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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Settlement

          

        

      

    

    
      Cooper widened and flexed his fingers, releasing fists he’d held since reporting to the Elders. His hands may have relaxed, but his gut was still in knots. The news had not been well received.

      “You’re sure the intelligence is accurate?” Gisa Meier’s accent held only an aftertaste of German, and her shrewd, organized mind shone through honey-colored eyes. She was direct and disciplined. A trusted leader.

      “Yes.” Cooper took a step toward her, but stopped. “They’re on the move. They’ve begun pulling in both people and any perishables left on the surface.”

      “But what good is this intelligence?” Zenon Franks’ top lip drew up in a sneer. His attempt to stare down his nose at Cooper was thwarted by the fact that he was a head shorter. “You were unable to learn the date of the next sunscorch.”

      Cooper clenched his jaws and took a breath before speaking again. “Yes. Which is why I need to go back. Wallace and Jenks may be idiots, but their superior, Sarge, is well-informed. I’m certain with more time I can determine the date.”

      “You could also be caught,” Franks spat, “compromising years of work and hundreds of lives.”

      Cooper leaned toward the man and towered over him, his breaths coming hard as he lost the fight to reign in his temper. “What’s your real problem with me, old man?” Cooper asked. “My work is untouchable. Despite ‘years of work,’ this is the only tangible intel we have.”

      Franks balked, his mouth falling open before he caught himself. “My real problem is you’re a cocky little shi— ”

      “Enough.” Gisa’s sharp command shut them both up, but she turned to Cooper. “Go back undercover and contact the comms post when you know something more,” she said. “But I want you back here as soon as possible, Sam Cooper, do you understand me?”

      Cooper smiled into his fist at the victory over Franks, but he answered with a straight face. “Yes, ma’am.”
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        * * *

      

      The heels of Cooper’s motorcycle boots beat the concrete in time to his pulse as he paced the length of the windowless room. He stopped mid-stride when the door opened. “There you are,” he said, failing to filter the irritation from his voice.

      “Sorry,” Meg said and scurried in on thin legs. “Some jerk took the last of the Vitabars from the storeroom. Had to go all the way down to bay four to find more.”

      “Thank you.” Cooper took the food from her and secured it with the rest of his supplies in the motorcycle’s saddle bags. “I’m anxious to get back on the road is all.”

      Meg’s mouth twisted to one side before she spoke. “I know you have to go, Sam. Your job’s important. I just worry when you’re gone,” she said. “It’s dangerous.”

      He couldn’t deny it. The trips he’d been making were dangerous. When he’d returned to deliver news of an impending sunscorch, part of the subterranean tunnel between St. Louis and Chicago had caved in, and he’d been forced to travel aboveground for nearly a day. Not that he minded riding in the open air. Hot and dry as it was, the feel of the sun on his face after so much time spent in barren bunkers and dank tunnels was a welcome change.

      But vicious, city-wide fights had broken out north of Springfield again. He’d barely avoided the fray as a mob torched the last of the government buildings. He could find another way around Springfield, but couldn’t detour the situation for long. There was always another town seething at a low boil, one incident away from a riot.

      “I need to get going,” Cooper said, struggling to keep his worry, both for her and their insulated little world, from his eyes.

      Without a word, she threw her arms around his waist, plastering herself to him so tightly he lost his breath. Shame heated his face. God knew she had enough to deal with without worrying about him. Life was many things: short, tough, sometimes fulfilling. But never fair. Some people, like Meg, hadn’t gotten a fair shake.

      Closing his eyes, Cooper laid his cheek to the top of her head. As he hugged her back, a dozen tiny memories of their childhood flashed through his mind—memories made in carefree, innocent lives dozens of feet beneath a scorched and agitated world. They’d been clueless about the dangers surrounding them. Clueless, but happy.

      “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she mumbled into his leather jacket. “I wish you’d come home more often. And I wish you didn’t have to run with those thugs.”

      “Ah, Meggie.” He squeezed her one last time. “With foxes, we must play the fox.”

      She nodded against his chest. “Just … just be careful, okay?”

      Cooper patted her roughly on the shoulder before pulling back. Her eyes were shiny with unshed tears, and he glanced quickly away and cleared his throat.

      As he mounted the vintage motorcycle, built for distance and speed, he forced a smile. “I’ll send word as soon as I can.” Rising from the seat, he lifted a leg to kickstart it. “And don’t worry so much. I’ll be fine.” ‘Fine’ is subjective, he thought darkly, but shook the idea from his head before it could take root and grow. “I’m always fine.”

      Fat tears spilled onto Meg’s high cheeks, and she blinked back more while lifting a hand in farewell.

      Cooper slammed his foot down and the bike roared to life. As he notched it into gear and raced up the mouth of the tunneled exit, he shook his head to clear his mind of Meg’s face. There was no room for pity where he was going. No room for emotion at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Mission

          

        

      

    

    
      Cooper closed his eyes, and not against the scorching wind. The ruined and rusted remains of buildings jutted toward the sky as if clawing up for help. Thick columns of smoke rose into the hazy atmosphere.

      Grinding the bike to a stop several miles outside of town, he shook his head at the destruction. It was worse every time he emerged.

      Though too young to remember the first sunscorch, Cooper knew the world had been different. Green. Alive. Not this blighted hell.

      He’d grown up underground in the Settlement, a commune with a mission, built within Chicago’s abandoned Deep Tunnel. He’d watched for years as Settlement elders worked to find and destroy a well-funded and uber-organized group of militants set on world destruction. He’d dedicated his own life to the cause very early on.

      At first, they’d shooed him away. “Go play,” they said. “Be a normal kid.” He was determined to make them see his commitment, though, and to prove himself useful. He focused, studied, and trained, and at seventeen, left the Settlement to immerse himself deep into a gritty subterranean world.

      Nearly two years of meticulous undercover work had finally paid off, and he’d infiltrated his target. Well, almost. Sarge and his cronies were subcontractors for the bigger fish. Vicious and vile, they were well-suited for their work. They sniffed out anyone who knew too much, anyone encroaching on strategically-placed properties, and anyone who might connect the mysterious group’s intricate network of dots.

      Cooper stared numbly at the smoldering horizon as memories of his first few months undercover resurfaced. To keep his cover, he’d had to be as dark and foul as his new friends. He’d stood by while Sarge, Wallace, and Jenks did things that left his soul charred and black. Wallace, especially, had a cruel streak that drove bile up the back of Cooper’s throat any time he dared let the memories creep in.

      Even now, Cooper held on to his humanity with a slippery grip. Only one thing kept him tethered, and that was the knowledge he’d helped some of the innocents, in whom Wallace took particular delight in destroying. He’d found subtle ways to intercept, even setting a few free. The times he couldn’t help, though … Cooper rubbed his chest in an effort to relieve his heart, which was squeezed in a vice.

      After what he’d seen, there were so many nights he’d curled into a ball on cold, filthy floors wishing for death that it had finally come true. A part of him had died. The part that mattered. His soul.

      Cooper squeezed his eyes shut against the images that assaulted his mind each time he dared crack open that door. He was the scorched and blighted Earth. What was once green and vibrant now lay barren. Could a seed ever take root and sprout, he wondered. Can the world recover? Can I?

      No. Sniffing hard, Cooper shook his head. That was asking too much after what he’d endured.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            The Friend

          

        

      

    

    
      “‘Ey, Coop,” the old man said, sending Cooper lurching forward with a meaty clap on the shoulder. “Come in, come in,” he said. “Canned some collard greens. Been saving ’em for an occasion like this.”

      At least seventy, Gary Deerborne was tough as a clawhammer, and just as exacting. Deerborne was one of the first friends Cooper had made after leaving the Settlement, and one of the few people he knew on the Surface. Deerborne’s house was mere miles from a major underground access point … only he didn’t know that.

      “I’m just passing through,” Cooper said and dusted his leather motorcycle pants. “Don’t cook on my account.”

      “Ain’t no trouble.” Deerborne shut the heavy, metal door to his home, a former Masonic lodge built of thick, concrete cinder blocks. The structure was the reason he’d survived the first sunscorch, which had killed millions and destroyed Earth’s ice sheets.

      The old man ambled toward the kitchen, his gait noticeably more hitched, his breathing more labored since the last time Cooper had seen him.

      “I don’t get a lot of company these days, you know,” he said. “This was Faye’s recipe. You’ll love it.”

      “Your hydro-garden doin’ okay?” Cooper asked. “You have enough water? I can try to bring some when I come back through.”

      Smiling, Deerborne shook his head. “Nah, I’m all right.”

      Cooper took a seat on a metal stool near the table, his mind still on the volatile world outside. “Fighting’s picked up since I was through last time,” he said.

      “Yep,” Deerborne agreed as he rummaged through a small pantry. “Not a day goes by they’re not shooting or blowing something up. Coupl’a punks came by here the other day, beatin’ on the door and demandin’ I open up.” He straightened as much as he could, and his lips pulled to a sly grin. “I opened up, all right.”

      “Did you?” Cooper couldn’t help but grin at the grizzled old man’s expanding chest.

      “Yeah,” Deerborne said. “And showed ’em my sawed-off double barrel.”

      Cooper barked a laugh, and the Dearborne joined him, real pride sneaking past the fear in his eyes.

      “Have you heard if anyone’s been sent to deal with them?” Cooper asked.

      “There’s no local authority,” he scoffed. “You know that. Cheyenne’s worthless. The whole lot of them are. Hiding out in that mountain while the rest of the world goes to hell.” He shook his head. “I heard little insurgencies are popping up all over, taking down what’s left of government buildings and old post offices. And with no police, who’s to stop ’em?” He dumped greens from a Mason jar into a thick, metal pot and lit a fire on the stove beneath it. “Regular folks are too scared to do anything. And why would they? Martial law …” Shaking his head, he trailed off. “More like martial letdown.”

      “Maybe Cheyenne thinks the troublemakers will take care of themselves. That they’ll just blow each other up.”

      Deerborne stopped stirring his greens and shoved the spoon into the pan. “And wouldn’t they be right?”

      Cooper shrugged. He couldn’t disagree. What little was left of the country had disintegrated fast.

      “Tell me you’ve ever had better greens,” the old man said as he spooned a thick pile onto Cooper’s plate.

      He hadn’t. A wordless grunt of satisfaction escaped when the buttered, earthy taste hit his tongue. Deerborne served himself and chattered good-naturedly between bites, but Cooper didn’t process much of it.

      As he stood to leave, his belly was heavy and his soul was a bit lighter from time spent with his friend. But he couldn’t shake the thought that unrest and destruction was exactly what the people at Cheyenne Mountain did want. And if so, what chance did he, the Settlement, and normal people everywhere have against a concerted effort both above—and below—ground to destroy the world?

      Deerborne dragged him back to the present with another clap on the back, this time in good-bye. Cooper set his jaw and took a deep breath. He’d put it off long enough. He was already late to meet back up with Sarge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            The Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      Icy fingers crept up Cooper’s spine, and his arms erupted in goose bumps. He turned in the seat, scanning the desolate terrain for a tail.

      Nothing. No dust from a disturbed road besides his own, but his instincts were rarely wrong. He bent forward and punched the throttle, the sharp wind stinging his eyes as he tested the motorcycle’s limits.

      When he approached the primitive red and black eye painted on an old railroad crossing sign, Cooper made a hard left, spraying gravel in a wide arc behind him. The Scarlet Eye always marked an ingress, but it was also a reminder of watchful eyes. If he was being followed, he couldn’t go Subterranean.

      He pushed the bike hard for a mile and took another left, then two more. If someone’s still behind me after that circle, he thought, his back spasming from tension, it’s intentional.

      When he passed the rusted sign again, the feeling of being watched pushed his shoulders toward his ears. After years spent honing his instincts, Cooper knew to trust them. He closed his eyes and breathed to steady his nerves.

      Who would be following me, and why? Are they packin’? Should I backtrack and lay my own trap? Stop and fight? Cooper stretched his neck to each side and rolled his shoulders. The slow and steady pump of adrenaline had him spoiling for a good brawl. Who does this guy think he is? I’m not followed. I do the following.

      He shook his head. That kind of emotional thinking wouldn’t keep him alive. Rational. Judicious. Concise. He repeated the words he’d said so many times before. It’s how he’d learned to operate—how he’d excelled—in the gritty Subterranean.

      Stay on the Surface or lead him underground? Cooper’s world was off-limits to those who lived above-ground. But if he was being hunted by a Sub, like himself, the tunnels were tight. Either way, he’d have a better shot of losing the tail in the broad landscape. Punching the bike to its highest gear, he sped toward the closest town.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had finally set, and the pressure in Cooper’s chest eased when he entered Ralston. It was the closest he’d seen to a sleepy little town, the streets and houses relatively clean. The rebels and riots plaguing most large cities, and even small ones up north, hadn’t destroyed Ralston. Yet, he thought darkly.

      For a few months after the first sunscorch, Americans had rallied. The ones that survived banded together, keeping crime and looting to a minimum. But it soon became clear that the government wouldn’t rebound like its people had. With little infrastructure, there were no taxes, which meant no police forces, no schools, no trash pick-ups.

      It didn’t take long. When human nature wasn’t nurtured, people grew faithless. In most of the country, community failed. Neighbors stopped helping each other and only looked out for themselves. In a time when not just safety, but food and water were scarce, every man for himself was an easy choice.

      Ralston, though, was different. Its people had stood up to dissent, to uprisings and looting, and had managed to save their little town.

      A visceral centipede skittered up the back of Cooper’s neck. Whoever was following had caught up to him. He cursed and swung a hard left behind an old bank building, then a quick right a block down.

      When he closed his eyes and concentrated on the sounds around him, his suspicions were confirmed. A motor. Faint, but there. And growing louder every second. Cooper lay on the throttle, taking corners so fast the motorcycle wobbled wildly beneath him.

      A sharp crack sliced the air between the buildings.

      Another.

      Two more.

      The bike seized and spun, and Cooper squeezed the grips, holding on for his life. He’s shooting at me, Cooper thought in the milliseconds before he was flung from the motorcycle onto the street.

      Arm. Ow. They were more intuitions than words, followed by the more instructive Get up! and Move, dammit!

      Groaning, Cooper pushed himself onto his feet. He blinked to clear his head, to process what had happened.

      No time.

      He forced himself to run before even deciding where.

      Building.

      Corner.

      Open street.

      Everywhere he turned there was an obstacle to disappearing. He passed an old office building, noticing too late that a cramped alley ran behind it. Skidding to a stop, he backtracked, then threw himself into the narrow space, landing hard on hands and knees.

      Up! Get up!

      Back on his feet, Cooper noticed a fence bisecting the path. He cursed again, but it was the only way to go. Maybe there was a gate or hole somewhere.

      No gate. No hole.

      He searched the cramped space, and sensed for the first time something besides his own fear. His throat closed and he gagged at the stench permeating the stagnant air. The building’s trash was piled high against the brick wall and fell against the fence.

      I’ll take it, Cooper thought as he clamored up the unstable mountain of refuse.

      “I’ve got you now, you slick little turd.”

      Cooper froze. He’d know the voice even in hell. And if that is Stealth, he thought, maybe it was hell. Bowing his head, Cooper prayed for salvation.

      “Been chasing you for days.” The man’s voice was smooth, deep, terrifying. “You lost me twice. You’re good, I’ll give you that.”

      If Stealth had a real name, Cooper didn’t know it. If he had a real name, it wouldn’t suit him. Stealth was the embodiment of the very word. Sly. Shifty. Savage.

      Turning to face his pursuer, Cooper’s stomach dropped, but he worked to keep his face blank, his breathing even. Stealth’s hollow cheeks were so pocked and scarred Cooper looked up, away from them, but that was a mistake. The man’s eyes were snares. Narrow, black, feral snares. And Cooper was a cornered rabbit.

      “They know,” Stealth said. His sadistic grin had made lesser men lose their bladders. “They know there’s a mole.” He nodded a close-shorn head. “Someone’s been asking an awful lot of questions. Digging where things’re better left alone. And it all leads back to you.”

      Even by moonlight, Cooper could see the glint of dark metal pointed between his eyes. Does he know who I am? Does he know my name?

      “How did you find me?” Cooper asked instead.

      “Somebody accessed a sat-phone they weren’t supposed to outside of Trogtown a week ago,” he answered. “Sarge said it wasn’t one of his. But I think it was. I think it was you, Sam Coo—”

      At the mention of his name, Cooper bent his legs and thrust toward the top of the metal fence. He clung to the rusty metal, his hands already scraped and bloody from the crash. His shoulder screamed, too, but there was no time to stop and take a tally of his injuries.

      Sucking in a breath—and his pain—Cooper gripped the top of the fence and hefted himself over.

      There was nothing he could do when his shoulder gave, and he fell roughly on top of the fence. Grunting, he swung a knee over the top and squeezed, bracing so the lower half of his body could clear. Only he didn’t clear it. The leather at his thigh caught on a jagged piece of the fence, tearing both his riding pants and the soft tissue beneath. His eyes rolled back at the pain, stars flashing in his vision, but he pushed on, ripping his own flesh.

      He fell hard onto the concrete and didn’t move. He needed a minute. One minute to breathe.

      Have to … get up, he thought. Stealth will … kill me.

      As badly as he wanted to lie there, it was true. Only the threat of certain death could have forced him up, and he staggered to his feet.

      A slow, hopping limp was the best he could manage, but when two more gunshots cracked behind him, a surge of adrenaline overrode much of the pain. He made a turn around the building’s corner, bracing against the brick façade with a grated palm.

      Bent at the waist and breathing hard, he stopped to assess the damage to his leg. Bad.  He’d left a trail of blood, not good for several reasons. It was easily followed, for one thing. The other: he wouldn’t last long at that rate of blood loss.

      Sniffing hard and shaking his head, he risked a look back at the alley. Stealth was climbing the trash. Soon he’d be over the fence, too.

      Cooper forced himself into a run.
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        * * *

      

      Have to … stop … just for … a minute. Just to … catch … my breath.

      Bracing himself against a wall, Cooper touched his leg, which was still oozing blood. He wiped his hand on his back pocket.

      Keep going. Stealth’ll … drag me in … dead.

      The loud clang of metal reverberated through the street, and Cooper jolted forward in reflex, resuming his hopping limp in the opposite direction of the noise.

      Thought … behind me.

      Cooper shook his head, which grew slower, groggier with every passing second.

      Losing … too much. Can’t … think.

      “Hey.” It was a woman’s voice. A girl’s.  “Are you—”

      Cooper’s lungs seized. Stealth wasn’t alone, and his partner had flushed him out.

      Cursing, Cooper pushed himself harder, but it wasn’t enough. The sound of heaving, bear-like breaths sent ice across his neck and shoulders. The bounty hunter was closing in behind him.

      Another building.

      An alley.

      Cooper threw himself into the narrow space, skidding into a pile of debris. He lay hidden, breaths shallow and eyes peeled for his pursuers.

      No way … out.

      He blinked to clear his mind, even dizzier than before. His body was shaking.

      Shock, he thought. Freaking … fantastic. Only … a matter of … time.

      The hairs on the back of Cooper’s neck suddenly stood on end. Stealth was close. Evil seeped from the hunter’s pores, and it snaked in his direction.

      Cooper closed his eyes, angry at the way the mission had panned out. Furious with the universe, with himself.

      Failed … Pointless …

      Cooper ground his teeth when what he wanted to do was to scream, to rage against fate.

      Meggie, he thought. Must she… endure this … too.

      He looked skyward and worked to catch his breath, but his thoughts were dark, hopeless.

      The dense thud of something hitting the dumpster at the other end of the alley brought him from his grim reverie. He looked up, ready to run again, and froze. The girl’s gaze was locked on his face.

      She hid behind the building’s corner, not much of her visible by moonlight; only a shadowed outline of her face, and the glare of narrow, determined eyes.

      Cooper squinted hard, trying to understand her. Why is she hiding, he wondered. Why hasn’t she shot me or told Stealth where I am?

      She moved, and he caught a better glimpse of her form.

      Why would Stealth be working with a girl?

      The answer prodded his body into gear. He wasn’t. The girl had distracted him, sent him off Cooper’s track.

      Then she was gone. Like a fleeting flash of light, the girl disappeared.

      With Stealth searching the other end of the alley, Cooper could only go one way: the way the girl had gone. He grunted, but took up his limping pace again.

      She was running for her life. Outrunning her own legs. Her movements were panicked, jerky, and she faltered several times, finally falling to her knees. As she rose, she spun to look back at Cooper, her face deathly pale.

      I’m not chasing you, honey, he thought drily. I’m trying to outrun the devil himself.

      Without warning, Cooper’s pain and loss of blood came back full-force. He tried to keep moving, but his arms and legs were heavy as anchors. They drug him into the undertow as waves of darkness crashed into his vision. Flashes of white shined like tiny flares behind his eyes.

      No. Oh God. Not now.

      “Wait,” he called out to the girl just before he drowned in unconsciousness.
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            The Girl

          

        

      

    

    
      Stealth!

      Cooper was slow to consciousness, but the residual threat surged to the front of his mind. He’d been held captive before. More than once. Experience told him his best shot was to feign unconsciousness and assess the situation—and find a way out.

      He cracked open his eyes and quickly closed them again. Dark. Either it was still night, or someone had taken him underground.

      Small sounds, breaths and the rustle of clothes, reverberated quickly and died. A small space, then.

      He knew the difference between sweat produced of physical labor, and of fear. The latter was pungent, sour.

      “Mom and Dad are probably freaking out by now.”

      A female’s voice. An irritated voice. The girl. Everything came back to him in a rush. The alley. The girl with determined eyes who threw something against a dumpster, and threw Stealth off-track.

      The air shifted, and he sensed she was moving, standing. Cracking open the eye closest to the ground so she wouldn’t see, he watched her slow, exaggerated movements. She raised one leg, crossing over his body to place her toes down nearly silently on the other side of him. When she lifted the other leg, preparing to step completely over him, he knew.

      She’s trying to leave.

      Cooper struck the ankle of her first foot, pushing until she lost balance. With the other foot already raised, she fell hard onto her butt. Her eyes were wild, the whites of them nearly obscuring the blue.

      She scrambled back to the wall on lean limbs and, once on her feet, made the boniest little fists he’d ever seen. When chunks of dark hair fell into her face, she forced them back with trembling fingers, but never took her eyes off of him.

      Brave little thing, Cooper thought. Stupid, but brave.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” He tried for soothing, non-threatening. He moved his head to catch the girl’s gaze. “Where are we?”

      Her eyes widened and she flattened her palms to the wall, pushing against it to stand.

      Watching every jerky move, Cooper absorbed her details. Thick, dark hair fell from a ponytail at the back of her head. Her face was lovely despite the wildness in her eyes. Or maybe because of it. Her mouth parted, and her breath neared panting. She was afraid of him. Cooper cast his eyes down and blinked.

      He hadn’t met many girls—not soft like her. Not in his line of work in the cold, filthy world. Sure, he’d grown up with girls at the Settlement and had his fair share of fun. That was different. The thought of frightening this girl after she’d risked her life to save him made his chest tighten almost painfully.

      Running shoes. She wore running shoes, he noticed with eyes still downcast. And athletic pants that clung tightly to her thighs and hips.

      He cleared his throat. “What did you throw?”

      A crease formed between her eyebrows. “Wh-what?”

      “What did you throw? To distract him?”

      “A book.”

      “A book?”

      She nodded, her eyes narrowing shrewdly as she edged toward the door—and the street.

      Don’t go, he thought. Not yet. “What were you doing with a book?”

      “Reading,” she said, and he couldn’t remember feeling so small.

      Cooper fought a grin at the glimpse of attitude, but then the words registered. “In the dark?”

      The girl’s eyes went wide and her mouth slammed shut. “Of course not,” she said, loose hair swinging as her head shook. “It was in my backpack from earlier today.”

      She’s lying. Why lie about reading? A theory crab-crawled to the front of Cooper’s mind. Surely not here, though. He searched her face again and noticed for the first time pale, pink skin, like a sunburn that hadn’t quite healed. “What happened to your face?”

      Fingers flew to the pink patches at her cheeks. “Sunburn,” she said and looked away. “Stayed out too long.”

      Lying. Again. “That happen a lot?” he asked.

      “What business is it of yours?” she snapped. “And you can say ‘thanks for saving me’ anytime.”

      Cooper peeked up slowly and met her gaze. “Thank you.” His voice was quiet, sincere. “I know you put your own life at risk. Thank you for helping me.”

      “Twice,” she said, tapping her foot on the foyer floor. “I saved you twice. Once with the book, and the other by hauling you in here when you were unconscious and bandaging your leg. Technically, I guess that’s three times.”

      There was attitude under all that hair. “All right.” His lips twitched at the sweet, soft thing like her trying to be hard. “I owe you one. Or three.”

      At the mention of his leg, Cooper noticed for the first time its insistent throb, squeezing in time to his pulse. He swallowed and tried to think of something else.

      “First time to make a tourniquet?” he asked.

      The girl stiffened and lifted her head defiantly. “You were bleeding all over the floor.” She threw a fist to her hip. “I did the best I could with what I had. What happened to you, anyway?” Her tone softened a bit, but her eyes still shot daggers. “You must’ve lost a lot of blood to pass out like that.”

      “I tried to clear a chainlink fence, but my leg caught.”

      She glanced at his bandaged leg, then quickly away, her face darkening from pink to red.

      She was embarrassed. How much did she see? Did she take a peek while he lay unconscious?

      The girl cleared her throat. “Why was he chasing you?”

      Cooper shrugged, his gaze still fixed on her cheeks, but his thoughts on her delicate hands tightening a tourniquet around his thigh.

      “You’re not going to tell me?”

      Fighting a grin, he shook his head.

      “Fine,” she huffed and crossed her arms. “What’s your name?”

      “Cooper.”

      One of her arms snaked toward the door handle, but her face was conspicuously blank when she asked, “That your first name?”

      She thinks she’s distracting me. Cute. Cooper leaned toward her just to see her eyes widen again. “It’s what people call me,” he said slowly, smoothly, pinning her with his gaze. “What’s yours?”

      She pressed her lips together.

      Sweet talk isn’t her style, he thought. Not coaxing; a challenge. “Oh, come on,” he dared her. “You can’t to see mine and not show me yours.”

      Her gaze shot to the floor. “Nori,” she said quick and low, like the concession pained her.

      “That your first name?” When she scowled, his grin nearly slipped out. He threw up his hands in defense, but couldn’t resist provoking her one last time. “Okay, okay. I’m just messing with you. Anyway, thanks again for the help, Dory.”

      “It’s Nori,” she snapped.

      God, messing with her was fun. “Thanks, Nori.” Cooper bent his good leg and pushed up, gritting his teeth and fighting a groan as he stood. When he reached across the small foyer for his pack, she flinched, and his conscience protested. But as he slipped the bag over a shoulder, he couldn’t stop himself from asking. He had to know. “Why’d you help me … three times? You didn’t have to.”

      The crease between her eyes was back. “I did have to. You were in trouble, and I could help. No brainer.”

      “Kindness is not so common as you think,” he said, shaking his head and taking a step toward her. Being close enough to inspect her pale skin again, though, his thoughts returned to an unlikely theory. “How long have you been like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “You burn easy. And you can see well in the dark, right?”

      Nori’s head turned, her interest piqued. “I’ve been this way my whole life.”

      After the answer tumbled out, she gasped and balled her fists, squeezing her jaws together so tightly her teeth creaked under the pressure.

      “Anyone else up here like you?” Cooper asked, closing the distance between them and searching her too blue eyes for an answer. “You know anyone else who burns like you do? Who can see better in the dark?”

      She shook her head as she stared up at him, blinking in incomprehension. “How do you … What do you mean? What do you know about it?”

      She didn’t know. Cooper’s closed his eyes. And I know too much. When he opened them, she was studying his face hard, her gaze fixed on his.

      “You should go,” he said and pushed open the door.

      “No.” Nori squared her body, so much smaller than his, and pulled the door shut. “Tell me how you knew to ask those questions. Do you know someone else like me?”

      Cooper let out a long breath as he fought an internal battle of whether or not to tell the girl why the sun was her biggest enemy. If he gave her an answer, she’d just have more questions. And it was almost sunrise. She needed to get to shelter.

      “It’ll be light soon,” he finally said. “If you want to make it home in time, you’ll already have to run like hell.” He turned to open the door again, but she stopped him with a hand on his arm. Her fingers were petite, gentle.

      “Wait.” She looked at the ceiling, the wall, the floor, anywhere but at him. “Do you live around here?”

      If things were normal, Cooper thought. If he was normal, he’d find a way to come back. He’d tell her everything and take her to the Subterranean. He’d give her a chance.

      Cooper shook his head and exhaled hard. He’d never have normal. He wasn’t normal, and neither was she.

      “Right under your nose,” he said in a tone much lighter than he felt.

      With a last nod at the girl—Nori—he ran from the foyer into the night, fighting not to give in to the pain searing through his leg. She was watching, he could feel it, and after years spent honing his instincts, Cooper knew to trust them.
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            The Beginning

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cooper, get over here,” Sarge said, his hoarse rasp echoing through the tunnel like a bear emerging from hibernation.

      Cooper closed his eyes and kept his mouth shut. Sarge was always either pissed off about something or in search of something to be pissed off about. In the week since he’d met up with Sarge—and Wallace and Jenks—they’d patrolled their usual routes and shaken the usual trees. They’d made their presence known among the troublemakers and scared the bejesus out of a few innocent old hermits.

      “Yeah, Boss?” Sarge’s chest expanded, as it always did when Cooper called him that. So easy.

      “Where’s that shipment you were so sure ‘bout?” Sarge asked.

      Cooper bristled at the implication. He’d hustled for that information, squeezing his contacts while Wallace and Jenks closed down the bar in Canyon City. “My source said today, but you know how it goes. Could be tomorrow. Could be yesterday.”

      “You’d better hope it wasn’t yesterday, pretty boy. We need them supplies.”

      “We’re still eighty miles from Trogtown.” Cooper thrust his hands into the pockets of his riding pants. “We should keep going.”

      Sarge spat onto the dark gray gravel, then drug the back of a hand across his mouth. “When you start making the decisions,” he stepped toward Cooper, who held his ground. “I’ll let ya know.” Sarge raised his top lip in a sneer, revealing short, gray teeth. “We clear?”

      Cooper breathed through flared nostrils, working every muscle in his body to keep his temper in check. He nodded, one quick jerk of his head.

      “That’s what I thought.” Sarge spat again and strutted to his motorcycle. “Mount up, boys,” he called, and took off in the direction of Trogtown.
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        * * *

      

      Cooper played caboose to their convoy of bikes, staying far enough back to avoid stray gravel. As they did far too often lately, his thoughts turned to that night in the alley.

      Not to Stealth. That threat was on the back burner for now, at least. Besides the information Cooper gathered, the protection of their numbers was the one benefit of his repulsive company. It wouldn’t last long, though. Stealth knew he wasn’t just another one of Sarge’s cronies, that he had other motives. Did Stealth know he worked with the Settlement? Would he report it right away, or keep it to himself, hoping to drag Cooper in for the glory— and the bounty?

      As he sped beneath mile after mile of dark, cold rock, Cooper’s thoughts drifted to the girl again. Nori. To the petite hands that had bandaged his thigh. To the terrified look in her eyes at knowing she was trapped in that foyer with him, and her defiant spine and smart mouth.

      Cooper ran a thumb along the wound on his thigh, healing now, and then shifted on the bike’s seat.

      A scorch was coming. He’d seen the telltale movement himself weeks ago. It was what he’d reported to Gisa and Franks back at the Settlement.

      She’d never survive a scorch. Cooper gripped the handlebars. What could he do about it? Go back and kidnap her? Smuggle her underground? He shook his head. Of course not. He’d already raised Sarge’s suspicions by sneaking to the Settlement the last time. His excuse was reasonable, but sometimes Sarge watched him a little too closely, stared a little too long. Either Sarge was sweet on him, or he was suspicious, and only one of those made sense.

      The thought of Nori caught in the scorch ate at Cooper with every passing mile. He turned the idea of going back for her over and over in his mind. It had been so long since he’d felt anything but blind ambition and drive for his work he hardly recognized himself.

      Couldn’t hurt to have the little fantasy, he thought. Could’t he have this one thing? Didn’t he deserve it?

      The others’ taillights came into view. They’d stopped and dismounted.

      Cooper braked, pulling in hot behind Wallace, who scurried toward Sarge, and then pulled his thin lips into a snarl. Sometimes it was the simple pleasure of irritating the idiots that kept Cooper sane. He smothered an evil laugh before dismounting his bike to join them.

      Something had their attention, all right, but the tone was off for intercepting a supply shipment. Sarge’s voice slithered through the darkness, a snake’s tongue tasting, testing its prey.

      When Jenks’ hyena laugh pierced the air, Cooper’s heart rate spiked. Jenks only got that excited at the prospect of cruelty.

      When he heard her voice, Cooper knew he’d let his fantasy go on too long, too far.  Either he was dreaming, or his desperate grip on reality had finally slipped.

      Craning his neck around Jenks, he caught sight of her.

      His knees buckled.

      It was her.

      Nori.

      She’d plastered herself against the tunneled wall as Sarge and Jenks inched toward her. Her too big, too blue eyes were wild, and swaths of dark hair fell against flushed cheeks.

      She was in a hell of a lot more trouble than she knew, but her spine was straight and her smart mouth was hard at work.

      Brave little thing, Cooper thought, a real smile finding its way to his face for the first time in days.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed this novella, an exclusive and unpublished look into Nori and Cooper’s journey.

      

      Read Terminal Combustion, Book 2 in the Subterranean series, for more adventures through the gritty Sunscorched world.
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