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PROLOGUE


They call me “Jane Doe.”


They say it’s because I won’t tell them my real name, that they were forced to allocate me a generic ID. The name is ironic, since there’s nothing generic about me.


But they don’t know that.


They could have given me any name, but there’s a reason they chose “Jane Doe.” I hear the whispers. They think of me as little more than an unidentifiable, breathing corpse. That’s how they treat me. They prod, they poke, they badger and tweak. All of them want to coax a response from me. But their efforts are in vain.


Two years, six months, fourteen days, eleven hours and sixteen minutes. That’s how long I’ve been locked away from the world. That’s how long I’ve been pried for information, day in, day out. That’s how long I’ve been experimented on, hour after hour, week after week.


They don’t tell me much. It’s all confidential, highly classified. But they did give me the rundown when I first arrived. They prettied it up and wrapped a bow around their words, selling a dream and not the nightmare I’ve been living.  They said all the right things, lulling me into a false sense of security. But it was all lies.


“Lengard is a secret government facility for extraordinary people,” they told me. “It’s for people just like you.”


I believed them. That was my mistake.


I was stupid.


Gullible.


Hopeful.


I know now that there isn’t anyone else in the world just like me.


I’m different.


I’m an anomaly.


I’m a monster.


My name is not “Jane Doe.” But that is who I’ve become. And that is who I’ll remain. It’s safest this way.


For everyone.










CHAPTER ONE


“Subject Six-Eight-Four, place your hands above your head and turn to face the wall.”


The crackling voice comes through the intercom speaker beside the door to my cell. I know I have only ten seconds to do as I’m ordered before the guards come storming in here and force me to obey. My body can’t take any more abuse after my session with Vanik today, so I quickly stand and do as I’m told.


“We’re entering the room. If you make any sudden movements, we won’t hesitate to stop you.”


I don’t acknowledge their words. There’s no need. I know the drill by now. I know that even breathing too loudly could scare them into sending a Tasered bolt of electricity into my body. It’s happened before.


The guards take their jobs seriously at Lengard, the secret government facility buried deep underground that constitutes my “home.” I’m classified as a Level Five threat. They don’t know what that means, and that makes them nervous. All they know is that I’m dangerous. They’re wrong.


But they’re also right.




The door glides open and a whoosh of air hits the back of my bare legs. The regulation clothing I wear is little more than a shapeless pillowcase with holes at the neck and shoulders, falling to just above my knees. It offers no protection, no warmth, no comfort. It is durable; it is versatile. It’s a constant reminder that there are no luxuries in life, not anymore. Not for someone like me.


“Subject Six-Eight-Four, you’re coming with us. Remain in place until we have you secured.”


I’m still facing the wall, so they don’t see my forehead crinkle with confusion.


Life at Lengard follows a strict, unchanging routine. Every day is the same. I’m woken first thing in the morning by a bowl of fiber-enriched, protein-infused, tasteless gruel being shoved through the slot at the bottom of my cell door. I have ten minutes to eat before I’m escorted to the bathroom and given five minutes. From there, I’m sent straight to Dr. Manning for my daily psych evaluation. That lasts two hours, and afterward I’m delivered to Enzo, who oversees my physical strength and endurance training for the next three hours. After that, I’m given fifteen minutes to shower and change into a fresh pillowcase uniform before I’m sent back to my cell for an hour, during which time another bland, protein-enhanced meal arrives. Following lunch, I have two hours of hell — officially referred to as “experimental therapy” — with Vanik, and if I make it out of his lab still conscious, I’m then shuffled between visiting practitioners and evaluators until they decree that I’m done for the day. That can take anywhere between two and six hours. I’m then given a nutri-shake — a drink filled with vitamins and nutrients to keep me in optimal health — and have five final minutes in the bathroom before I’m shoved back into my cell for the night.




The routine has never changed. Not once.


Until now.


My day is meant to be over. It’s nighttime; I’ve ingested my nutri-shake and I’ve visited the bathroom for the final time. I’m supposed to be locked away until morning, when it all repeats again. I have no idea why they’re deviating. But I stand still as the guards approach me from behind and reach up to grasp my arms, yanking them down to secure them in metal handcuffs behind my back.


When they turn me around, I see that the two men on either side of me are double my size. The handcuffs are unnecessary. I’m no threat to them physically. And no bindings will keep them safe from the real danger I present. Nothing can keep them safe from that.


“Follow us and remain silent,” says the man on my left, reciting the same words the various guards use every time they lead me out.


He wraps his hand around my upper arm, and I almost wince at his painful grip, but I manage to keep my face carefully blank. I don’t nod — I don’t even blink. I stare straight ahead and place one foot in front of the other as they guide me out of the cell.


It’s bright in the corridor. The overhead lights sear my retinas, and I struggle not to flinch. Instead, I tilt my head down and let my hair shield my eyes. I continue to focus on the gleaming black and white tiles underfoot as we proceed. I don’t dare ask them where we’re going. I heard their orders; I will remain silent. Even if I chose to ignore their warnings, I still wouldn’t ask my questions. But they don’t know that. And I won’t tell them.


The guards lead me along hallways and through doorways — some paths I’ve traveled before, some I haven’t. Lengard, I  discovered early on, is built like an underground labyrinth. A sterile, ultramodern, high-tech maze. Only those with the highest level of clearance know how to find their way around the facility, while I move about the corridors as good as blind, relying on them to deliver me where I need to go.


Right now we’re moving deeper into the facility than I’ve ever been. The tiles are still black and white, the lights are still blinding, but there’s more warmth to this area. I can’t explain it — it’s more a feeling than anything else — but the sterility doesn’t seem as intense.


There are doors spaced out along the corridor, some of them labeled, but I don’t read their descriptions. My head remains lowered, my eyes on my bare feet. I only glance up when we come to a halt. We’ve stopped at a dead end revealing a single doorway. It looks just like all the others we’ve passed, whitewashed and unassuming. There is no label on this one. I have no idea where it leads.


The guard not squeezing the blood from my arm moves to the panel beside the entrance and inputs his clearance code on the touch screen. My wariness grows when he lowers his face for a retinal scan and pricks his finger for a blood swab. In my whole time at Lengard, I’ve never been delivered to a location with such stringent security measures.


A quiet beep sounds, and the door slides open. I don’t keep my head down anymore; my curiosity is piqued. But all I see is another identical corridor, black and white tiles, unassuming doorways.


I want to ask where we are, why clearance was needed to enter this area, what’s different about this corridor. It looks the same, but there must be a reason for the added security at the entrance. Lengard has secrets — this much I already know. Other than the guards, I’ve never seen people walking the  hallways. Everyone else — if there even are others — is locked up. Just like me.


“Move.”


The pincer-grip guard yanks me forward, and I realize that I’ve been standing motionless for too long. I stumble a little at his rough action but regain my feet and move obediently onward.


We’re halfway down the corridor when something unexpected happens.


A doorway only a few feet in front of us bursts open, bringing with it a sound I haven’t heard in over two and a half years.


Laughter.


The guards jerk me to a halt when three children surge out of the entryway. Two golden-haired boys are cackling gleefully, one holding a rag doll above his head. A little girl with a head full of dark ringlets is chasing after them, shrieking and near tears.


“Give it back, Ethan! Isaac, make him give it to me! It’s mine!”


“You’ll have to catch us first, Abby!” taunts the boy with the doll, keeping it out of reach when the girl jumps for it.


“Don’t hurt her!” Abby cries, attempting to claw her way up the boy’s body. When the other boy pulls her away, she screams, loud and clear, “Mummy!”


I’m frozen to the spot, mesmerized by the sight in front of me. They’re so young. So carefree. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen an interaction so … normal.


“Abby, what on earth is the matter?”


A woman steps out from the doorway, wiping soapsuds off her fingers with a dishcloth. Her eyes sweep over the scene, and she places her hands on her hips. “Ethan, Isaac, you know  better than to steal your sister’s toys. Give the doll back and apologize.” When the boys hesitate, the woman steps forward and lowers her voice. “Now.”


Isaac quickly mumbles an apology, and a grumbling Ethan does the same as he hands over the doll. Little Abby clutches it to her chest and runs to hide behind her mother’s legs.


“Back inside, all of you,” the woman says. “You know you’re not allowed to play in the hallways. I don’t know what you were thinking.”


She turns to shoo them back through the doorway and, as she does so, they catch sight of me for the first time. The children merely look curious, but the mother’s reaction is much stronger. The emotion flooding her features — I’ve seen it before.


Pure, unadulterated fear.


“Kids, inside. Right now.”


She all but shoves the children through the doorway and slams it shut behind them.


I feel as if I’ve lost a rainbow of color in my otherwise bleak, whitewashed world. Seeing people — normal people — sparked something in me. A memory. An emotion. A hint of a life long forgotten. But now it’s gone again, hidden behind yet another doorway.


“Let’s go,” grunts the pincer-grip guard.


And just like that, it’s as if that flash of beauty never happened.


We walk for two minutes, three minutes, four minutes and more, until we come to another dead end with a door, but this one is open. My non-gripping escort reaches out to rap his knuckles on the entry, and a commanding “Come in!” beckons us forward.


We step into some kind of office. There are no adornments on the walls, no framed accreditations or photos. There’s not  even a bookcase. The room is without personality; perfectly functional, nothing more. A large mahogany desk takes center stage, but even that lacks the usual disordered chaos. No loose papers, no wayward pens, not even a coffee mug. The only disturbance on the otherwise-pristine surface is a touch screen tablet, powered up and emitting a soft glow.


A wave of apprehension overcomes me, and I look away from the tablet to meet the gaze of the man seated behind the desk.


“Jane Doe.”


His voice is as gravelly as his salt-and-pepper hair. Appraising eyes take me in, from my bedraggled hair to my bare feet. He tilts his head slightly, a muscle tenses in his jaw and he waits.


I don’t know if his words are a question or a statement. Either way, I see no point in responding. He’s wrong — and he’s right.


A silent beat passes as he continues to stare me down. I maintain eye contact even though I want to look away. Something tells me it’s important to hold his gaze.


Finally, he nods and turns to my guards. “Release her. And leave us.”


I can feel pincer-grip’s surprise. And his hesitation.


“But, sir —”


“That’s an order.”


The guard’s grip instantly disappears, while my other escort releases me from the handcuffs.


I move my hands around to my front and rub my wrists, while the two guards step back through the door and close it behind them. Only then does the gravelly man stand and walk slowly toward me.


He’s taller than I expected and, despite his hair color, his face shows only a few wrinkles, suggesting he is younger than  I first believed. He’s immaculately dressed in business attire — including a sapphire button-up shirt underneath his blazer. He wears no tie, but his lack of regulation Lengard military uniform still puzzles me. I’m not the only person at the facility with clothing restrictions; all the people I’ve encountered here have been color-coded based on their position. The guards wear gray; the doctors, scientists and other evaluators wear pristine white; and the physical trainers wear a brownish-beige. There are no striking colors, no eye-catching shades of beauty. The inhabitants are nearly as whitewashed as the walls. But this man’s blue shirt — it’s almost hypnotizing.


I should have been watching his progress across the room rather than noting his clothing. Before I know it, he’s standing directly in front of me.


“Jane Doe,” he says again.


And again I don’t respond.


“I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for some time.”


I want to ask why. And I want to ask why he waited. But I stay silent.


“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me your real name?”


A stuttered breath is the only response I give him. It’s been so long since anyone has asked me, since anyone has tried to find out who I really am.


“No? Nothing?”


He continues to wait, and only a slight tightening of his features reveals his frustration when I remain silent.


“I guess ‘Jane’ will have to do, then. For now. I’m Rick Falon.”


He holds out his hand, and I look at it with trepidation.


Rick Falon. I’ve heard the guards whispering. I know exactly who he is.


Maverick Falon.


Director Falon.




The man in charge of Lengard.


“I understand that you’ve been down here for some time, but social courtesies haven’t changed much since your arrival,” Falon says, wiggling his fingers pointedly.


Feeling unbalanced, I slowly reach forward until my hand is clasped in his grip. He gives me a firm shake before releasing me once more.


“There now. It’s good to see you haven’t forgotten how to act like a human being. Vanik’s reports imply otherwise, but I know he tends toward the dramatic.”


I have no idea how I’m supposed to respond to that.


“Have a seat, Jane.” Falon gestures toward one of the chairs facing his desk, and he moves to retake his original position. “We’ve got lots to discuss.”


I don’t want him to notice my confusion, so I’m quick to follow his instructions. The plum seat is plush, and my tense body sinks deep into its softness.


When I look up, Falon is watching me. He appears pleased by what he sees, like he can tell that the chair has magical properties that are soothing the ragged edges of my tension.


“‘Subject Six-Eight-Four,’” Falon recites, picking up his tablet and reading directly from the glowing screen. “‘Allocated ID: Jane Doe. Date of birth: unknown. Current age estimation: eighteen. Parents: none listed. Other relations: unknown. Recruitment status —” he lifts his eyes to me “— transfer.’”


He lowers the tablet but holds my gaze. “I’m curious, Jane. Our records show that you were transferred to Lengard after a short stint at a psychiatric institute that you reportedly checked yourself into.”


My stomach lurches, and I struggle to beat back the memories his words call forth.




“Our scouts discovered you three weeks into your time at the institute, and after confirming your potential, they delivered you to this facility — a much safer alternative than a psych ward for unstable and dangerous youth. That’s why I find myself curious, Jane, because from all I’ve read, it appears as if you’ve been wholly uncooperative since your arrival.”


His eyes remain fixed on mine as he finishes, “I would very much like to know why.”


I keep my mouth shut. No words escape my lips.


“In preliminary testing, your results gave us reason to believe that you would be a distinct asset to our program.”


I fight against my brow furrowing, having no idea about any “preliminary” testing or the program he’s speaking of.


“Despite that, you’ve since shown nothing to prove your worth,” Falon continues, his eyes skimming over the tablet again. “Dr. Manning says it’s easier to draw blood from a stone than it is to evaluate your psychological disposition. I’ve already alluded to Vanik’s opinion of you, and many of your rotating evaluators tend to agree with his assessment. Only Lieutenant Enzo has anything encouraging to report, claiming that you are surprisingly committed to your physical training. He seems impressed by how far you’ve come in the time you’ve been here.”


A flicker of warmth stirs inside me. Of all the people at Lengard, Enzo is the only one for whom I hold any positive regard. He knows I’m classified as a threat, even if he doesn’t know why, but he has no fear of me. And for that I respect him. I do what he says and push my body to its limits daily. It feels good: the running, the sparring, everything else he demands of me. I’m stronger than I’ve ever been. Faster. Fitter. That knowledge is what keeps me going on the days when all I feel is weakness.




“Enzo’s report is the only positive among a slew of negatives,” Falon says. “Your apathy and lack of cooperation in every other area should have prompted us to remove you from Lengard long ago. It’s true that Vanik believes your brain chemistry is —” he searches for an appropriate word “— unique, but we have others who can assist him with his research. So, why are you still here, Jane?”


I assume the question is rhetorical; I don’t think he expects me to answer, since I can’t possibly know what he wants me to say. I have no idea why they’re keeping me here. I have no idea why I was brought here to begin with. I have no idea why, day in, day out, my hours are spent undergoing tests and — in Vanik’s case — torture.


Lengard is a secret government facility.


That’s all I’ve ever known.


But why it’s secret, I’m not sure. Nor do I understand my purpose here. That is something that has never been explained, never made sense.


And I’ve never asked.


I couldn’t ask.


So I’ve waited, hoping one day someone would tell me.


No one ever has.


Falon spoke true when he said they pulled me from a psychiatric institution. But I’m just as much a prisoner here as I was there — perhaps more so.


There, at least, I understood. By placing myself in that hospital, I locked myself away from the world. There, I knew the rules. But here? Two years, six months, fourteen days, and I still don’t know what game we’re playing, let alone whose rules I should follow. I am nothing more than a glass pawn in a black-and-white chess set: out of place and utterly breakable.




Falon releases a breath and wearily rubs a hand across his face. I’m not sure if it’s a genuine display of fatigue or the gesture is all for show. He could just be trying to make me feel empathy. I have no idea why he would try to manipulate my reaction, though. I have no idea about anything when it comes to this man.


“I’ve decided that we’re going to attempt something different with you, Jane. On a trial basis only. So far you’ve given us nothing to help further our goals, and I feel it prudent to warn that if you continue to resist the intentions of Lengard, I will have no choice but to eliminate you from the program. Do you understand what that means?”


Despite knowing nothing about this so-called program, I’ve always understood I would never be released back into the real world as a civilian. The one thing they did tell me, right at the beginning, was that Lengard must be kept secret from the general population … and that the government would do whatever it must to ensure that remains the case.


Since I have no intention of walking free again, the threat has never alarmed me. I understand exactly what Falon is saying — that if I fail whatever this new trial is, that’s it. Lengard will get rid of me … and no one will even know that I’m gone.


I can see Falon is waiting for a response, and this time I must give it to him. I nod once, and his eyes light with approval at my gesture. Maybe he really did think I was insane, as Vanik likely suggested in his reports. Perhaps Falon wondered if I was just sitting here, an empty shell of a girl, unaware of his words. He can’t possibly know that words are all I’m ever aware of. Every hour, every minute, I weigh them in my mind. Words are everything to me. They are life. They are death. They fill all the spaces in between.


“Good,” Falon says. “Then you’ll start working with Ward as of tomorrow. Your schedule will remain mostly the same,  and your evaluations with Dr. Manning, Lieutenant Enzo and Vanik will continue, but you’ll no longer be moved from person to person in the afternoon. Those hours will be allocated solely to Ward. You will do what he says — whatever he says — and if he doesn’t come to me with any indication of progress after one month, then you’ll be evicted from the program. Do you agree to those terms?”


I nod again, because I know that’s what he expects. I wonder who Ward is and what he’ll do when he discovers for himself how apathetic I am. A month is a long time, but nothing he does can be worse than Vanik’s experiments. And at least I now have a time frame. An expiry date.


It’s best this way. I know it is. And yet … now that I’m facing my end, I can’t ignore the whisper of unease in the back of my mind. Because … what if a month isn’t long enough?


“We’re done here, then,” Falon says, standing.


I follow his cue and rise from my seat, resisting the urge to glance longingly down at it.


“I do hope you make the most out of Ward’s training,” he adds, then calls for the guards to escort me back to my cell. “Very few people are granted one-on-one time with him. Don’t waste this opportunity. It may well be your last.”


Message delivered, Director, I think. Then I’m again cuffed like the monster I am and manhandled back to my cell.










CHAPTER TWO


True to Falon’s word, the next day starts out normal for me. Or Lengard’s version of normal, at least. Dr. Manning analyzes my silence and tries to make me reveal my secrets, Enzo attempts to banish physical weakness from my body and Vanik does his best to strip away my sense of self. None of them succeed, except, perhaps, Enzo. But that’s because I find his training therapeutic. He doesn’t want me to talk to him like Manning does, to spill the words that flood up from deep within me. He doesn’t try to be like Vanik, peeking into my brain and shredding my nerve endings one by one. Enzo only wants a single thing: to train my body into compliance. He expects me to build strength and develop endurance. These I can do. These I enjoy.


I revel in my time spent under Enzo’s watchful guidance. The burning muscles, the sweat in my eyes, the straining heartbeat … they make me feel alive.


The only problem is that every day after Enzo, I have to go to Vanik. And if the time with Enzo brings me to life, my hours with Vanik all but kill me over and over.


I have never understood the reasons behind his obtrusive tests. Once I heard him utter the word incredible under his  breath while examining my brain waves, a word that preceded a particularly painful experiment — agonizing enough that I blacked out and woke in my cell hours later. I have no idea what Vanik is searching for or why he seems convinced that I’m the one in whom he will find it. Falon may say there are others who can take my place, but I don’t think Vanik would agree. He needs me. It’s the only reason he hasn’t risked pushing me to the point of brain damage — or beyond.


Not yet, anyway.


Today’s session is no different from all the others. I somehow manage to survive his poking, his prodding, his attempted violation of my mind. I’m now being escorted down yet another black-and-white tile corridor, on my way to find out who my new evaluator is and what he plans to do with me.


My guards — two again, but not the same ones from last night — stop me in front of a closed door that has no label. One guard uncuffs me while the other presses a hand to the scanner, prompting the door to slide open.


I can’t keep my eyes from widening. That is my only outward reaction.


It’s some kind of library. Every wall is covered with books. Hundreds of them. No, thousands of them. Maybe more. Tome after tome after tome line the shelves spread all around the moderately sized room. I’ve never seen such a beautiful sight. So many words. So many wonders.


“You can leave us. I’ll call for you when she’s ready to go.”


I’m startled, not only by the words that imply it’ll be my decision but also by the speaker. I was so taken by the books that I failed to notice the room’s sole occupant.


He sits facing me, casually resting on the only piece of furniture: a couch that looks even more comfortable than the chair in Falon’s office. I want to sink into it without delay, but  I don’t. I don’t move at all, in fact, not even when I sense the guards leaving and hear the door slide closed behind me. It takes every ounce of my willpower to remain impassive as I study the person in front of me.


This can’t be Ward.


I’d assumed he’d be middle-aged, like Falon, Vanik and Manning. He can’t be more than a year or two older than me, about Enzo’s age. But Enzo’s limited years make sense; his job requires physical fitness and little else. Age doesn’t matter. Ward’s position, however …


Maybe he doesn’t need to have the wisdom, knowledge and experience of years behind him for whatever he plans to do with me.


“Would you like to have a seat?”


He motions to the space on the couch beside him. It’s not an order; he’s giving me a choice.


I can’t remember the last time someone gave me a choice.


It was before I arrived at Lengard, that much I know.


“I don’t bite,” he adds.


Seeing my hesitation, he even throws in a crooked smile, a single dimple indenting the tanned skin of his left cheek. But as teasing as that dimple is, my gaze is focused on his eyes. I’ve never seen such a bright green. Falon’s sapphire shirt was dull in comparison.


When I continue to remain frozen in place, he rises to his feet, and I struggle not to stare. Golden hair, broad shoulders, narrow hips, long lean legs. Everything about his body is strong, hard, intimidating. But at the same time, his expression is soft, warm, inviting. I have the strange desire to run toward him — and away from him.


He’s messing with my head, and he’s barely spoken two sentences.




Irrationally, I blame the clothing. He’s wearing jeans — jeans — and a fitted black T-shirt that clings to every inch of his torso. I miss jeans. I miss T-shirts. I miss blues and blacks and colors in general. Like Falon, I have no idea why this guy in front of me doesn’t have to wear regulation attire, but his lack of uniformity — and his presence in general — is disarming.


“Seriously.” He throws out an arm. “Please sit down. I feel weird with you just standing there.”


I blink at that. Not because he feels weird — I’m used to people being nervous around me. No, I’m caught off guard by his manners. I’d forgotten how nice the word please sounds, how beautiful its intentions are. I find myself responding unconsciously, and I move to sit on the farthest corner of the couch, where I sink deep into its cushions.


I was right: it is more luxurious than Falon’s chair. But I don’t allow myself to relax. I sit perched on the edge of the lounge, stiff as a concrete slab, waiting to see what will come next.


“Thanks,” he says, taking his seat again. “I always feel strange sitting down when other people are standing.”


I’m surprised by his admission. I thought he was anxious about my threat-level classification, but apparently that isn’t the case.


I wonder what he knows about me. Surely he wouldn’t still be smiling that crooked smile if he’d read my file.


“I’m Landon Ward — ‘Ward’ to most people, but you can call me ‘Landon.’”


I will do absolutely no such thing.


“As for you …”


Ward’s gaze rakes over me, from head to toe and back again. Something causes his eyes to light up. He presses his lips together, looks away, smiles a secret smile.




“You are definitely not a Jane Doe.”


Eleven hundred years. That’s how long it seems to take before I can manage a breath.


I don’t know what to make of Ward’s statement. I fight the blood that tries to find its way to my cheeks, and wrestle away my urge to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. I want to move my hands, to cross and uncross my legs, to bite my lip, but I resist the impulse to fidget. I won’t let him see that he’s unsettled me. I refuse to give him that kind of power.


“No, definitely not a Jane Doe,” he says again, almost pensively. “But I’ve been told that you won’t give us your real name. So, what should I call you?”


If he expects an answer to that question, then he really hasn’t read my file.


“We could go with something descriptive. Your hair is so dark, but your eyes are so bright — we could do something there.” He tilts his head and goes on, “Maybe we could go with something unexpected, something imposing … like ‘Butch.’ How do you feel about ‘Butch’?”


I’m amazed by the words that are pouring from his mouth. For the first time in two and a half years, I’m fighting what feels like a smile.


“You don’t look like a Butch, though, do you? No more than you do an average Jane Doe.” He appears amused, and I still don’t know why. “What about some kind of flower? ‘Blossom’ could work.”


My nose wrinkles before I can suppress the impulse. I quickly wipe my expression clear, but the damage is done.


Ward’s dimple reappears. “Not a fan of that one, huh? No flowers, then. Promise.” He strums his fingers on his denim-clad thigh. “It looks like you’ll have to leave it with me. But don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll come up with something once I know you better.”




Who is this guy?


“Right!”


He claps his hands and jumps to his feet. I jerk at his sudden movement and hope he doesn’t notice.


“We’d better get started. We only have —” he glances at his watch “— five more hours together. You know what they say: time flies when you’re having fun.”


Five hours? It’s not uncommon for me to have longer sessions in the afternoons, but usually the time is split between multiple evaluators. It’s been years since I’ve spent that long in the presence of just one person.


“I’m thinking we’ll take it easy today while we get to know each other,” Ward says, striding over to the nearest bookshelf. “That work for you?”


No. It doesn’t work for me. I don’t know what “easy” means to him. I don’t know why he wants us to “get to know each other.”


“Besides,” he adds, perusing the titles, “I’m still wrecked from last night, and I don’t have the mental capacity to do anything too strenuous. It was my sister’s eighteenth birthday, and when I say she knows how to celebrate, I mean it. I’m only a year older, but sometimes I feel like an old man in comparison.”


I don’t understand what is happening here. He’s talking to me like we’ve known each other for years. Why isn’t he taping electrodes to my scalp, sending Tasered pulses into me and demanding that I follow a strict set of instructions? His behavior makes no sense.


“Heads up.”


When he tosses a book my way, I catch it just before it hits me in the face.


“Nice reflexes.” He looks impressed. “Enzo’s always bragging about how well you’ve responded to his training.”




I shift on the edge of my seat, wondering not only what Enzo has been saying but also why he’s been talking to Ward about me at all.


“You should get comfortable. That one’s a classic. It’ll be ruined if you read it sitting like there’s a pole stuck up your ass.”


He doesn’t catch my stunned expression; instead, he continues to scan the shelves. While he’s distracted, I tear my eyes from him and look down, reading the title. It’s not one I’ve heard of before.


“All right, I lied. It’s not a classic per se.” Ward returns to the couch with his own book. “But it should be. You’ll agree by the time you’re done, trust me.”


I don’t trust him. Not even a little bit.


But that doesn’t mean I’m not completely stumped when he eases back into the cushions, spreads an arm along the back of the couch — alarmingly close to me — and begins reading his own selection.


One minute. Two minutes. Three minutes pass as I sit there watching and waiting. But all Ward does is read. I see his eyes flicker from line to line, page to page as he absorbs the words only he can see.


When we reach the five-minute mark, he uses a finger to keep his place and glances up to catch my perplexed gaze.


“If you don’t relax and start reading, I’ll have to begin narrating out loud. And fair warning, I do voices. And accents.”


He clears his throat dramatically and looks down at his book before reciting in a thick Scottish brogue, “‘I don’ wan’a cup’a tea,’ McNally told the old widow. ‘I wan’a see Cormack.’ ‘I told ye,’ she replied. ‘Cormack don’ wan’a see ye. Ye’ll hav’te wait till —’”


Ward stops butchering what should have been an enchanting accent the moment I snap my book open.




“You should see your face right now,” he says, grinning. “But come on, I wasn’t that bad.”


I beg to differ. I feel like my ears are bleeding.


“Why don’t you put your feet up and get comfortable. We’ve still got a long afternoon ahead of us.”


He’s right. And I have nothing to lose at this point. If it turns out that this is an elaborate hoax or some new psychological experiment, then that would be disappointing. But if I really do get to spend the next few hours reading, I might as well get comfortable.


I shrink back into the cushions, once again wedging myself into the farthest corner of the couch. After another moment’s hesitation, I tuck my bare feet up underneath me. I don’t have to look at Ward to sense his approval. Instead, I ignore him and allow my eyes to take in the beauty of the words spread out before me.










CHAPTER THREE


“Chip? Hey, Chip, wake up. It’s almost time to go.”


Someone gently shakes me until the muffled words penetrate my sleeping mind. I lurch upright, my head only just missing a painful collision with Ward’s face.


“Easy there, Chip. I’d like to keep my nose unbroken, if you don’t mind.”


I’m sure I must be looking at him like an idiot, but my sleep-addled mind is struggling to figure out why he’s so close to me.


It’s been almost two weeks since I started “working” with Ward. My time with him has been the same every day. He’s friendly — too friendly — and I find myself unconsciously warming to him while at the same time straining to keep up my defenses. Somehow he knew right from the beginning about my love of reading, and that’s all we do in our time together. I don’t get it. But I love it. Before Ward, I hadn’t read anything in over two and a half years. Now, in the last twelve days, I’ve read five whole books from cover to cover. I’ve spent over thirty months alone in my own mind, and suddenly I have a cast of characters clamoring for my attention. It’s refreshing. Relaxing.




Amazing.


“I’m flattered that you find my company so stimulating.”


Ward’s dry comment draws my eyes to his.


“Or is it your reading material that has managed to keep you so energized?”


I glance down at the paperback still resting on my lap. It’s a favorite of mine, one I read many times in the years before Lengard. So, no, the book didn’t cause me to drift off. But there’s no way I’ll admit to Ward the real reason I was unconscious for the last — I peer up at the clock on the wall — three hours.


Ward is watching me, so I mask my shock at how much time has passed. I’m not sure why he let me sleep so long. Why he let me sleep at all is also a valid question. But I don’t ask. Because if I did, he’d want to know why I fell asleep to begin with. And I don’t want him to know. It’s none of his business.


The truth is, Vanik’s experiments have been worse than usual for the past two weeks. Today was especially brutal. I feel as if he shredded my brain in a food processor and put it back together again like a jigsaw puzzle. Only, he didn’t care about joining the pieces in the right places. Instead, he just shoved them all together and hoped to retain some semblance of workability.


For whatever end, Vanik needs my unique brain to be perfectly healthy and functioning at optimal capacity for his research. He’d never do anything to cause me permanent damage, but that doesn’t mean I’m not harmed in his labs. The damage leaves no physical scars. But his tests still hurt like a son of a —


“Seriously, Chip, what’s with you today?”


I press my lips together and look across the room, avoiding his gaze. I hate that Ward chose the name “Chip” for me. I hate it, because I love it.




“I’ve decided to call you ‘Chip,’” he told me at the end of our first day together. He flashed me a dimpled grin before explaining, “Every time you hear me say it, it’ll be like a chisel is chip, chip, chipping away at your icy exterior. One day I’ll chip enough away that I’ll be able to see the real you. I bet it’ll be well worth the wait.”


I haven’t been able to get his words out of my head. And sure enough, every time he addresses me by the stupid, awful, horrible … beautiful nickname, I feel myself melting — chipping — little by little.


“You’re not going to tell me, are you?” Ward runs a hand through his hair, frustrated. “Fine. But you were shattered yesterday, and today you’re even worse. I want you to get a good night’s sleep so you don’t come back tomorrow looking like death warmed up again. Okay?”


The appropriate response is to nod, so I do that. What Ward doesn’t realize is that I have been sleeping well at night. It’s the days that are killing me.


“We’re finished here,” Ward says. “I’ll take you back to your room before you doze off again.”


He stands and, before I can stop him, reaches for my hand and pulls me up beside him. My fingers spasm in reaction to his skin against mine. Startled, I suck in a breath. It’s been so long since I’ve felt the gentle touch of another human being. The closest I’ve come was my handshake with Falon — though that hardly counts — and my sparring sessions with Enzo, but I always have gloves on for those. I’d forgotten how warm other people are, especially since all I’ve felt is cold for over two and a half years. No, longer than that. Ever since —


I force the memories away before they can take root, and I focus on the fact that regardless of how long it has been, I’m  not cold now. Or my hand isn’t, anyway. That’s why it takes me more time than it should before I yank it away.


The action seems to startle Ward. He raises his palms in an “easy there” gesture and looks at me with questions in his eyes.


Questions I refuse to answer.


He doesn’t press for answers and leads the way to the door. Usually this is when he calls for my guard escorts, but tonight he continues into the hall and heads toward my cell.


I’ve never been in the hallways without a set of guards, and I’ve never walked anywhere in Lengard without being bound by handcuffs. I revel in the sense of freedom.


We travel the corridors in silence. I wonder if I offended Ward by snatching my hand from his; then I wonder why that possibility bothers me.


“This is you, right?” he asks when we reach my numbered door.


That’s me, all right. Subject Six-Eight-Four.


I nod, and Ward presses his hand to the touch screen mounted on the wall. The door slides open, and I wait to see what he’ll do next. I am unsure — yet, unsurprised — when he enters before me.


“This is your room?” he asks again, staring around the small space.


I try to see it from his perspective. Four whitewashed walls. A thin foam mattress on a pallet in the corner. A lumpy pillow. A ragged, threadbare blanket. It may not be five-star accommodations, but it provides everything I need to survive.


I don’t understand the tension I see lining Ward’s features. His green — so green — eyes are blazing, his jaw is clenched impossibly tight and a muscle is pulsing erratically in his cheek. His hands are in fists by his sides as if he’s fighting the urge to hit something. Or someone.




Nervous, I step back, and the movement returns his hard eyes to me. His gaze sweeps my body, taking in my bare feet, my pillowcase uniform and what I’m sure must be my exhausted features. I realize that probably for the first time, he’s seeing me as I really am. He’s spent the last twelve days trying to befriend me for unknown reasons; perhaps until now he has never truly understood that I’m not a person here at Lengard — I’m a prisoner.


A million moments pass while he stares at me. I want to look away, but I sense the importance of holding his gaze. He needs to know that I’m aware of his dawning comprehension. And I need to witness the moment when his facade cracks, when he finally morphs into the uncaring evaluator he’s supposed to have been all along.


I wait and I wait, but that moment never comes.


“I can’t believe this.”


His voice is low, and I can tell he’s not talking directly to me.


“I don’t know what they’re playing at here.”


He shakes his head and looks in my direction but avoids my eyes for the first time since I met him. His focus is somewhere over my shoulder when he says, “Get some sleep, Chip. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


With that, he strides straight past me and out the door. It slides closed after him, leaving me with nothing but the company of my exponentially increasing list of questions.










CHAPTER FOUR


After eight hours’ sleep, I feel like a whole new person the next morning. There’s a spring in my step as I’m escorted through the whitewashed hallways and into Dr. Manning’s office. The therapist notices my buoyant spirit and sends a smile my way as he gestures for me to take a seat.


“You’re looking upbeat today, Jane,” Manning observes.


His beady black eyes are watching me.


“Anything you’d like to share?”


He already knows my answer to that. It’s the same one I’ve given every day for over two and a half years. Nothing but the sound of silence.


No one can say Manning hasn’t tried his hardest. But some things are best left unsaid. All things, in my case. So while we’ve spent two hours together each morning since I first arrived at Lengard, it can hardly be considered therapy.


I’m unsure why Manning endures my presence; why Lengard insists that I continue with our sessions when I’m only wasting the doctor’s time, when I’m only adding to his premature baldness. I have nothing better to be doing. But Manning? Surely there is someone else who would benefit from his attention.




The one thing I do know is that right from the very beginning, Lengard has always been concerned with my mental health. So, I still sit here, day in, day out, the comfort of silence surrounding us.


Some days Manning asks me questions: What’s my favorite color? Do I like the taste of nutri-shakes? Are the guards treating me with respect? How do I feel my time at Lengard is improving my outlook on life?


The last one nearly caused me to scoff aloud when he first asked it. But I managed to hold my tongue, just as I always have.


Today we follow the usual pattern. Manning begins with his questions and waits patiently to see if I’ll respond. When I don’t, he leans back in his chair and stares.


I found it unnerving at first. Then I realized that was what he hoped for: that I would be provoked into breaking my silence if only to ease my discomfort.


I know the game now, however. He’s a master, and so am I.


When our time is over, he doesn’t seem disappointed by our lack of progress — he never does, not outwardly. Like any good therapist, he hides his feelings behind a pleasant expression and a tranquil facade.


“We’ll pick this up again tomorrow, Jane,” Manning says as the guards arrive to escort me away. He utters the same farewell every day, as if we’ve covered ground and he can’t wait to continue in our next session.


Part of me wonders if he’s delusional. Another part of me knows he’s just stubborn. But so am I. And I know he’ll never break through my walls, because they’re rock solid.


As I head back through the corridors, my mind drifts to what happened last night when Ward delivered me to my cell. I’m not supposed to see him again until later this afternoon,  so I don’t know what to think when I arrive for my physical training session and find him there, talking with Enzo.


“Mornin’, JD,” Enzo greets me after the guards release my handcuffs and leave the gym-like room.


Something I appreciate about Enzo is that he doesn’t call me “Subject Six-Eight-Four” or even “Jane Doe.” Like Ward, he’s given me a nickname, even if it is only the initials from my ID. My traitorous thoughts whisper that it’s not as good as “Chip,” though.


“You know the drill,” Enzo says. “Clothes are in your locker. You’ve got three minutes to get your ass back out here. Go!”


I don’t need his instructions, but he gives them every morning regardless. As usual, I nod once and head for the change room, sliding my eyes straight past Ward. I have no idea why he’s here. I just hope he’ll be gone when I return.


One of the reasons I enjoy my time in physical training is that it’s the only part of the day I don’t have to wear my uniform. Even Lengard recognizes the impracticality of exercising in a pillowcase. For three hours each day I get to enjoy the comfort of gray shorts and a white tank top that cling to my skin, allowing me to move freely. I still don’t get to wear shoes — and I have no idea why that is — but I’ve learned to make do without footwear.


Other than Enzo, who has watched me grow from a scrawny adolescent into a strong young woman, no one else has seen me in my tight-fitting training clothes. With Ward waiting in the next room, I wonder what others see when they look at me. I wonder what he sees.


I haven’t looked upon my own reflection since before I first arrived at Lengard. There are no mirrors in the facility; at least, none that I’ve seen. So all I can do is take a deep breath, school my features into nonchalance and head back into the training rooms.




“Cutting it close today, JD.” Enzo stands with his bulging arms crossed over his chest, his dark skin gleaming under the halogen lights. Jerking his head toward Ward, he adds, “You know Landon, of course.”


It’s unnatural to hear Ward called by his first name. It makes him sound more … relatable.


“You’re looking much better today, Chip.”


It takes a supreme effort of will not to read into Ward’s comment. I’m sure he’s just referring to the fact that I’m not about to drop to the ground anymore, but I’m aware of how fitted my workout clothes are. I can’t even meet his gaze.


“Chip?” Enzo repeats.


Ward shrugs. “Potato chips, Enz. She loves them.”


His lie doesn’t make sense, but Enzo doesn’t seem to notice.


“I didn’t realize you were allocated additional carbs.” Enzo frowns at me. “I would’ve factored the extra calories into your training schedule.”


Ward claps him on the shoulder. “Too late now, Enz. And besides, it doesn’t look like she has anything to worry about.”


I feel his gaze leaving a burning trail along my skin like a tangible force.


I will not react. I will not react. I will not —


“Right, let’s get to work.”


Thank you, Enzo.


“I’ll meet up with you for lunch, Lando. You need to get out of here before JD spontaneously combusts. If her face turns any redder, she’ll melt the polar ice caps.”


I want the ground to open beneath me and accept my burning body as a sacrificial offering. But, like most things I want, that doesn’t happen. Instead, Ward’s dimpled smile causes my capricious heart to stutter in my chest.




“I mean it, Lando,” Enzo adds. “If JD’s been sneaking extra carbs, it’s my job to work them off her. I’ll drag your ass out of here myself if I have to.”


“I’d like to see you try. Remember what happened the last time you took me on?”


“Just go.” Enzo pushes Ward’s shoulder — hard.


“All right, all right, I’m going,” Ward says, his voice ringing with amusement. He turns toward me and adds, “See you in a few hours, Chip. Feel free to come dressed just like that.”


I have to put an end to this before it spirals out of control.


I may not have any power at Lengard, but I have managed to retain some semblance of self-respect.


Enzo reads the intent in my eyes, his own lighting in response.


“I’ve changed my mind, Lando,” Enzo says, reaching an arm out to stop Ward from leaving. “Why don’t you hang around for a few minutes. See for yourself what JD can do ‘dressed just like that.’”


Pointing to me, Enzo orders, “You, stretch.” His finger moves to Ward. “You, give us some space.”


Ward silently obeys Enzo’s command, watching me the whole time. His look is spine-tinglingly uncomfortable, but I switch off my awareness of him and focus on Enzo, who has stepped away to retrieve our boxing gloves.


I stretch my muscles in preparation for what is ahead. By the time Enzo returns to my side with his gloves already strapped on, I’m feeling confident about my decision to prove myself to Ward. I won’t let him mess with me. At least not outwardly.


Enzo passes my gloves over, and I look down at the garish hot-pink leather, resisting the urge to smile. I never see anyone at Lengard aside from the guards and the various evaluators during my scheduled sessions. That has always been the case,  except for once. A few weeks after I first arrived, I began to feel trapped by the walls of Lengard and the realization that this place would be my prison for the rest of my life — however long or short that might be.
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