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Chapter 1




You Can Call Me Morgan 

 

 

You can call me Morgan.

 

That’s not my name, obviously. But it’s the one I’m using tonight, and for the next little while, until I need to burn it like everything else.

 

I’m telling you this from the bathroom of a Greyhound station that smells like bleach and old piss, with my back pressed against a door that doesn’t lock unless you kick it in exactly the right place. I know that because I watched the guy before me do it. He was twitchy, pupils blown, fingers covered in ink like he’d tried to tattoo himself in the dark. When he came out, he didn’t wash his hands.

 

I did. Twice.

 

My fingers still smell like the cheap pink soap they put in those metal dispensers. You know the kind. It slides off your skin like it’s trying to escape.

 

There’s a fluorescent light above the mirror that flickers every few seconds, giving the room this strobe effect that makes my face—this face—look like it’s glitching. Like a bad video feed. Appropriate, I guess.

 

I’m not supposed to be here. According to the Program, I’m not supposed to be anywhere except where they put me.

 

You want to know the worst thing I ever did?

 

I told the truth.

 

We’ll get there. I promise. You’ll like that story. Or you’ll hate it. Either way, you won’t forget it.

 

Right now, I have more immediate problems. Like the fact that I have exactly eighty-seven dollars and sixteen cents in my pocket, no phone, and a set of IDs in the trash can three feet to my left that could get me buried if anyone finds them before the garbage truck does.

 

I check my watch. It’s not my watch. I took it off a guy who was snoring with his mouth open two rows behind me on the bus, his hand dangling over the aisle like an invitation. He didn’t wake up. People rarely do, if you touch them the right way.

 

The watch says 11:47 p.m. The bus for the city leaves at midnight. I have twelve minutes to stop being who I was and start being Morgan.

 

I lean over the trash can. The smell hits me first—sour coffee, something rotten, the metallic tang of blood from a used pad someone didn’t bother to wrap. My hand goes in anyway. I’m not squeamish. You can’t be, not after the Program.

 

My IDs are right where I left them, under a crumpled fast-food bag and a glossy flyer advertising “Affordable Cremation Services.” There’s a certain poetry to that. I pick up the little stack—driver’s license, corporate badge, health insurance card—and fan them out like I’m about to do a magic trick.

 

The face on the driver’s license looks back at me with that DMV deadness, the kind they train you for without saying they’re training you. Neutral expression. Eyes straight ahead. No identifying marks that can’t be covered with makeup or removed with a scalpel.

 

The name under the photo is not Morgan.

 

I won’t tell you what it is. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Names have power. That’s not mystical bullshit; it’s just logistics. You know someone’s name, you can find their records. You know their records, you can find their weaknesses. You know their weaknesses—

 

Well. You know how that goes.

 

I tear the driver’s license in half. The plastic doesn’t want to break, so I fold it back and forth until the lamination gives with a soft little sigh. The face splits down the middle. Left eye, right eye. Neither of them is mine anymore. I drop the pieces into the trash, then do the same with the rest. Badge, card, all of it. The Program is very big on badges and cards and numbers. They like to catalog you. Classify you. Reduce you to a series of fields in a database.

 

I’m not in their database anymore.

 

That’s the theory, anyway.

 

I straighten up and catch my reflection in the mirror. The light flickers again, and for a second, my face becomes a series of snapshots: jawline, cheekbones, the faint shadow of bruising along my neck where the last handler grabbed me harder than he meant to.

 

He apologized, of course. They always do, when they go too far. “You know we’re doing this for your own good.” “You know we’re trying to help you.” “You know the rules.”

 

I know the rules. I know them better than anyone.

 

Rule One: The Program is always right.

 

Rule Two: If you think the Program is wrong, refer to Rule One.

 

Rule Three: If you still think the Program is wrong, report yourself for correction.

 

You’re wondering what the Program is. You’re picturing some government black site, maybe. Or a cult in the woods. Or a high-tech lab full of white coats and blinking machines.

 

You’re wrong. But you’re not far off.

 

The Program doesn’t have a name. Not officially. It has acronyms, of course. They love those. Three-letter combinations that sound bland enough to put you to sleep. It has contracts and non-disclosure agreements and onboarding materials printed on heavy cream paper with embossed logos. It has a mission statement.

 

It does not have a soul.

 

I run my fingers through my hair, pushing it back from my face. It’s too long. They always preferred it shorter. “Easier to maintain,” they said. “Less for someone to grab.” I let it grow the moment I saw an opening, like a weed through concrete. It makes me look softer. Less like what I was trained to be.

 

You’re trying to decide if you trust me. That’s good. You shouldn’t.

 

I turn off the faucet I didn’t realize I’d left running and wipe my wet hands on my jeans. They’re new. Well, new to me. Thrift store, six towns back. I picked them because they don’t draw attention. Medium wash. No rips. No brand logo screaming from my ass.

 

I look like anyone. That’s the point.

 

I open the bathroom door with my shoulder, careful not to touch the handle with my fingers. Old habits. The station is half-empty, the way places like this always are at midnight. A few people huddled on plastic seats, guarding their bags like dragons with hoards made of dirty laundry and snack wrappers. An older woman with a sleeping toddler sprawled across her lap, the kid’s mouth open, damp curls stuck to her forehead. A man in a suit with his tie loosened, staring at his phone like it’s the only thing holding him together.

 

No uniforms. No one with the Program’s posture—that straight-backed, eyes-everywhere stillness they teach you in your first week. No one who looks like they know what I am.

 

Still. My heart beats a little faster.

 

You learn to feel watched, in the Program. You learn to feel it even when there’s no one there. Especially then.

 

I walk past them toward the ticket counter. My backpack is light on my shoulders. It holds exactly three changes of clothes, a toothbrush, a hairbrush, a cheap burner phone with no SIM card, a half-full bottle of water, and a paperback novel with the cover torn off. The book isn’t for reading. It’s for leaving behind.

 

You always leave something behind.

 

The woman at the ticket counter looks like she’s been here since the station was built. Gray hair scraped into a bun, glasses on a chain around her neck, a cardigan the color of old oatmeal. Her nametag says “DORIS.” She doesn’t look up when I approach, just keeps tapping at her keyboard with chipped pink nails.

 

“Next,” she says, even though I’m the only one in line.

 

“I need a one-way to the city,” I say. I don’t specify which city. Around here, there’s only one that matters. The big one. The one with the skyline you recognize from movies and the crime statistics you pretend not to know.

 

Doris finally looks up. Her eyes sweep over me in a way that tells me exactly what she sees: young-ish, alone, traveling light, no obvious destination. She’s probably watched a hundred girls like me walk in and out of this place, some of them coming back, some of them not.

 

“You got ID?” she asks.

 

I smile. It’s amazing what you can get away with if you smile the right way. Not too wide. Not too eager. Just enough to say I’m harmless, I’m forgettable, I’m not worth a second thought.

 

“Actually,” I say, lowering my voice a little like I’m about to confess something embarrassing, “I lost my wallet. I have cash, though.” I pull out the crumpled bills, lay them on the counter where she can see them. Eighty-seven dollars and sixteen cents. I don’t mention the sixteen cents. Coins don’t impress anyone.

 

Doris’s mouth flattens. “Can’t print a ticket without ID.”

 

“Well, you could,” I say, keeping my tone light, conspiratorial. “You just don’t usually. Policy, right?”

 

Her eyes narrow. Most people don’t like being told what they can do. They like to think the rules are external, immutable. That way, when they enforce them, it’s not their fault. It’s the policy. It’s the system. It’s the Program.

 

I lean in a little, dropping the smile just enough to let a hint of worry show. Not too much. Desperation makes people suspicious. Mild distress makes them feel powerful.

 

“I really need to get there tonight,” I say. “Family emergency. My sister—” I stop myself, bite my lip, look away. “I just… I can’t miss this bus.”

 

The thing about lying is that it works best when it’s mostly true. I do really need to get there tonight. There is an emergency. I just don’t have a sister.

 

Doris looks at the cash again. It’s not enough to bribe her, and that’s not what I’m doing anyway. Bribes make people feel dirty. Favors make them feel generous.

 

“You know,” I say, as if the idea has just occurred to me, “my wallet was stolen here. In this station. I’d hate to have to tell the police that I couldn’t even get home because the ticket lady wouldn’t help me.”

 

There it is. Not a threat. An implication. She hears it. Her jaw tightens.

 

“You saying it’s my fault your wallet got stolen?” she snaps.

 

I widen my eyes, let a little hurt show. “No. God, no. Of course not. I’m just saying it’d be… a bad look. For the station. If it got out.”

 

You think I’m being cruel. Maybe I am. But cruelty is relative. Somewhere, right now, a handler is writing a report about me. Somewhere, a team is deciding what to do with the asset who broke protocol. Trust me, Doris will be fine.

 

She stares at me for a long moment. I let her. People hate silence. They rush to fill it. If you can sit in it comfortably, you win.

 

Finally, she sighs. “Fine. Cash only. No refund.”

 

“Of course,” I say, already pushing the bills toward her. “Thank you. You’re saving my life.”

 

She snorts, but I see the way her shoulders relax just a fraction. People like to think they’re heroes. Even in small, petty ways. Especially then.

 

She prints the ticket. It slides out of the machine with a mechanical whine. She hands it over without another word. My fingers brush hers, just for a second. Her skin is dry, papery. Her pulse is steady. She’s not afraid of me. Good.

 

I tuck the ticket into my back pocket and walk away without looking back. That’s another thing you learn in the Program: don’t look back. It makes people think you’ve left something behind.

 

I have. But not anything they can see.

 

On the bus, I take a seat near the middle, by the window. Not too close to the front, where the driver can see me in the mirror. Not too close to the back, where the troublemakers congregate. Middle is safe. Middle is invisible.

 

The interior smells like stale air and spilled soda. The fabric on the seats is that ugly blue pattern designed to hide stains. It doesn’t. There’s a sticky patch under my shoe. I decide not to investigate.

 

The man I stole the watch from is still snoring two rows back, head tipped to the side, mouth open. A fly lands on his lower lip, crawls around, then takes off again. He doesn’t notice.

 

The bus doors hiss shut. The engine rumbles to life. As we pull out of the station, I feel something loosen in my chest. Not freedom. Not yet. Just motion.

 

You’d be surprised how much of control is about keeping you still.

 

The highway at night is a blur of headlights and taillights and the occasional neon sign promising GAS-FOOD-LODGING like those three things are all you need to keep going. Maybe they are, if you’re normal.

 

I rest my head against the window. The glass is cold. My reflection stares back at me, ghosted over the dark. I look tired. I am tired. The kind of tired that seeps into your bones and settles there.

 

I close my eyes. Not to sleep. Just to remember.

 

You want to know how I got out.

 

Of course you do. You’re picturing some dramatic escape. Alarms blaring. Guards shouting. Me sprinting down a corridor with my heart in my throat and a stolen keycard in my hand.

 

That’s not how it happened.

 

The Program doesn’t like drama. It likes compliance. It likes quiet. When people leave, they don’t run. They’re escorted. They sign papers. They go through exit interviews. They get severance packages and outplacement counseling.

 

They don’t get to keep their memories.

 

You think I’m exaggerating. I’m not.

 

They don’t use sci-fi memory-wiping machines. No Men in Black flashy pens. It’s subtler than that. They reframe. They gaslight. They tell you that what you remember isn’t what happened. They show you documents, videos, carefully edited footage. They convince you that the times you doubted the Program were just stress, just misunderstanding, just your own flawed perception.

 

Most people believe them. It’s easier.

 

I didn’t.

 

That was my mistake.

 

The worst thing I ever did wasn’t breaking the rules. It wasn’t lying on a report or failing a test or sneaking out after curfew. Those things are expected. Those things are manageable.

 

The worst thing I ever did was sit in a beige conference room, across from a woman with a clipboard and a soothing voice, and tell her exactly what I saw.

 

“The numbers don’t add up,” I said. “You’re calling it compliance, but what you’re doing is coercion. You’re not correcting behavior; you’re rewriting reality. That’s not what I signed up for.”

 

She smiled the way people smile at children who say something precocious and slightly alarming. “You’re very perceptive,” she said. “That’s why you’re valuable to us.”

 

“That’s why you recruited me,” I corrected. “Because I see things. Because I notice patterns. And I’m telling you, the pattern here is wrong. You’re hurting people. You’re making them doubt their own minds.”

 

“That’s not our intention,” she said.

 

“It doesn’t matter what your intention is. It matters what you’re doing.”

 

She scribbled something on her clipboard. “You sound distressed,” she said. “Have you been sleeping well?”

 

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “You’re doing it right now,” I said. “You’re trying to make this about my mental state instead of your ethics.”

 

She didn’t like that word. Ethics. It made her mouth pinch.

 

“Why are you really here?” she asked.

 

It was such a simple question. I could have lied. I should have lied. I knew what they wanted to hear. I wanted to help. I wanted to be part of something bigger than myself. I believed in the mission.

 

All technically true, once upon a time.

 

But I was tired. I was angry. I was so damn sick of twisting myself into the shape they wanted.

 

“I’m here because I’m good at seeing through people,” I said. “I’m here because you needed someone who could tell when your subjects were lying. I’m here because you wanted a weapon, and I let you make me into one.”

 

Her pen stilled. Her eyes met mine. For the first time, she really looked at me.

 

“And now?” she asked.

 

“Now,” I said, “I’m seeing through you.”

 

There are moments in your life when you feel the ground shift under your feet. Not in a dramatic, earthquake way. More like a subtle tilt. A recalibration. That was one of those moments.

 

She closed the folder. “We’re going to pause your current assignment,” she said. “Just for a little while. Give you some time to rest. To reflect.”

 

You know what that means. Even if you’ve never been in a Program, you know.

 

They didn’t put me in a cell. They put me in a “wellness suite.” Soft lighting. Neutral colors. A bed with too many pillows. A TV with limited channels. No locks on the doors, technically. Just cameras in the corners and a staff member stationed at the end of the hall, smiling and asking if I wanted herbal tea.

 

I smiled back. I drank the tea. I let them think I was calming down.

 

I wasn’t.

 

The thing about being trained to see patterns is that you can’t turn it off. Even when it would be easier. Especially then.

 

I watched the staff. I listened to the way they spoke to each other, the codes they used. “Escalated” meant someone had cried. “Noncompliant” meant someone had asked a question. “Resolved” meant someone had stopped asking.

 

I watched the cameras. I counted the seconds between the red light blinking and the tiny shift in the monitor’s reflection on the polished floor. I mapped their sweep in my head.

 

I watched the doors. The way the badge readers flashed green for some people and yellow for others. The way the cleaning staff came and went at irregular intervals, more often than necessary.

 

They underestimated me. That was their other mistake.

 

You’re waiting for the part where I overpowered a guard or hacked a system. That’s not how it works. Not in the real world. Not in the Program.

 

I left during a fire drill.

 

Every quarter, like clockwork. Safety compliance. Evacuation procedures. You can’t run a facility without them. Not if you want to be audited and pass.

 

They lined us up in the hallway—me and the other “wellness” cases. We shuffled along in our socks, clutching our issued gray cardigans around us. I kept my eyes down. I counted steps. I noted the way the staff’s attention flicked from one person to another, always scanning for disruption.

 

Outside, the air was cold. The sky was a flat, washed-out blue. We stood in the parking lot while someone with a clipboard read off names and checked boxes. The alarm blared, then cut off.

 

In the chaos of reentry, I slipped.

 

Not far. Not dramatically. Just a few feet out of line, into the shadow of a delivery truck idling near the loading dock. The driver was on his phone, arguing with someone about a missed pickup. The back door was open. Boxes stacked inside. No one was looking at me.

 

I didn’t run. Running draws attention. I walked. Calm, steady steps. I climbed into the truck like I belonged there. I wedged myself between two stacks of boxes labeled with a harmless acronym and a barcode.

 

I held my breath while my heart hammered against my ribs. I listened as the staff counted us back in, their voices muffled. I waited for someone to shout my name. For hands to grab me, drag me out.

 

No one did.

 

The truck door rolled down with a metallic slam. Darkness. The engine revved. We moved.

 

That’s how I got out. In the back of a delivery truck, pressed against cardboard and plastic wrap, sweating through my gray cardigan while my mind raced ahead of me.

 

Not glamorous. Not cinematic. Just logistics.

 

Hours later, when the truck stopped at a warehouse three towns over, I slipped out while the driver was signing paperwork. No one noticed me. I was just another body in a world full of bodies.

 

I walked until my feet blistered. I stole a jacket from a laundromat. I pawned a pair of earrings I’d kept hidden for years, the only thing I owned that felt like mine. I bought a bus ticket with a name that wasn’t mine.

 

And now I’m here. On this bus. Heading toward a city where no one is waiting for me.

 

You can call me Morgan.

 

Why Morgan? You’re curious. You should be. Names matter.

 

It’s neutral. That’s part of it. Not obviously male or female. Flexible. Adaptable. The Program likes gendered labels. They like boxes they can tick. I like options.

 

It’s also the name of the first person I ever lied to successfully.

 

I was eight. She was a girl in my class with braids and a gap between her front teeth. She asked me if I liked her drawing. I said yes. It was terrible. She beamed like I’d given her a gift.

 

Maybe I had.

 

The bus hits a pothole. My head bumps the window. I open my eyes.

 

City lights smear across the glass, brighter now. Closer. The skyline rises in the distance, jagged and glittering. The bus’s speakers crackle to life. The driver announces our arrival in a bored monotone, as if he’s not delivering a busload of souls into the gaping mouth of something that will chew them up and spit them out.
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