked up with wry amusement.

      “I have not yet visited Kingsport, and while they expect me, my personal life is not of their concern. Very well. You will pose as my wife. It will grant you a greater degree of security. Men, as loutish and brutish as they are, are more likely to respect another man’s claim than anything else a woman might offer in defence of herself.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Even before the total collapse of society, plenty of guys didn’t know when to give it up. But she prided herself on being able to take down more than a few grown men with nothing more than heels and nails.

      “Would you slug someone for hitting on me?”

      She was always reckless, and in the apocalyptic wasteland, that was both a blessing and a curse. She relied on her instincts to keep her alive, but they were also what got her kicked out onto the barren stretch of road.

      His white teeth flashed in the dim haze.

      “As tall as I may be, I do not make an imposing figure to many. But luckily, there are things other than fists that intimidate rowdy men,” he said, opening his coat enough to show her the black handle of a gun within.

      “That’d do it.” She had no desire to be a wife, and he was more bookish than her usual type. His clothes were worn, but he took care to keep those little luxuries of the old days in good shape.

      That, in and of itself, was a prize in the wasteland.

      Overall, he was attractive.

      “I don’t suppose men do rings very much anymore, huh?” she asked with a teasing grin. “I mean, if you wanted to propose right now, I’m just saying that might make things more convincing and more lucrative for me.”

      She swiped her greedy tongue around her lips. It was hard to turn off the persona she’d cultivated in the club.

      Shockingly, his mood didn’t sour.

      Instead, he reached into the breast pocket of his vest beneath his coat and pulled out a gleaming golden ring with a bright emerald gemstone.

      “I have something that will complete the illusion, as well as delight myself.”

      “Ah, holy shit, that’s gorgeous. Matches our eyes,” she said. Another glance and a frown stole her excitement. “Looks too large for me, though. I guess I could add in a little something to tighten it up.”

      “Not to worry, my darling. Here.”

      He bent down and placed a chaste, knightly kiss upon her fingers.

      Natalia held back a bout of laughter, but then he was sliding the curious ring down her finger. The emerald was giant and wreathed in strange writhing patterns of gold. It looked vintage. Foreign. It didn’t fit the local aesthetic.

      Stranger still, it fit perfectly.

      The cool metal wrapped around her finger, the gemstone finding rare rays of light, glinting in the dull, filtered sun.

      “Perfect. It’s like this ring was made for you. You were right. It compliments your eyes exquisitely.” He held her hand, her skin resting against the soft black leather of his glove.

      It was too easy  — finding a strange man, getting him to propose.

      He knelt at her feet, looking up at her with an adoring gaze.

      A gentleman?

      What a concept.

      “Holy shit, I was kidding, but fuck yeah. You have a wife for the weekend. What’s your name?”

      “I am Rashid. And now, it seems, we are Mr. and Mrs. Alhazred.”

      “Natalia Alhazred, huh? Rolls off the tongue,” she said, wiggling her finger to admire the antique ring. “So, what are we here for? A little work, a little pleasure?”

      “I am here to do research,” he said as he led her along, reluctantly letting his hand slip from hers. “As my wife, you are here to assist me and keep me company. Do you have any experience with research work? Trawling library records, papers, documents, et cetera?”

      He pronounced all of his words distinctly; his enunciation was near perfect, but edged with his own unique charm.

      “I’ve been asked by a lot of men to do a lot of things, but research work hasn’t yet been one of them. But I did some college, so I’m sure I’ll manage,” she said, keeping close to him as they walked.

      It was strange. She missed the warmth of his gloved palm already. The back of her hand brushed against his. She didn’t grab it, though.

      He might yet need his gun.

      “Where are you from?”

      “All over,” he said with a whimsical air and a playful smile.

      He switched sides with her, taking her hand again, this time leaving his gun hand free.

      Had she finally met her match in someone who could read subtle body signs?

      “Though if you mean originally, it is far across the seas. Amid the sands you may know as the Arabian desert. And yourself, Natalia?”

      The way he pronounced her name made her bitter heart swell.

      Were those butterflies in her stomach?

      She swallowed, hoping to drown them.

      “My family came from Romania, but I’ve been in America my whole life. Lucky me, right? Head to the place that’s hornier than anyone for nukes. I bet Romania isn’t doing too badly for itself right now. But I’ve travelled a lot. For work. I mean, before the end times.”

      “Wonderful. Travel is such a luxury. It will help sell our relationship, for I swear I have been to all corners of the world in my time. But I was stranded upon your continent when the bombs fell.”

      He must have been rich as hell to travel so much at his young age. It was hard to pin it down. Late twenties? There were some slight streaks of white through his otherwise glossy black hair, but that meant little. His skin was unblemished, and had a glow about it, which was next to impossible to attain anymore.

      She was only twenty-five herself, but she did everything in her power to pause her aging. It wasn’t like there were a ton of Botox and plastic surgery places open anymore, but she knew how to find the right people. Before she was run out of Cambridge, she had skin cream, at least. Only a few years expired.

      “Where’s your favourite place to visit, prior to every dick in power spurting off at once?”

      He chuckled at her phrasing and squeezed her hand. He naturally fit into that fake role of husband; it surprised her.

      It wasn’t often that she met someone who was as skilled an actor as she was.

      “Oh, that is a tough question to answer in full. But I will give you the easy answer for now, as we approach the gates. The Antarctic. Such majestic, breathtaking vistas. White stretched out to the horizon. Strange creatures around. It was a most intriguing journey for one such as I.”

      He was definitely rich.

      Wonder if he has anything left.

      They were nearing the tank at the gate, but Natalia held her fluid gait, rubbing Rashid’s hand.

      “How is Antarctica the simple answer? Haven’t, like, a hundred people been there ever?” They were almost within earshot of the guards, and she changed the subject. “I’ll let you do the talking.”

      He pressed a soft, lingering kiss to her. Hot blood rushed through her veins, his mouth parting in an expert manner to tease his tongue along the seam of her lips.

      “Don’t worry, my dear. Everything is fine. They’re expecting us.”

      She had done well to hide her nerves, keeping the telltale warble out of her voice, but he saw right through her.

      There was more to this man than there seemed.

      Her eyes fluttered open just as the guard’s powerful gun aimed at Rashid’s chest.
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