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CHAPTER 1
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I grew up in pure, unceasing, suffocating darkness.

I’d like to say that’s an exaggeration, but it’s not. I was only five years old when my uncle smuggled me out of the city and took me to live in the Blacklands, the place of children’s nightmares. A forest of perpetual darkness. I remember my eyes widening when I first saw it: the ominous black mist rising from the earth and hovering far above the top canopy of the trees. I remember bone-deep dread and then throat-closing panic when we were engulfed in the pitch black. I remember how, less than an hour into the trek, I tripped over a skull. I knelt to examine what made me stumble, and although I couldn’t see a thing, I could feel the gaping eye sockets, could run my fingers over smooth, weathered bone.

When I asked Uncle Jim what it was, he said, “Just a rock.”

Even at the age of five, I wasn’t that easy to fool.

It wouldn’t be the last skeleton we came across in the three years we spent in the Blacklands, but by the time we returned to civilization, fear and I were old friends. These days, a predator could lunge for my throat, and I wouldn’t blink. A Command jet could drop a bomb on our house, and my heart rate would remain steady.

When you’re petrified on a daily basis as a child, there aren’t many things left to fear as an adult.

Except, perhaps, awkward conversations.

I would rather fight a cougar barehanded than subject myself to an uncomfortable exchange. Truly.

“Where are you going?”

Damn it. I’d been doing my level best to sneak out of bed without alerting my companion.

The young soldier’s voice is thick with sleep and a hint of lingering seduction. I fix my gaze downward as I button my jeans. I know he’s not wearing anything underneath that thin sheet.

“Oh. Um. Nowhere. I was just getting dressed because I’m cold,” I lie, smoothing the front of my black tank over the jagged stretch of scar tissue on my left hip.

My burns, which dip below my waistband and stretch midway down my thigh, are a permanent reminder of who I am and why I can’t be in this guy’s presence longer than necessary.

I told him the scarring was the result of an accident. A pot of boiling water spilling on me when I was a child.

That wasn’t entirely a lie.

If he knew what the mangled flesh hid, though, he probably wouldn’t have been stroking it with such infinite sympathy.

“Come back here. I’ll keep you warm,” he promises.

I fake a smile and meet his eyes. They’re nice. A deep brown. “Hold that thought? Now that I’m up, I need to use the bathroom. You said it was around the corner?”

Do I sound too eager?

I think I do, but I’m itching to escape. It’s late. Much later than I promised I’d stay out. I was supposed to stop by the village for a quick drink and to say hello to some friends at the Liberty Day festivities. Not hook up with a Command soldier, of all candidates.

There aren’t a lot of things worth celebrating in the Continent. None of those idyllic-sounding holidays you read about in the history books. And let’s be honest—it’s probably some sick irony to have a bunch of Modified people dancing, drinking, and screwing to celebrate the anniversary of an event that led to their own slaughter. But Mods do like to dance, drink, and screw, so … might as well do it when we can, no matter the occasion.

“You’re not going to run out on me, are you?” He’s teasing again, but there’s an undertone of unhappiness. Shit. He knows I’m preparing to bail.

“Of course not.”

I pretend to concentrate on zipping up my boots, deciding this was a terrible idea. I try not to make a habit of falling into bed with anyone in the Command, the Continent’s military, but their impermanence is a major draw. Soldiers can only leave the base three times a year, which means they’ll never be anything but temporary.

“Good. Because I’m not ready to let you go yet,” he says with a smile. He’s twenty-five and was so gentle when his hands were roaming my body.

Is it awful that I can’t remember his name?

I pick up my rifle and sling the strap over my shoulder. I notice him watching me.

“What?”

“You look like pure smoke right now,” he says, biting his lip.

“Really.”

“Yes. You don’t see girls with guns in the city.”

He’s right. You don’t. That’s the main reason my uncle settled us in Ward Z, as far west as you can get. It’s one of the asset wards, where professions tend to be ranching and farming, and citizens are allowed to own weapons. All registered and fully accounted for, of course. You can’t get a license without extensive testing to prove your competence, but that wasn’t a problem for me. I received my weapons approval when I was thirteen. I’m beyond competent, more than the testers were even aware. Uncle Jim warned me to “tone it down” on test day.

“Comes in handy out here,” I tell him. “I’ve got white coyotes trying to kill my cows every night.”

He laughs. “I’ll have to come to your ranch one day, see whatever it is you get up to out there.”

The nonchalant remark raises my suspicions. Why does he want to come to the ranch? Was that an innocent comment, or do I need to worry?

When it comes to the Command, I err on the side of paranoia, so I quickly open a path to prod at his mind. His shield is thicker than steel. I could probably find a hole in it if I tried long enough, but it’s too strong to penetrate on the spot. Not a surprise. One of the first things soldiers like him are taught is how to shield themselves from Mods. And they’re right to do it. Primes don’t have enhanced gifts. They also don’t experience any physical signs when someone infiltrates their thoughts, whereas Mods feel it like an electric shock. People like him should be on guard.

I sever the path. It was worth a try. The only time his shield wavered tonight was after our clothes were off, but his thoughts then were an amalgamation of don’t stop and yes.

It was a nice ego boost, I won’t lie.

“Any reason you’re taking your gun to the bathroom?” He raises a brow.

“All registered weapons must be on your person at all times,” I dutifully recite from the handbook every weapon owner is given after certification. “Keep the bed warm for me. I’ll be right back.”

I will not be right back. In fact, I’m forcing myself not to sprint out the door.

“I’ll show you where it is,” he offers.

I start to object, but he’s already climbing out of bed, sliding a pair of pants up his trim hips. At least he’s not wearing the navy-blue standard-issue Command uniform. Not sure I could’ve mustered up any arousal if he’d been wearing that. Outside the occasional ale-induced soldier romp, I hate those assholes, and most of them hate me right back. They’re dedicated to wiping out people like me. The Aberrant, as they call us. Or silverbloods, when they’re feeling nice.

The only aberration around here is General Redden and his irrational hatred for Mods. We didn’t ask to be this way. Some thoughtless war a hundred and fifty years ago released the toxin that made us like this. We didn’t have a choice in the matter.

Despite every cell in my body pleading for escape, I allow the soldier to guide me out the door and down the burgundy carpet of the inn’s second-floor hallway. We turn the corner and keep walking.

“Here you go.” Like the gentleman he is, he opens the bathroom door for me.

“Thanks.” I force another smile. “I’ll meet you back in your room.”

“Shout if you get lost and I’ll come rescue you, keen?”

In the bathroom, I stand behind the door and listen to the sound of his footsteps. I exhale in a rush, waiting until those footsteps retreat. The reflection in the mirror shows a flush to my bronzed skin, but sex will do that to you. My eyes reveal my impatience. The soldier lauded their color several times tonight—honey brown specked with yellow gold.

My uncle claims I have my mother’s eyes, but I don’t remember her face, and it bothers me that I can’t. I was five when she sent me away, old enough to have formed concrete memories of her. I should recall her eyes. Sometimes I think I can remember her voice, her smile, but I never know if that’s just my imagination filling in the blanks.

I wait another full minute before emerging from the bathroom. I want to make a run for it, but I’ll have to pass his door to reach the stairs. I’ll need to tiptoe.

Holding my breath, I turn the corner and creep along the worn carpet. I’m nearing the end of the hall when I see his doorknob turn.

As the door inches open, I act on instinct, throwing myself into the nearest room and closing the door behind me.

Barging into a stranger’s quarters probably isn’t the smartest strategy, but it was a split-second decision—and one I deeply regret when a muscular arm locks around my chest.

“Don’t move,” a male voice says.

Once again, I act reflexively. My fist slices upward and connects with a hard jaw.

The owner of that jaw doesn’t even flinch. He disarms me faster than I can blink, smacking my rifle onto the floor. Then he spins me around and pins me against the back of the door. His tall frame moves menacingly closer, his arm like a steel bar against my breasts.

“Who the fuck are you?” he growls in my ear.

My heart batters my rib cage. I suck in a breath, licking my dry lips. “I’m—”

The words die when I lift my gaze to his face.

Oh.

I think I picked the wrong candidate for tonight’s activities.

This guy is … inconceivably attractive. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a better-looking human, male or female. I’m momentarily lost in his cobalt-blue eyes, peering down at me from beneath thick lashes. His hair is dark, swept away from flawless, symmetrical features that could’ve been chiseled out of stone. Just the right amount of stubble shadows a strong jaw, and one corner of his mouth bears the indentation of a dimple. I wonder how pronounced it gets when he smiles, although judging by the cold, dangerous glint in his eyes, I get the feeling he doesn’t smile often.

“If you’re here to kill me, you’re not doing a very good job of it.”

“Kill you?” I echo, snapping out of my thoughts. “That’s not why I’m here.”

“No?” I hear a clattering sound and realize he’s kicking my rifle away. It takes serious effort not to lunge after it. “You sneak into my room in the middle of the night with a gun and I’m supposed to believe your intentions are pure?”

“Believe whatever you want.” I push against his grip. It’s a futile attempt. His arm isn’t budging. “I’m not here to kill you.”

“So this is a social visit?” His tongue comes out to moisten the corner of his mouth. Eyes gleaming, he lowers them to the cleavage that peeks out from beneath the strong band of his arm. “I appreciate the gesture, but I’m not interested. I’ve already gotten my fill tonight.” His lips curve. “You should’ve stopped by earlier when my guest was still here. Could’ve made a party out of it.”

My jaw drops. “Seriously? I’m not interested in that, either. I’m hiding, asshole.”

He flicks up a brow, intrigued. “From who?”

“None of your damn business. Can you please move your arm? I can’t breathe.”

“No. And you seem to be breathing just fine.”

I’m not. There’s no air. Each time I inhale, I breathe in the scent of him. It holds tones of pine, leather, and a hint of spice. It’s sort of incredible. And his body is surreal. Big, broad, and sleekly muscled, his biceps flexing as he holds me in place. I bet he looks spectacular naked.

“Let me go,” I order. “I’m sorry I barged into your room, but I assure you I’m not a threat.”

“Why are you armed?”

“I’m a rancher. I have a license for the gun.”

His gaze examines my face, briefly focusing on my mouth. Although my heartbeat stutters under his thorough scrutiny, I try to capitalize on his distraction by thrusting my knee up toward his groin. He reacts without even blinking, grabbing my leg before I can make contact. Next thing I know, I’m landing on my ass with a thud. My bones rattle as his heavy body slams on top of me. Long legs pin me to the floor, and I have his forearm pressing into my windpipe. Now I actually can’t breathe.

Gasping for air, I bat at his shoulders with both hands, but he doesn’t budge. That mocking gaze peers down at me.

“That wasn’t very nice,” he mutters. “Going for the groin like that.”

I can’t answer, because he’s cutting off my air supply. I take another weak swing at him. God, he’s strong. I thought I was a skilled fighter. My uncle’s been training me since I was five. But here I am, flat on my back, unable to do a thing while he crushes me with his body.

No, that’s not true. I can do something.

Another important lesson my uncle taught me is that in battle, you must gain the upper hand any way you can. With men, there’s a surefire way to achieve that.

“Can’t say I regret it,” I wheeze out. “Considering the result.” My voice is hoarse from the lack of oxygen.

His is laced with suspicion. “The result?”

“It got you on top of me.”

I offer a tiny, unapologetic smile, and note the flicker of heat in his expression.

“Doesn’t feel like a bad position to be in,” I add, then manage to suck in a shallow breath. “I wasn’t interested before, but now …”

I rock my hips in invitation.

He stiffens, lips parting. For the briefest moment, his hips respond in kind, his lower body moving slightly.

Then he begins to laugh.

“Nice try.” He brings his mouth close to my ear, and my pulse skitters. “If I let you up, do you promise to keep your hands and knees to yourself?”

“Do you?” I spit out.

Still chuckling, he moves off me and goes to pick up my rifle. I stand, indignantly straightening my shirt as I watch him study the serial number. I take the opportunity to finally examine my surroundings, but there’s not much to see. The bedsheets are tousled, probably thanks to whatever he and his “companion” were doing earlier. I don’t know if I’m jealous of the girl or—with his charming personality—feel sorry for her.

There’s a comm on the night table, a black jacket draped over a red armchair under the window, and a pair of black boots near the door. That’s it. No other clues to shed light on who he is. I didn’t see him out in the square earlier celebrating with the others, which is odd. Why is he in Hamlett if not for Liberty Day? It’s rare for travelers to just be passing through. Everything west of Ward Z is underwater, and there aren’t any communities on the coast. Every time the Company tries to rebuild out there, another earthquake hits and destroys an entire town or village.

I glance back at him and try to read his mind, but he’s heavily shielded. Interesting. Most Primes don’t have shields, or if they do, they’re easily penetrable ones. Which means this man is either Modified, a soldier, or a civilian Prime who for some mysterious reason has mastered the skill of protecting his thoughts.

He holds my rifle in one capable hand but doesn’t train it on me. He simply stands there watching me with those dangerous blue eyes.

“Will you run the serial number through your comm already so you can confirm I’m not an assassin and I can move on with my life?”

“Or I can just kill you and move on with my life,” the asshole says.

“Oh no, I’m so scared of you.” I plant both hands on my hips. “Do it. Shoot me. Either way, my torture ends.”

He tips his head, still eyeing me. “What’s your name?”

I’m startled when someone else answers that question.

“Wren?”

Or rather, someone is out in the hall hunting me down.

“Wren? You still here?”

I hear the soldier’s footsteps pass the door, growing fainter as he walks around the corner.

My stranger taunts me. “Better go now, Wren. Might be able to make it to the front door before your boyfriend catches you.”

“He’s not my boyfriend, and I’m not going anywhere without my rifle.”

After a beat, he flips the rifle by the barrel and hands it to me butt-first.

I shove the strap over my shoulder and march to the door. “Nice meeting you, asshole,” I mutter without looking back.

His chuckle tickles my shoulder blades.

I take advantage of the empty corridor, racing down the stairs to the main floor. No sooner do I reach the exit than I hear my name again.

“Wren, wait.”

I swallow a groan. The soldier is halfway down the staircase.

“You promised you weren’t going to run off on me,” he says on his approach. Disappointment flickers in his eyes.

“I’m sorry.” I release an exaggerated sigh and construct a suitable lie. “I’m just not good with goodbyes.”

His features soften.

“And anyway, I really do need to go. One of our fences came down during a storm the other night, and my uncle will kill me if I’m not up at the crack of dawn tomorrow to mend it.”

“I have to see you again. Maybe I’ll try to get leave next month?”

“You know where to find me,” I say lightly, because chances are he won’t get leave again for a long while. By then he’ll have forgotten all about me.

Hopefully.

There’s always the risk he’ll become so besotted, he’ll find a way to swap assignments with another soldier and get assigned to my ward. But I don’t think I’m that good in bed.

“What’s your ID?”

I reluctantly provide it, watching as he enters the digits into his comm. A moment later, the sleek device in my pocket chimes softly.

He flashes a dimpled smile. “That was me.”

I pull it out and save his ID. I detest this thing. We’re required to carry it at all times, but I only ever pay attention to my comm when a Company dispatch comes in. The rest of the time, I maintain obligatory correspondence with Uncle Jim or my friends. Nothing significant, of course; we have other means of communication for the real stuff. No Mod in their right mind would use a Company device to communicate, not when every word spoken or typed is recorded, a roomful of Intelligence agents monitoring every exchange. Same goes for the Nexus, our online network. We’d be fools to rely on either method to speak openly.

“I’ll walk you out,” he says.

I hear the din of voices beyond the inn doors. The fast tempo of the band, playing a song I don’t recognize. I assume it’s on the list of Company-approved melodies from the Communication Board. All media needs to be run by them before it’s released to the citizenry.

We step out into the courtyard, where the breeze is as balmy as it was before we ducked inside the inn. The aroma of grilled meat and buttered corn on the cob permeates the night air. The village square is all lit up tonight. Crowded and noisy, frequent bursts of laughter rising above the music.

Unease washes over me at the dozen soldiers milling about. Liberty Day is the one time of year when many of them are able to return to their wards and see family and friends. Most of them seem harmless, but there are too many blue uniforms here tonight for my comfort.

I wish they’d go back to the city and leave us the hellfuck alone. Nobody here enjoys faking smiles and playing nice. Even Primes detest the heavy-handedness of the General, the way he controls every aspect of our lives. Or at least most of them hate it. There are certainly die-hard loyalists willing to betray their own mothers for a brisk nod of approval from that man or his sycophants. Some Prime jerk in my own ward literally turned his mother in when he discovered she was Modified. Nearly two decades of successfully hiding her gifts from him and then one slipup, one careless moment of mind reading without pulling her sleeves down, and her only son was reporting her. Last I heard, he’d been promoted to run his own unit in the Command.

Although I suppose that isn’t as bad as Mods who turn against their own, the sympathizers who serve Redden in Sanctum Point, our capital city. Those traitors live cushy lives out there. Loyalty to the General certainly pays.

The joyous shrieks of children capture my attention. I turn toward the noise and smile. Several hundred yards away in a grassy clearing, there’s a game of Chase happening. Village children scream and laugh as the chaser, a skinny girl with bright-red hair, races around trying to tag someone.

“Wren!” a happy voice calls out.

Tana Archer comes ambling over to us. Eyes bright, cheeks flushed. She’s clearly been sampling her own supply. Tana’s father, Griff, runs the only drinking establishment in the square.

“I was wondering where you’d disappeared to.” With a knowing look, she glances between me and the soldier. Even as she grins at the two of us, I feel her trying to link with me.

All telepaths have their own unique signature. When I was a kid, my uncle described it as your essence, a surge of energy exclusive to you. It’s almost impossible to explain unless you feel it yourself, but after an initial connection’s been formed, you automatically recognize the other person’s energy when they ask to link.

“Someone’s been busy,” Tana silently teases.

Her voice in my head always holds a lower pitch than her speaking tone. I asked my uncle about that once, why people’s telepathic voices sound so different from their audible ones. “Have you ever listened to yourself on a recording and thought, I don’t sound like that?” was his response. “That’s because to your own ears, you always sound different. When we speak telepathically, I hear your voice the way you hear it. When you speak out loud, I hear your voice the way I hear it.” It made a strange sort of sense when he explained it like that.

“You’ve gotta stop screwing the soldiers, babe.”

“Hey, it’s the only thing they’re good for,” I tell Tana, and she turns her head to smother a laugh.

I know her veins are rippling beneath her long sleeves, hidden from nosy eyes. With her dark skin, those veins tend to look even brighter when they’re glowing compared with lighter-skinned Mods.

Me, I’m in a tank top and don’t need to worry. Just another thing I used to hassle my uncle about, because it was confusing to see the luminous surge of silver beneath the skin of his arms each time we used telepathy. Why did my veins remain normal? I was an annoying child, always peppering him with questions. Back then, he didn’t have a good answer. He simply shrugged and said, “It’s been more than a century and there’s still so much nobody understands about people like us.”

That’s the tricky thing about the Modified—there’s no tried-and-true formula with us. Yes, the majority are the very definition of silverbloods, the veins in our arms glowing when we’re using our powers. A rare few, like me, don’t fit that mold. Whatever the reason for the anomaly, I can’t deny it makes me … well, not to be cocky, but …

Invaluable.

A Mod who can wield her powers without transmitting her actions to her enemies is a major asset for the Uprising.

When the network first tried to recruit me, however, my uncle said hell no. He was adamant. Wren doesn’t put her life at risk. Period. Once I was a teenager, it became harder for him to stop me. I’m stubborn. I love Uncle Jim to death, but I’m my own person.

We started running missions when I was sixteen. Small supply runs. Drop-offs. Using our ranch to hide Mods who were smuggled out of the city or the mines. It always boils my blood how many of us are still held prisoner in the labor camps scattered throughout the wards.

“You’re not leaving, are you?” Tana says. “I’ve barely seen you tonight. You can’t go!”

My soldier smiles. “That’s what I keep telling her.”

“I have to,” I answer with a shrug. “You know my uncle. He’s probably pacing the porch right now, waiting up for me.”

As if on cue, I feel a hard poke in my mind. Jim’s signature. He’s asking to link, and I let him.

“It’s late. Come home.” His voice is a rumble.

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “On my way.”

“Stay for just one dance?” Tana begs.

“I really can’t.”

Truthfully, I would stick around and hang out with Tana for a while if this soldier weren’t glued to my side. Ugh, what is his name? I think it’s Max. Or maybe it’s Mark?

Given what we did earlier, I feel bad asking, so I touch his arm. “Okay, ah … honey … it’s been fun, but I have to go now.”

Tana looks ready to erupt with laughter again.

“Honey?”

“Shut up. I couldn’t remember his name. Is it Max or Mark?”

“His name is Jordan!”

Oh. I was very far off.

“The more important question is—who is the gorgeous jackass staying at the inn?” My heartbeat is still a bit off-kilter from that explosive encounter.

“I know nothing of a gorgeous jackass. I didn’t see anyone other than soldiers checking in today. Or maybe I did see him and just forgot? Was he a soldier?”

“No idea. But trust me, you would remember this face.”

It was a remarkable face. And totally wasted on a jerk like him.

“Eh. If I’m going to be dazzled by a face, it has to belong to a gorgeous woman, otherwise I’m blissfully oblivious.”

“Let me take you home?” Jordan interrupts our silent conversation, his hopeful gaze locked on me.

“I’m good. I’ve got my bike.”

Tana steps away to give us the moment of privacy that Jordan clearly desires.

He cups my face in his hands. “So difficult,” he chides playfully. “At least give me a kiss goodbye.” His thumb sweeps the corner of my jaw as he brings his mouth to mine.

I let him kiss me despite the impatience gathering in my chest.

We break apart at the screams of children.

A second later, pandemonium hits the square. Tana comes running over.

“What in the hellfuck?” I say as the three of us race toward the source of the chaos.

From what I can discern in the darkness, there’s a kid on the ground, but all I see is the frenetic blur of arms flailing and legs kicking. Other children stream away from the clearing, shouting for help.

“It’s that damn white coyote!” Tana curses. “He’s been prowling the woods on the outskirts of the village all week.”

Shit. The same wolf-coyote hybrid has been a menace around the ranch, too. I found one of my heifers dead in the south pasture two mornings ago. I don’t know how that beast made it through the fence.

“He has him!” a little girl screeches at the adults crowding the edge of the grass.

Another scream rips out, one laced with terror and agony. My heart flies to my throat, pulse careening. Across the clearing, the boy is on his back now, the white coyote on top of him. The animal is huge.

“Robbie!” a woman screams. It’s Rachel, a teacher at the schoolhouse. Which means the boy in peril is her eight-year-old son.

It’s too shadowy to tell from this angle, but it doesn’t look like the animal’s teeth are on the boy’s neck. I think they’re gnawing into Robbie’s arm and—holy shit, it’s starting to drag the boy away.

I don’t hesitate whipping up my rifle.

“Wren!”

Despite Tana’s cry of protest, I take several steps forward, getting Robbie and the white coyote in my sights. Several men run across the grass. They’re halfway to the boy, but he’ll be dead by the time they reach him.

“No! Stop her,” a panicked Rachel yells.

I take aim, rifle propped on my shoulder.

“Stop it, Wren! You’re gonna hit my baby!”

I ignore her and take the shot.




CHAPTER 2
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A feeling of foreboding shivers through me at the tall, bearded man’s approach. Controller Fletcher was the first to reach the boy after I shot the predator. Several other men tail the controller, one of them cradling Rachel’s son.

“Give him to me!” She lunges at the group, reaching for the boy whose clothing is soaked with blood. “Where’s Betta? Someone needs to find Betta!” Tears stream down Rachel’s cheeks.

“Nina already ran to wake her,” her sister Elsie assures her. “It’s okay, sweetling. Take a breath. Betta will be able to help him.”

Betta is our doctor. Rachel is damn lucky she’s nearby, because not every village has one. The citizens in our neighboring town have to come to Hamlett for medical treatment.

Tana and I push forward to take a closer look at the sobbing boy. The fact that he’s awake and able to feel enough pain to cry is a good sign. Despite the copious amount of blood, it seems most of the damage is isolated to his left arm. Tana winces when she notices the ragged teeth marks and a flap of flesh hanging off the gaping wound.

“Is he going to be all right?” she asks urgently.

Elsie is now pressing a rag to the young boy’s arm. “The bleeding seems to be slowing down. He’ll need quite a lot of stitches, though.”

Rachel starts crying again when she notices me standing there. “You saved him, Wren. Thank you.”

I touch her arm, then gently stroke my hand over Robbie’s head and his tight black curls. “I’m just glad he’s okay.”

The group hurries toward the long strip of one- and two-story buildings that make up the north side of the town square. The people of Hamlett have everything they’ll ever need here. The rations store, pub, schoolhouse, dance hall, media house, medical clinic. Our entire lives reduced to a handful of square miles. What we don’t have are the politicians or police forces we used to learn about in school. Unlike generations before us, our villages and cities are policed by soldiers and run by controllers. The controllers answer to the ward chairmen, who answer to General Merrick Redden, our benevolent leader. Redden’s Company is a highly efficient military machine. He has no need for politics or superfluous job titles.

The controller of Hamlett remains put, raising his eyebrows at me. “Your bullet went through its eye,” Fletcher remarks. “Nice.”

I shrug. I’m painfully aware of Jordan’s gaze on me.

“Don’t shrug it off,” Fletcher says. “You saved that boy, Wren.”

I resist the urge to lift my shoulders again. “Well, you know. I have plenty of experience with predators going after my cattle. I just acted on instinct.”

“Damn good instincts, then. Tell your uncle he taught you well.”

I’ll be telling him no such thing. Jim would be horrified if he knew I fired my weapon in town, even if a kid’s life was at stake.

I suddenly feel itchy with the need to flee. My legs carry me away before I’ve even bid Fletcher goodbye. Both Tana and Jordan follow me, the latter not as welcome. Fuck. I want to get out of here.

“You okay?” Tana frets, grabbing my hand to stop me.

“I’m fine. But seriously, I need to get home.” I squeeze her hand and continue walking across the dirt lot. “Come visit us this week. We’ll go for a ride.”

“You gotta let me leave, Tana. Otherwise he won’t let me, either.”

“Sorry. Talk later.”

“Sounds good,” she says before wandering off.

Jordan stays hot on my heels. When we reach my dusty old motorcycle, he has stars in his eyes again.

“I’ve never seen anyone shoot like that,” he marvels.

“Like I said, I have experience from the ranch.”

“Wren,” he says firmly. “You took out its eye. That was a hundred yards, easy. A moving target. And a kid in the way. You could have accidentally blown his head off.”

I bristle, taking great offense to that. Blown his head off! Hardly. I guarantee I’m a better shot than anyone in Jordan’s unit. He’s not even in Silver Block, which is where all the elite soldiers go. I think he told me he served in Copper. I could outshoot a Copper guy with my eyes closed. I have half a mind to challenge this guy to a shooting contest—

No, rebukes my common sense. You will do no such thing.

The one rule my uncle instilled in me from a young age is to never draw attention to myself.

And like an idiot, that’s exactly what I did tonight.

Shit.

I shouldn’t have taken the shot.

“I’d love to come to the ranch and hit some targets with you. Not to brag, but I’m pretty good with a rifle, too. It would be fun.”

“Oh, my uncle doesn’t allow visitors,” I say, then wince when I remember I just invited Tana to come by. I try to smooth the lie over by adding, “Tana is really the only one he can tolerate. Probably because we’re childhood friends. She’s basically another niece to him.”

“Well, maybe one day.” Jordan shakes his head again. “That was some shot.”

I try to distract him from my feat of marksmanship by standing on my tiptoes and planting my lips to his.

He jerks in surprise, then smiles. “What was that for?”

“Nothing. I had a nice time tonight.” I take a step back. “Good night, Jordan.”

I grab the black helmet from the back of my bike and throw it on, avoiding his gaze as I fasten the strap. A moment later, the engine roars to life. I speed off, still feeling his gaze on me.

I really do need to stop sleeping with soldiers. Next time I’m feeling … needy … I might have to look elsewhere. There are a few unattached men in the village, but Tana says they’re interested in something more serious. I don’t want anything serious. I’m only twenty. Not ready to devote myself to somebody else. Other people’s relationships seem suffocating, and I’ve witnessed so many women bending to a man’s every whim.

I don’t bend.

I reach the paved road at the end of town, where a blue metal sign shines in the darkness. White lettering displays our ward, village, and population. They update it annually, but Hamlett’s population hasn’t grown much over the years. Which is how Redden likes it. The General claims that prior to the Last War, overpopulation was a serious problem. We wouldn’t have gotten to that dire point, to global conflict, to seven continents devastated, four of them razed or underwater, if it weren’t for all the people battling over dwindling resources.

Greed. Everything always comes back to greed.

I feel my mind tingle with an invitation, smiling to myself when I recognize the familiar energy. After I accept the link, a deep voice fills my head.

“You still out?”

I’m quick to answer. “No. Driving home.”

“Well, damn. You’ve already broken his heart? You work fast.”

“Oh, shut up. Like you don’t break hearts on a nightly basis.”

“I’m celibate.”

“Ha!”

“You’re always laughing at me. Stop it.”

“Stop saying ludicrous things.”

But that’s not Wolf’s style. He has no filter, never has. And he’s an outrageous flirt, although the flirting didn’t really start until we hit our teenage years. One day, we were two kids talking about kid stuff; the next, we were discussing our love lives. A bit unnerving, considering we’ve never actually met.

I linked with Wolf when I was six years old, and to this day I still remember the excitement I felt when I first heard his voice. It was a warm summer morning. I’d been playing in the clearing outside the little house Uncle Jim had built for us. There are pockets within the Blacklands where the sun can penetrate, if only a thin shard of it, and our grassy clearing was one of those havens. Every day, we had five or six hours of concentrated sunlight that shone down on us before the mist shifted and we were eclipsed in darkness again. That morning, I ran up to Jim, vibrating with elation.

“Uncle!” I exclaimed. “I have a friend.”

Predictably, Jim had reacted with suspicion. I don’t know why I expected otherwise. “What friend?” he demanded, looking up from the new beam he was sanding. That year he’d started building raised walkways to lay over the black quicksand pits so we could navigate more easily when we went hunting. I used to love dancing across those beams during our excursions.

Rather than share in my happiness when I told him a random boy had opened a path into my mind and said hello, Jim grabbed the front of my sweater, gripping the scratchy wool in his fist. Later, when I was older, he would admit how scared he’d been that day, how he’d always worried something like that might happen. Spontaneous linking is common in telepathic children. Kids, especially young ones, have little control of their gifts. But that morning in the clearing, he looked more furious than afraid. He ordered me to never speak to the voice in my head again.

The reminder brings a familiar rush of guilt. I promised I would close the link to the curious boy, only a few years older than me. The problem is, when you grow up in a world of darkness with a grumpy guardian and no one else your age, you welcome another child to play with, even if you are just playing with them in your head.

I didn’t completely disregard Uncle Jim’s wishes. When the boy made contact again and I guiltily let him, I was clear I couldn’t tell him my name. “That’s dumb,” he griped after I informed him I wasn’t allowed to. But we did have fun picking code names. I chose Daisy because it was my favorite flower. He chose Wolf because he liked wolves.

I know I should’ve pushed the boy out of my mind—literally—but life had been lonely then. Just Jim and me, living in a place with only five hours of sunshine and a lot of scary shit trying to kill us. I needed Wolf. I liked his company. I still do, even when he’s mocking me about breaking hearts.

“Seriously,” he says now. “How was your night? I need to live vicariously through you. It’s been a couple of months for me.”

I’m surprised. From the smug way he brags about it, he’s very popular with women.

“Why is that?”

“Been busy.”

“So that’s why you’ve been quiet lately.” I hadn’t heard from him in weeks before he suddenly touched base earlier tonight.

I don’t ask what’s kept him busy, same way he’d never ask me. That’s standard procedure when you’re Modified. There’s no such thing as absolute trust. Even Jim, the man who risked his life for me and my parents, theoretically the one person I should trust implicitly, doesn’t get one hundred percent from me. Otherwise, he would know all about Wolf.

“To answer your question, it was fun. But he got a little needy at the end. Kept begging to see me again. I suppose I can’t blame him. I’m exquisite.”

That gets me a wave of laughter. “Arrogant bitch.”

I laugh, too, but the humor falters when I think about Jordan’s earnest desire to see me again.

“Does it ever bother you?” I ask Wolf.

“What?”

“Lying to Primes. Like the ones you sleep with. Or your friends from upper school. Job placement colleagues. You know, the good ones. Do you feel bad lying to them?”

There’s a pause.

“Sometimes,” he admits. “But the occasional pang of guilt is preferable to the alternative. Or alternatives, plural. You never know how a Prime will react to finding out their lover or classmate or co-worker is a silverblood.”

He’s not wrong. Best case, they’re horrified but are somehow convinced to keep your identity a secret. Likeliest case? They turn you in and attend your Command execution, cheering when the firing squad pulls their triggers.

“What’s this about, Daisy? You feel shitty about lying to your soldier tonight?”

“Not exactly. I feel … discouraged that he’ll never know who I am. He has no idea that he spent his entire night with a woman he’s incapable of ever truly knowing. Sometimes I wish people could know me.”

“I know you.” His voice is husky in my mind. “Does that count for something?”

My heart clenches, and I have to swallow the lump of emotion. “Yes. It does.” I gulp again, eager to lighten the mood. “Anyway, I gotta go. I’m trying to concentrate on driving. Can’t telepath and drive, you know?”

“That’s not a rule.”

“If Redden has his way, it would be.”

No, if our esteemed leader had his way, telepathy would be outlawed because we’d all be dead. He almost succeeded in wiping us out in the Silverblood Purge twenty-five years ago, before he took over the Continent. His men dragged tens of thousands of Mods out of their homes to be executed. That’s how much he hates us.

The sad part is, the Coup wouldn’t have been successful if there weren’t hordes of people who agreed with him. That we’re aberrant. That we’re abominations and our gifts are not natural, even though the things I can do with my mind are as natural to me as breathing.

I cut my speed as I approach the long driveway of our property. Soon our ranch comes into view, the old split-level house and handful of outbuildings on a sprawling acreage that’s far too large for the both of us. Our two hundred head of cattle need the space, though.

Uncle Jim had serious connections when we emerged from the Blacklands, managing to secure us a prime location, and in an asset ward, no less. The Uprising has always been good to Jim, whose insurgent efforts as Julian Ash were both plentiful and effective. Unfortunately, those efforts also made him a major person of interest to the Command. Jim will be a hunted man for the rest of his life.

Right now, in the pitch black, with only the faint glow of the solar porch light guiding me home, I’m reminded of the Blacklands. The eternal night. It’s fucked up, but sometimes I miss it. It was a simpler time.

Three years of fighting for survival … so simple! My subconscious laughs at me.

Yes, okay. It was difficult. Not to mention exhausting, forever being on the alert. I fell off one of Uncle Jim’s planks into the black pits once and realized how quickly I could have drowned if I’d been alone, without Jim to pull me out. It was scary in there for a little girl.

“Why were you gone so long?” my uncle says when I walk into the house.

He’s in his worn leather chair, sipping a glass of synth whiskey. He always grumbles that synthetic alcohol pales in comparison with the real thing. I’ve never sampled anything pure, so I can’t judge.

“You didn’t have to wait up.”

“I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to.” His dark-brown eyes track my movements as I hang my rifle by its strap on the hook by the door. “How was the celebration?”

I hesitate, wondering how much to tell him. I opt for the truth, because we both know he’ll see right through me if I attempt to lie.

“Don’t be upset,” I start.

“Fucking hell, Wren,” he growls.

“I said don’t be upset.” I approach his chair and cross my arms to my chest. “It’s not a big deal, I promise. And I think you’ll agree I was right to act. If I hadn’t, Robbie would be dead.”

“Who the hell is Robbie?”

Yeah, Jim never tried making friends with the citizens of Hamlett. He’s a recluse. And kind of a dick. The other villagers know him as the antisocial jerk who shows up a couple of times a month to get laid or buy whiskey from Mr. Paul’s store. Sometimes, when he’s feeling particularly social, he grabs a meal and a pint at the pub. When he’s there, he doesn’t spend much time on pleasantries. Despite his last name, you’re more likely to get a “piss off” from Jim Darlington than a “hello.” I suspect someone in the Uprising threw the word darling into his new identity just to needle him.

He’s loyal, though. To me. To his friends in the Uprising. If he loves and trusts you, he’ll go to the ends of the earth to protect you. Literally. He took me to the damn Blacklands to keep me safe.

But if he doesn’t love or trust you … well … stay far away, because the man is pricklier than the cactus growing out back.

“Robbie is Rachel Solway’s son, and he almost got mauled by a white coyote. Same one that was harassing us.”

“Damn hybrid’s a nuisance.”

“Yeah, well, it was a starving nuisance. It crashed the party. So I killed it.” I falter when Jim narrows his eyes. He knows me well. “It was an impressive shot.”

He frowns. “How impressive?”

“The controller commented on it. Said you trained me well.”

“Wren.” He utters my name as if it’s an expletive.

“I’m sorry! What, you think I should’ve just let that kid die?”

“Yes.”

“The way you let me die?” I challenge.

“I made your parents a promise not to let you die. It’s not the same situation.”

“Maybe I promised Rachel not to let her son die. I mean, it was a promise made three seconds after the hybrid came, but I still fulfilled it.”

“I don’t want you dra—”

“—drawing attention to myself,” I finish, grumbling under my breath. “Yes. I get it. But I’m an adult and I know how to handle myself. In case you’ve forgotten, I work for the network.”

He gives a cynical chuckle. “You don’t work for them. You’ve run a few minor ops with them. That means nothing.”

I open my mouth indignantly, but he cuts me off.

“You’ve never been in combat. Never had to try to survive in the city.”

“I survived in much worse,” I argue.

“No, you haven’t. It’s a pit of vipers down there. You can’t lower your guard in the Point. Ever.”

“I have an edge,” I remind him, trying not to appear too smug as I hold out my bare arms. I switch over to telepathy to prove my point. “See? Nothing happening in my veins. I can operate in the city without detection.”

“Sure, kid. Until you accidentally incite. And then how do you talk your way out of that, huh?”

The reminder has me reaching down to rub my hip. A reflexive response. It doesn’t escape me that the burn exists in the first place because of this man. My guardian. The person who is supposed to protect me.

It really hurt. I still remember the smell of burning flesh. It was for my own good, I recognize that now, but that doesn’t mean I don’t hate him a little bit for doing that to me.

“Stop being dramatic. I haven’t incited in years,” I grumble.

Yet he’s not wrong. When it does happen, it’s often unexpectedly. Over the years, we trained hard to try to control it, but always to no avail. I can’t even say how I incite. The first time I incited Jim, I was seven years old. By then, we’d been practicing for hours, days, months, in our clearing. Every morning, we sat facing each other, his knife beside him on the grass, while he ordered me to open a path, push my way into his mind, and command him to pick up the knife. Pick up the knife and cut a line in his palm.

“Say it again, Wren,” he’d ordered that morning.

So I did. Over and over again in my mind. Pick up the knife, pick up the knife. Yet his hand didn’t move.

Eventually, I started whining. “I don’t wanna do it anymore. Please.”

“You have to. You need to be able to control this power.”

“But why.”

“Because they’ll kill you if they know you have it.” Jim had never minced his words, not even around scared little girls. “Try saying it out loud,” he advised. “I heard that helps sometimes.”

Dutifully, I used my voice. “Pick up the knife, pick up the knife …”

Over and over and over again. I grew so frustrated and furious with all the pointless practicing, my brain humming louder and louder, until finally a surge of energy coursed through me and—

He picked up the knife and sliced a line through the center of his palm. I was so frightened I ran into our hut and didn’t leave it for hours.

“Are you still planning on going to Ward T sometime this week?” I ask, changing the subject. I’m tired of the lecture. I receive at least one Jim lecture a day, and we already filled the quota this morning when he chastised me for forgetting to muck Kelley’s stall.

“Likely the day after tomorrow. Let me know if you want me to pick anything up when I’m there.”

“I will, thanks. And don’t you dare leave without saying goodbye.”

“Never,” he says gruffly, and any irritation I feel about his lectures melts away.

When I was ten, he disappeared for a week on a mission with the Uprising. Just up and left without a word. He sent Tana’s dad to the ranch to stay with me, then returned days later and was utterly clueless as to why I could possibly be upset with him. After enduring my silent treatment for a full day, he promised to never leave again without bidding me goodbye first.

Jim is a hard man, but I know he loves me. I’m sure this wasn’t the life he’d envisioned for himself. Fifteen years ago, he went from a thirty-year-old Command colonel to a hunted deserter, in charge of a five-year-old with whose safety he’d been entrusted. He was forced to leave everything behind. His career, his home, his friends. But he did it. For my parents. For me.

“All right. I’m turning in.” He rises from his chair. “Good night, little bird.”

The endearment makes me smile. “Good night.”

In my room, I wash up and get ready for bed. I drift into sleep thinking not about the soldier I spent the evening with but the hot, rude stranger at the inn.

______

At the crack of dawn, I head to the barn to saddle my gentle Appaloosa mare. I could take the off-road vehicle—it’d be faster—but I enjoy my quality time with Kelley.

“Hey, beautiful,” I coo, running my hand over her spotted back. She’s got the prettiest dark-brown-and-white coloring, and her big liquid eyes reflect my smiling face back at me. “Ready to go fix a fence?”

Kelley nickers. I take that as a yes and mount, the leather reins loose in my hands as I guide her away from the stables and toward the trail.

The worst part about ranching is all the tedious chores. As much as I’d love to, I don’t get to spend all my time riding Kelley and swimming in the creek. I’m up to my eyeballs in feeding the animals, mucking stalls, filling water troughs. And those are the fun chores. Repairing fences is my least favorite task, but it’s one of the most important. Our fences keep our cows in and the predators out.

Kelley and I ride into the north pasture, where I dismount and let her graze while I locate the broken section of fencing my uncle told me about. I quickly tackle the job of fixing it, using a stretcher to pull the two split pieces of wire taut so I can reconnect them with a crimp sleeve. Then I spend the rest of the morning inspecting every inch of fencing until I’m satisfied there’s no access points for the white coyotes that want to terrorize our herd.

I’m slipping my thick work gloves off when Uncle Jim tries to link with me. A second later, his warning fills my head.

“Don’t come back to the house. Stay away.”

My shoulders snap into a straight line. “Why? What’s going on?”

“Command’s here” is his grim reply.

My heartbeat quickens. Why is Command at the house? We’re always warned before an inspection.

Racing toward Kelley, I reach out to Tana, but she doesn’t let me in. She’s either asleep, dead, or ignoring me. My money’s on asleep. She was thoroughly boozed last night.

“Uncle Jim? Are you okay? I’m coming back.”

“Absolutely not. Stay put.”

Yeah, forget that.

I heave myself into the saddle and click my tongue to command Kelley to go. When she’s slow to start, I apply pressure with my calves and urge her into a gallop.

We don’t take the same route back to the ranch, the one that would leave us out in the open, exposed. We approach from high ground, stopping at the rocky outcrop far above the south pasture where the herd is currently grazing. From there, I’m provided with a perfect vantage point to the house. It’s several hundred yards away, but Mods have perfect eyesight. We don’t need pesky things like glasses.

I dismount and creep toward the edge of the rocks, peering over. I see the trucks. Two of them, olive green with the black-and-silver Command emblem painted on the doors. When I spot Uncle Jim, my heart drops to my stomach.

He’s wearing a long-sleeved flannel and his usual faded jeans. Knees in the dirt, his cowboy hat thrown on the ground a few feet away. A uniformed man with an officer patch on his right sleeve presses a gun barrel to my uncle’s forehead.

“I can see you. I see them. Why are they here?” My knees are as weak as my breathing.

“They came to watch you shoot.”

Horror slams into me. This is because of me?

My gaze swoops over the soldiers. Four others stand like stone statues behind the one in charge. I feel queasy when I realize one of them is Jordan.

This is my fault. I did this. I made that impossible shot last night, drew attention to myself, and now the Command is holding a gun to my uncle’s head.

I have my rifle. I can take them out. Shoot them … Desperation lodges in my throat, because there’s no possible way I can eliminate all five without at least one of them putting a bullet in Jim’s skull.

“What do I do?”

“You turn around and go find Griff,” he orders, his long sleeves obfuscating the fact he’s communicating with me. “He’ll take care of you.”

I swallow my cry of distress when the officer uses his free hand to grab Uncle Jim by a hunk of his fair shoulder-length hair. He shoves Jim’s head backward and spits out some words, sneering. There’s familiarity in the officer’s cold eyes. His face, his body language … it all screams, I know who you are.

My hands shake as I link with Jim again.

“Do they know you’re Julian Ash?”

“Yes.”

That’s the last thing he says before they throw him into the back of a vehicle and drive away.




CHAPTER 3
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“Tana! They took Jim.”

For the first time all morning, she answers.

“Who?” She sounds horrified.

“Command. Why didn’t you warn us?”

Tana is the first line of defense between us and the Command, since no one can get to the ranch without first passing through Hamlett, where every unit must stop to check in with our controller. That’s how we’ve been able to keep Jim under the radar all these years. A projector, Tana has saved my uncle’s hide more than once. Whenever soldiers arrive in the village, she projects their faces for us, and if Jim has even a trace of recognition, he rides into the mountains while I ruefully inform the inspecting soldiers that my uncle is out with the herd and won’t be back till morning. The system’s worked well for us. Until now.

“I was asleep. Never been so hungover in my life. And anyway, it didn’t even occur to me there might be an inspection on a weekend.”

Because it wasn’t an inspection. They came to the ranch for the sole purpose of watching me shoot. Because I was stupid enough to fire my rifle in front of a soldier.

This is all my fault.

“They’re gone now, but they left one guy behind. Waiting for me, I guess.”

“You can’t go back there.”

“No shit. I’m going to make my way to you. I’ll use the tunnel.”

“I’ll tell my father.”

I cut the link and hop back in the saddle. My brisk ride to the lean-to in the northern pass is fueled by sheer panic. Luckily, I have no need to return to the house. Uncle Jim and I are drowning in contingency plans.

At the back of the wooden lean-to is a trapdoor, which I crank open to reveal the metal ramp below. I crouch and slide my way down the ramp toward the dusty corner where we stashed the bike. The crawl space isn’t much taller than the motorcycle, so I’m stuck in that crouched position as I roll it up the ramp, along with a canvas go-bag. I check the bike’s solar battery to ensure it has a charge. My bag contains extras in case I need them.

Outside, I warily study the approaching clouds, thick and gray. Hopefully not an omen of things to come. I tear my gaze off the darkening sky and run my hand over Kelley’s coarse mane.

“Go home, girl.”

I smack her on the rump, and off she goes. She knows her way back. I just pray the soldier stationed down there isn’t trigger-happy. If he kills my beloved mare, I’m going to hunt him down, put a bullet in his skull, and then hunt his ghost down, too.

I take the back roads to the village, stashing the bike in a metal shed behind a small brick home whose owners died a couple of years back. The house hasn’t been assigned to anyone else yet, so it’s stood abandoned ever since. The shed is a network drop location, conveniently located less than fifty yards from the edge of the forest.

I’m about to exit the shed when I hear it. A low, mechanical buzz, like the vibration of a hummingbird’s wings, if those wings were metal.

Surveillance drone.

Heart pounding, I duck inside and plaster myself against the wall. The surveillance cameras in the wards are omnipresent, their unblinking gaze a reminder of the Company’s ever-watchful eye. From the corner of my own eye, I catch the shadowy movements of the drone as it hovers near the dirty window at the back of the shed. It’s rare to see a drone this close to Hamlett. We’re a small, inconsequential village. Hardly worthy of attention.

Until now, I suppose. Until the infamous Julian Ash was discovered to be hiding out in this small, inconsequential village.

Thanks to me.

I ignore the wild hammering of my pulse and wait until I can no longer hear the drone. Then I take a tentative step, peering out the door. When I glimpse the gray blur in the sky, buzzing away in the opposite direction, I nearly keel over with relief.

Now. I need to go now.

Without wasting another second, I sprint toward the forest.

A long time ago, someone dug a tunnel system beneath these woods, back when political tensions were running especially high. Ironically, this is a Prime tunnel. Because at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter who your leaders are—they’re all assholes. President Severn, who ruled before General Redden, was a Mod who believed we were a superior new race. After decades of being persecuted themselves, he and his followers decided it would be a good idea to do the same to the Primes. Fools. Nothing good ever comes from the notion that one group is better than another. I can’t stand General Merrick Redden, but I don’t hate all Primes. Good ones do exist.

Like the one who meets me at the end of the tunnel. Tana’s father, Griff, isn’t Modified like his daughter. But he’s loyal to Tana and the network.

“Tana told me what happened,” Griff says, bending down to hug me. He’s a huge man with a shaved head and bushy beard, and I welcome his warm, safe embrace. “Are you all right? Have you spoken to him?”

“No. He’s not letting me link.”

Concern wells up inside me. Chances are, Jim’s keeping our link closed because he thinks he’s protecting me. But it could also mean something else. Something more dire. Like he’s unconscious.

Or dead.

No. He can’t be. I still feel his energy when I open a path to him. I can still follow that thread between our minds. Jim once told me that
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