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To Karla, because volcanoes.


And to Erin, because finally, right?




“He who fights monsters should see to it


that he himself does not become a monster.


For if you gaze for long into the abyss, the


abyss gazes also into you.”


—Friedrich Nietzsche


PROLOGUE


At first there is only the feeling of fire.


Burning. Twisting. Scorching the spaces just beneath my skin, in the emptiness between my fingers. My toes. My lips. It blazes its way up into my brain, destroys every conscious thought. So I’m not sure how long I lie there, body stiff against the cold surface beneath me, before I open my eyes for the first time, and I see.


Sight. It is a glorious thing.


But too much of a glorious thing, too fast.


Far too fast. I don’t dare move at first, while my new eyes adjust and try to make sense of the surface high above me. Eventually I grow braver though, and I look down, see pale hands (five fingers each, no burning around them now) and wrists wrapped with wires that twist out and into a tall . . . something beside me. Something rectangular (a rectangle is a basic geometric shape). It flashes and it beeps, and for some reason I don’t like looking at it.


I turn to the other side and see gray silhouettes surrounding me. Other eyes peering at me, squinting in the dimness. I stare back, and the smoldering haze over my mind clears further. More thoughts and words and definitions begin to flash in my head. They seem pointless at first—annoying, really—but soon they begin to take form, wrapping around the gray shapes and giving them deeper meaning.


Suddenly the darkness in this room doesn’t seem so absolute.


My eyes continue to watch those silhouettes. My thoughts continue to rush rush rush until they reach kingdom: Animalia. Class: Mammalia. Genus: Homo. Species: sapiens. Bipedal. Social. Well-developed neocortex and frontal lobe.


Finally, a conclusion: humans.


These are humans.


I sit up. The group before me takes a collective step back, save for two in the very center—a tall human whose body type suggests female, and another female who appears much younger. The second female’s face doesn’t have the fine lines, the subtle creases that my brain is able to rapidly identify as age markers. I study this one for a moment, taking the pieces of her appearance apart and putting them back together in a way I can understand. Eyes that equal a number first: 006600—the color evoked by an energy wavelength of approximately 520 nanometers. Connotations: nature, grass, hope, youth, envy. Green. Hair that equals 330000, dark brown superimposed over red.


She takes a step toward me. The rest of the humans stay where they are, their gazes downcast, feet shifting, mouths moving with hushed words. And their actions mean something—I know—but what that something is, I don’t understand right away. It’s more difficult than the appearances, than the simplicity of colors I can see and make sense of so easily. It’s a feeling. An emotion. Intangible, untouchable, even as the air slowly chokes with it.


Fear.


The realization slides in and snakes its way around my thoughts, squeezing tight.


It’s fear.


Yes. I’m fairly certain they are afraid of me.


All of them except for the girl with the red-brown hair and the bright green eyes.


She takes a few more determined steps toward me. I sit up fully, my gaze zeroed in on her. The rest of the room fades into the background, into a blur of shadows and sounds without significance or meaning. There is only me, and her, and then her voice loud against the wall of whispers behind her—


“Do you remember me?” she asks, coming to a stop a short distance away.


Memories. Preservations of knowledge. Retained impressions of events. Of places and people. People like her? Am I supposed to have impressions of this female? I close my eyes, trying to focus on a thought—brightness and warmth and a high-pitched sound I don’t understand—that is suddenly flitting around me, up and over my head and just out of reach. But I reopen them almost immediately. I don’t like the deeper darkness that shutting them brings. I stare harder at the girl in front of me instead. Her eyes are shining, because there is a thin sheen of moisture over their green, and it’s catching the little bit of light in the room and throwing it back out. And my mind is racing too fast now to make complete sense of it, but somehow I know my silence is causing that moisture.


Tears.


The knowledge is a weight in my stomach, and I hate it, and I want to sink back into the ignorance of sleep.


But the fear of closing my eyes again is still there. So instead of sleeping, I try harder to grab at that flitting thought, at that strange brightness and warmth that staring at this girl brings. At that noise I keep hearing whenever I look at her. The pitch has changed now; not so high, but it’s the same melody as before.


But the more tightly I try to hold these things, the further away they all seem to slip.


“You don’t, do you? . . .” Her tone is odd. Like she meant to ask a question, only it came out sounding more like an answer. And her expression is equally confusing; her eyes are even more wet now—a profusion of liquid that my thoughts have managed to identify as generally an expression of strong, often painful emotion such as sadness—but the corners of her lips are upturned. A smile. A determined and shivering smile that doesn’t fit with the rest of her face. Our gazes meet again. She inhales sharply. That smile falls open, as if to let more words out, but the older female speaks first.


“I told you not to expect much, Catelyn.” There is no trembling in this other female’s expression, or in her words; the latter seem weighted only by their definitions, and part of me immediately likes her for this. There is nothing extra to understand when she speaks.


The younger one’s—Catelyn’s—attention snaps away from me, though, as if those definitions are not enough for her. “You’ve hardly given her a chance,” she says.


The whispers in the distant crowd grow louder, but the older female doesn’t seem to notice them any more than she notices the girl’s staring. She just keeps watching me in her easy, unconcerned way. “I allowed you to be here when she woke up, didn’t I? Even though it’s clearly confusing her, as I told you it would.” The tone is still mostly flat. Simple. But something about the way she said “her” feels wrong. The word and its wrongness linger in the silence, growing claws that dig into my mind and make me sit up straighter, which for some reason causes one of the woman’s eyebrows to arch. It’s almost as if she is surprised that I have noticed the word at all.


Surprised that I have figured out that I am the “her” she is speaking about as if I am not here, even though she is looking right at me.


I decide I dislike her as quickly as I thought I liked her. And I wonder if it could ever be as simple as that first thought I had of her, if any of these humans truly mean only the words they say, and if those words could be worth anything at all on their own.


“We could get my—our—parents.” More words. Catelyn’s this time, coming more quickly and quietly than before as she looks back at me. “Seeing them might help you remember more.”


“Or it might make her even more confused and overstimulated than you have already made her.”


My hands begin to tremble. I splay my fingers out—try to brace them into stillness—but they keep shaking against the metal below me. The air fills with a hollow echo, a tat tat tatatattat, and my thoughts are rushing again, faster and faster, and I can’t make them stop.


I am not just a “her.”


I am not as confused as you think I am.


I am awake and—


“I have a name.” If not for the way they both jumped slightly at the words, I might not have realized they were my own this time. But I am, it seems, a fast learner.


I am a fast learner and I have a voice and I can make them listen to me—


“I have a name,” I repeat, trying out that voice again. A bit more deliberately this time, and this time the words are strong and satisfyingly clear. “I have a name. And it is not ‘her.’ ” Catelyn’s eyes mist over again, which, for all my quickness, is still a difficult reaction to understand. Her attention darts from me to the woman and back again. I sift through the tumbling currents in my mind and come back with a word: “nervous.” She looks nervous.


“Yes,” says the woman to me. “You do have a name. But do you remember it?”


A hush has fallen back over the rest of the crowd. They’re just watching me now. Waiting. Everyone is waiting on me. The shaking in my hands gets worse. It sinks into me, makes my insides tremble and my head feel like it is spinning.


Because I don’t remember.


I understand names. I know there is one that belonged to me, though I don’t know why or when or how I got it. I dig and I reach through my thoughts, but I find nothing to grab except ash and dust where my name should be.


The woman tilts her head a bit to the side. My silence doesn’t seem to surprise her as much as interest her. I seem fiercely, terribly interesting to her, and that causes a new emotion to hit me: anger. So easy to feel, and suddenly it is the only thing I want to feel. The only thing worth feeling. The only thing worth thinking.


Because what is the point of anything else if I can’t remember my name, if I couldn’t remember the name of the girl with the green eyes, or the reason I feel brightness and warmth when I look into them?


My head is full and rushing with facts, but they are facts that I want nothing to do with. Facts that seem to be taking up space and pushing out the things that matter.


And I am already so, so tired of them.


My fists clench. The shaking in my hands stops, and my insides feel solid again. Every inch of me feels solid. Strong. Like I could leap across this room and over the entire crowd, and I could run fast enough that I could escape their eyes and their whispers and everything about them—everything about all of this—that doesn’t make sense.


But I don’t do that. I leap only far enough to clear the metal bed beneath me, to jerk my wrist free of the wires that trap it, and I land directly in front of the older female. She doesn’t move. The anger in me burns stronger still, because I wanted her to move. I wanted her to fall back and away, to throw up her hands, to jump aside, to do anything except keep studying me the way she is.


I can’t stand to meet her eyes, so my gaze drops instead to the embroidered letters on the jacket she is wearing.


D-R-J-A-C-Q-U-E-L-I-N-E-C-R-O-S-S


Letters that make words—a name—that I can’t force my mind to put together, either because I don’t want her to have a name when I don’t, or because this anger is doing exactly what I am so glad to let it do: It is scorching away so many useless things. Who cares what this woman’s name is? Who cares what she is saying now, in her unconcerned voice, and with that thin-lipped smile?


Behind me, the rectangular machine that my wrist wires dangle from has started beeping more frantically. It seems to be begging a reaction from me. Each silence-splitting beep tries more urgently to cut through the warm anger that is blanketing me, protecting me.


I want it to stop.


It’s not a thought so much as a primitive need, and that need makes my muscles flex and my arm swing. My fist connects with the machine, sinks in deep, and crunches the metal face and cracks and shatters several of its blinking screens, and the whole thing topples backward, stray wires whipping through the air behind it. It crashes loudly to the floor. A heavy silence sinks over the room. No more beeping, no more nervous shuffling from the crowd—no more nothing, until the woman clears her throat from behind me. I twist back around. My fist is still clenched, and an image flashes briefly in my mind: her face crumpling, shattering the way the metal and its screens did. It was so easy to destroy that machine.


It is the easiest thing in the world, maybe. To destroy.


And destruction made the noise stop, at least for a little while.


Would destruction make this woman stop smiling like that? Is she the same as that machine?


I take a step back toward her.


And I believed my thoughts belonged to me and me alone; that this was the way things worked, the reason I had a voice that I could use only when I chose to share those thoughts. But apparently things don’t work this way at all, because though I have not said a word, this woman already seems to know exactly what I am seeing in my mind.


“I wouldn’t try it,” she says.


Footsteps punctuate her threat. From the crowd around us, several people walk forward. They all move with the same tense, practiced stride. They all carry shining black and silver objects in their hands.


Weapons.


Guns.


Destruction. They’re tools of destruction.


But the silent and broken machine behind me is proof that so am I, and so they don’t scare me.


I take another step.


Sounds of movement come then—the clicking and whining of those guns, the shuffling of feet, the tapping and scraping of uncertain fingers against the weapon metal. And then a shuffling much closer, and with it I feel a sudden pressure on my arm. I glance down and see a hand wrapped around it, just above my wrist. The hand is gripping so tightly that every vein of it is visible, every knuckle white and distinct.


“Don’t. Please.” The green-eyed girl again. Catelyn. That’s her name. It’s grown flimsy somehow, a flickering light that keeps trying to disappear back into the shadowy parts of my mind.


“Please,” she repeats. “Please listen to me, Violet.”


Everything stops with her last word. My breathing. That flickering in my mind. The awareness of everything, of anything happening around me. I see her fingers still resting on my skin, but I don’t feel them. And I just keep hearing that same word over and over:


Violet. Violet. Violet.


Again and again until even it feels strangely unreal. Incorrect. But it still refuses to flicker away. Violet. Violet. VIOLET.


A bluish-purple color seen at the end of the spectrum opposite red.


A herbaceous plant of temperate regions.


A given name.


My name?


I jerk my wrist from Catelyn’s touch. The room swirls violently as awareness crashes back into me. My awareness. Violet’s awareness. And with it comes a feeling of nothing and of everything all at once, of an ending and a beginning and a desperation to go back, back to my nameless self. I clawed so frantically for this name only minutes ago, but now that I’m holding it, the weight seems unbearable. Confusing. Loaded down with things that belonged to this Violet that Catelyn knew—things that she wants to give to me but that I can’t possibly take.


Can I?


How could anyone take something like that?


“So you have a name again,” says the woman. “An old name, but this is a new life.” Her voice lowers as she adds, “One I’ve worked very hard to give you. And don’t you ever forget that.”


My balance sways. I lean back against the cold metal bed and breathe in deep, so slow and so deep that I swear I can feel my very lungs inflating with it. Bit by bit. Breathing. A sign of life. A new life.


A life like hers? Like Catelyn’s? Like the lives of all the ones standing and staring at me?


Human. These are humans.


And they have hands like me. Feet like me. Legs and eyes and lungs and names just. Like. Me.


So why do I feel so alone here?





CHAPTER ONE


Six months later


I dive and roll across the cracked concrete floor, missing the fist swinging at me by mere centimeters.


But I take too long springing back to a formidable position. The second fist flies even faster than the first, and it cuts roughly into the curve between my neck and jaw. I feel warmth oozing, trailing down my skin.


Blood.


Why am I bleeding?


A flash of silver catches my eye. The boy who hit me doesn’t even try to keep me from looking more closely at it; his hand hangs lazily at his side, and around each of his knuckles, there is a band of metal. The edges of each band look like they’ve been filed to a rough surface. A blood-drawing surface. My eyes dart up.


He smiles at me.


All of this takes only seconds, but the distraction lasts long enough to prevent me from dodging the knee that slams into the small of my back a moment later. I fall forward, breath seizing in my throat. The palms of my hands absorb most of my weight. It stings and it stuns, but I grit my teeth and manage to find enough strength to launch myself back into the air; I flip backward and land lightly on the balls of my feet, facing my attackers.


Six of them now.


They started with two—and that was supposed to be the limit. It’s what we agreed on. But judging by the four more who have joined the fun since that agreement, and by the blood drying sticky against my neck, they seem to be rewriting the rules as we go.


So why shouldn’t I?


The one closest to me is a girl I’ve fought several times before—Emily, I think her name is. She wears a smile identical to that of Metal-Knuckles. And I know she’s quick. Much stronger than her tiny frame suggests too. Her right leg is weak, though, still recovering from a year-ago accident that shattered her kneecap; she was hobbling around on crutches the first time I met her. She seems determined to act as though that accident never happened, but my eyesight is much too sharp, my brain much too predatory, to miss the weak way her muscles quiver when she tries to brace that leg. She sees me watching those muscles. That determination in her eyes becomes almost feral.


She darts at me.


I wait until the timing is perfect, bank hard to the left and drag one leg behind me so it catches her right foot and knocks her off balance. As she tumbles, I catch her roughly by the arm and sling her forward—straight into the chest of Metal-Knuckles. The force is hard enough to knock him to the ground.


Hard enough that neither of them moves much once they’re down.


Hard enough that I’ve made my point.


I should stop.


The four still standing are hesitating a bit now. Worried, maybe, that they’ve pushed me further than they should have. But their mouths are still moving perfectly quick. Jeering, talking threats, and swearing words much braver than their body language suggests.


I should stop, I think again.


But then, it isn’t me who started it.


One of the four has a spark of bravery and lunges toward me. It’s the last clear image I have for several moments, because my vision goes mostly black after that. I glimpse flashes of light and edges of moving things, and I still hear very clearly—shouts and thumps and a scream of “Cut it out!” that I think belongs to Emily. But it’s not until something slams into my head and sends me stumbling—until I hit the ground flat on my back and I have to make a conscious effort to remember how to breathe—that my eyes manage to blink some sort of clarity back into the world around me.


Only one of the original six remains standing. He looms over me, a gun in his hand. It isn’t aimed at me though; instead, the blunt butt of it is tilted up toward my head, which makes me guess that this is what slammed into me and knocked me out of my rage.


“Are you insane?” he asks through panting breaths.


I remember the way they were all smiling at me just moments ago. And now, instead of answering his question, I simply return the gesture. He stumbles, as if I’ve physically assaulted him with my grin, and he flips the gun around and shakily points it at me. I ignore it. Likely it’s nothing more than a weak Taser gun; he’s too young to have clearance to carry much more than that around here. And if it is something stronger than that, he knows as well as I do that shooting me with it would be a mistake. It likely wouldn’t stop me, for starters, and he would end up just like his friends. And beyond that? Metal knuckles are one thing, but explaining a gunshot—and the potential damage it could do to me, to the president’s most precious tool—is something he likely wants to avoid.


So I go on smiling and ignoring Gun-Boy—his name is Josh, I recall after a split second of processing—as I climb back to my feet. In the process, I nearly step on Emily, who has managed to make it back up to a crouching position. “This was supposed to be controlled combat,” she hisses at me, swiping at the strands of hair that have escaped her disheveled ponytail.


I touch a finger to my throat, tracing the place where the metal knuckles cut in. “It seems we could all stand to work a bit on control, doesn’t it?” I say drily.


But I know she won’t be the last to hiss those words—“controlled combat”—at me today. It’s very likely I have a lecture in my future, perhaps from President Cross herself. Precious tool or not, I have parameters that I am supposed to work within here; namely, I am supposed to keep my inhuman strength in check—to give these young trainees an idea of what it’s like to fight the others like me, but to not actually put them in any sort of mortal danger.


Whether they deserve to be put in that danger or not.


Whether they outnumber me, cut me, taunt me, spit on me—it doesn’t matter what. Because to most of the people of this organization, I am not a tool they want to use. My risks, they say, outweigh my benefits: I’m unpredictable; I’m a traitor-in-waiting. . . . Pick any argument against my existence, and it’s likely I have already heard it. I was born a monstrous thing, a thing that should have been left for dead. A life that the president shouldn’t have brought back.


And maybe there is truth to some of that. Maybe not. All I know is that one step too far—one deadly “accident” with any of my opponents—would be more fuel on the fire those people would like to use to burn out my existence.


I should have stopped.


It isn’t the first time I’ve blacked out like that.


But it needs to be the last.


I glance at the screen high above us, fastened to the center of the far wall in this enclosed room. A timer counts down on it, angry red numbers telling us there are still nine minutes to go in this training session. Underneath the timer is the shaded window of the control room, which is exactly what it sounds like; everything from that timer, to the lights, the temperature, and even to the gravitational force in some of the better-equipped rooms, can be controlled from that tiny room. It also serves as an unobtrusive observation spot for instructors overseeing the scheduled sessions that take place here.


This one wasn’t scheduled, though. It was an open challenge. One I would have been better off ignoring, where Josh and Metal-Knuckles set most of the rules—which I should have known they wouldn’t bother following. They never do. I should have seen the other four, unfair additions coming long before they sauntered out of the shadowed corners and into the arena. Should have known prohibited weapons would be used.


But the alternative to stepping into this unfair fight would have been to hide, to avoid them until they forgot about their challenge—which I wasn’t going to do. These pickup sessions are the norm around here, especially among the younger, more ambitious members. Nobody says “no” to them, and I am different enough without being the one girl who does. Besides, being called things like monstrous is bad enough.


I won’t be called a coward, too.


Out of the corner of my eye, I see that two of the ones I sent to the ground have pulled themselves back to their feet. They’ve moved back to the corner bench they were sitting on at the beginning of the session, before they so eagerly entered the fray. They don’t seem to care about the still-ticking timer; they look more than finished with this little exercise, regardless of how many of the agreed-upon minutes are technically left. They aren’t the only ones either.


I head for the door.


But there are still those other four to deal with. All of them are standing now, shaking off their stupor, and they all seem to notice me at the exact same time and with the exact same, hungry-for-more-blood gleam in their eyes. Without a word they catch up, two flanking to either side of me. I keep walking, staring with all my concentration at the metal door ahead.


“Session isn’t over,” Metal-Knuckles says. His voice is viciously prideful. It’s the sort of mindless pride that I’ve found drives so many of these trainees to keep going—particularly when they really should just stop. Worse than his words, though, is how he is so close to me now that his arm brushes mine with each step we take. My entire body cringes. I hate being touched like this; his skin so intimately glancing against mine. I hate how close he is. How close they all are.


Twenty steps to go, I estimate, eyes still on the door. I breathe in deeply through my nose and exhale several times, wiggling each of my fingers through the air, one by one to the count of ten. It’s a trick Catelyn taught me to help stave off the violent blackouts.


“There are still eight minutes left,” says Metal-Knuckles, curling his way around me and attempting to block my path.


“Which is eight times as long as I need to put you permanently back on the ground.” My words don’t sound like they’re coming from me, a detachment that I’ve learned is a warning that my control is slipping. Again. Already. Maybe it’s how stiflingly thick and hot we’ve made the air in this particular training room, or how close his arm is to touching me again, but I seem to be having a harder time clearing my head than I usually do.


“Do it then.” I shouldn’t glance his way, shouldn’t pay his words any attention at all. But I do. And his smile is back.


“You know she won’t,” says Emily from somewhere on my left. She sounds like she’s getting bored with this. I try to siphon some of that boredom from her and make it my own. “She knows better, don’t you?” The question is mocking, inviting no answer from me. “Even a monster has its limits, doesn’t it?”


My hand is around her wrist, twisting it, before I realize what I’m doing.


“Let go of her!”


The other three are all in front of me in a flash, eyes wild and hands lifted slightly in gestures of almost-surrender.


Almost. The word splinters through my thoughts. Almost isn’t good enough though, is it? It’s the same voice that urged me on before my blackout, that told me I wasn’t the one who started this, but I can end it. That other voice, the one telling me to stop, that we’re finished with this, seems to have retreated so deeply back into my mind that I wonder if it was truly there to begin with.


Why should I stop?


My fingers tighten on Emily’s wrist, thumb tracing the thin bones beneath her skin. I can almost hear those bones popping already, so helpless against my strength. She utters something—a plea, a threat, something in between maybe—but it comes out more amusing little squeak than actual words. Her arm tenses.


She tries to jerk away.


Black dots flash across my sight.


But the darkness doesn’t last this time. It’s driven away by the beep of the timer resetting, reverberating through the room. I blink, and my vision clears completely as the lights go from their dimmer, hazier setting to bright and almost blinding. There’s a whir of mechanics as cool air breezes down from the massive ducts above.


Someone was watching from the control room after all, it seems. Someone who has decided this session is over.


I still can’t seem to unclench my fingers from Emily’s wrist.


“Let go of her,” repeat the others around me. I’m not listening to them, though; a new sound, a more important sound, has reached my ears: the door opening and shutting. The same person from the control room most likely, slipping in to interfere completely. I brace myself for the inevitable lecture as footsteps approach, my eyes focused on the soft indentations I’m leaving in Emily’s wrist. The voices in my head—all of them—are gone now. There is only silence beneath an odd prickling along my scalp . . . a silence that’s interrupted by a familiar voice a moment later.


“Six against one, Josh? Really? And even with those odds, I still have to intervene so you all don’t get your asses kicked. Pathetic.”


Josh holsters the gun and turns to the newcomer with a smug frown. “No one asked you to intervene, Seth.”


Instead of answering, Seth reaches for the grip I still have around Emily’s wrist. I drop my hand and jerk away from both of them the second Seth’s fingertips sweep over mine. I actually find him one of the more tolerable people in this place, largely because Catelyn seems to think I should—but I still don’t want him touching me.


That same touch, on the other hand, seems to have erased the hateful look Emily was shooting me. Her freshly grown smile is full of innocence. She’s still absently rubbing her wrist, but that smile and the rest of her focus is completely on Seth now, her eyes sweeping down over his tall frame and dark skin, and then back up to his earth-toned eyes and the half-cocked grin he’s giving the group. “Thanks,” she tells him. Then with a hasty glance at me, she holds up her wrist and adds, “I thought she was going to break it with her freakish strength.”


I consider pointing out that I still could if I wanted to, but decide it’s not worth the effort. Instead, I shove past them and continue my interrupted path for the door. I hear Seth telling them that it’s over, to not follow me. Part of me is annoyed that he stepped in. But the other part is simply glad that this time, no one tries to follow me.


•  •  •


The headquarters of the CCA—which stands for Clone Control Advocacy—seem much quieter than usual for this time of evening. I pass only a handful of people as I walk the twisting corridors back to my assigned room. Most of them hug closer to their side of the hall when they go by me, lowering their eyes and lifting their phones or communicators or whatever else they have to distract themselves with.


Exactly one person meets my gaze, though—Zach, a boy I only know because he usually hangs out around the same people as Catelyn. And I don’t know if he actually meant to look me in the eyes, but once he has, he manages to keep looking at me long enough to offer me a hello in the form of a quick head bob. Not an overly friendly gesture, but at least he’s acknowledging my existence in a halfway normal manner and not tripping over himself to get away from me.


Not that I care about the ones who are doing that.


It’s probably for the best that most aren’t like Zach, actually; there is still blood on my neck, and that strange tingling across my scalp is still there too, only it seems to be penetrating through my skull and down into my mind now. In a way, it’s even worse than those violent, warring voices in my head.


And until all of these things go away, the fewer people I have to interact with, the better.


If I believed I could get away with it, I would lock myself away from all of them indefinitely. Away from their hateful stares and words, away from these stupid training sessions—the scheduled ones or otherwise. But I have run through possible escape scenario after possible escape scenario in my brain, and they all come back with the same conclusion: The truth is, I have nowhere else to go.


Because after all, it is those stupid training sessions that have been earning me my place among these halls these past months since my “awakening”; I am a weapon, that precious tool—though not for destruction, like I first thought, but for teaching, as the president so eloquently explained to me within hours of waking me up. It gave me an objective at least. Something to cling to. A way to somewhat belong within this organization, which is the only home I’ve ever known.


Though “home” is not exactly the best way to describe it; I understand enough after all these months to realize that it is not a normal home. There are few warmly colored walls here, and none of them holds safe memories, or familiar stories, or embarrassing old family photos. People live here, but they do so in neat, orderly rows, on neat, orderly schedules that keep the CCA running. And the CCA must keep running. President Cross—the woman who woke me up, who granted me refuge within these cold walls in exchange for my cooperation—never misses an opportunity to remind us of that.


Because outside these walls, the world is a dark place.


A world growing darker every day, thanks to the ones those training simulations are meant to prepare CCA members to face: clones. An untold number of clones created by the CCA’s nemesis: a corporation known as Huxley, which, years ago, began slipping those clones quietly and certainly into the population at large. In time Huxley had created a sleeping army, brainwashed, programmed, and prepped to fight for the future this corporation envisioned. Simply waiting for the command go.


And I was one of the sleeping. I was born—created—in Huxley’s laboratories. Another monster for its ranks.


I was apparently different, though; I managed to rebel against that programming. I couldn’t tell you how, because when I woke in this place, I remembered none of what came before. I have since pieced together some things—from stolen glances at reports of the fighting between Huxley and the CCA, and from what I could squeeze out of Catelyn, who it turns out was my sister in this before-life. But the one who I most want answers from—President Cross—refuses to say much about my monstrous past. Only that I am different, and that it doesn’t matter so much where you’re born. Only where you end up. This is why I was given a second chance at life.


And why would I question being allowed to live?


For all the confusion and chaos in my head and the uncertainty in my existence, there is still a beauty to my artificially beating heart that makes me reluctant to give it up.


I manage to make it close—so close—to my room when I hear an awful word I was hoping to avoid for the rest of the evening: my name. And worse still, it’s come off the lips of Seth. I’m not especially surprised that he managed to catch up with me; he’s the adopted son of President Cross and has spent years living among these halls, so he knows them better than anybody. Including any and all shortcuts. Which partly explains how, no matter what happens around here, somehow it seems he is always in the middle of it. Even if it doesn’t concern him. Actually, especially if it doesn’t concern him, as most things—such as what happened in that training session—don’t.


“Hey,” he says as he reaches my side. At least he has the sense not to try touching me again—though when I glance at him, he’s in the middle of drawing his hand back, as if he’d at least thought about doing just that.


“Hello,” I say stiffly, only because I’ve learned that ignoring greetings rarely gets people to leave you alone anyway. I’ve also learned that when people run up to you and greet you like this, they generally have a reason for it. But the next time I glance at Seth, he’s only watching me with the same sideways grin he wore back in the training room. Which is irritating, because it forces me to keep speaking. “What do you want?”


“To say you’re welcome.”


I stop walking. “For what?”


“For getting those creeps to leave you alone. You’re welcome for that.”


I wonder if he might be joking. Even after six months, humor is still something I haven’t quite managed to grasp. And it’s especially difficult to tell with this one, because it seems like he is always wearing that bright, arrogant smile, like he’s in on some grand joke the universe has not bothered to tell anyone else.


“They should be the ones thanking you,” I say, not returning his smile. “Things would have ended badly for them if that timer had kept going.”


“Mm-hm.” He leans against the wall in front of me, partially blocking the short distance left between my room and where we stand. “And then what do you think would have happened to you?”


His question makes that tingling across my scalp worse, turns it into more of a buzzing that drowns out everything I’d been thinking of saying to try to get rid of him. So instead of speaking, I only glare for a moment before going around him, making sure to hug the right side of the wall so there’s no chance of us accidentally touching. I’ve made it perhaps ten steps before he calls to me again.


“Hey.”


“What?”


“Can I ask you something?”


I sigh, because short of ripping out his vocal cords, I doubt there is much I can do to stop him from talking. I never can stop him. It didn’t take me long to realize this—or that, unlike most of the people in here, he is indifferent to my glaring and oblivious to the fact that I could break him in half without breaking a sweat. Nothing I do, and no rumor that has started about me yet, seems to have made him afraid to follow me around and annoy me like this.


Which makes him a bit of an idiot, maybe, but it also may be the real reason I find him a bit more tolerable than most.


I don’t intend to answer whatever his question may be, but I stop all the same, and without turning around, I wait for him to finish. It takes him a moment. And then finally, in a voice not as obnoxiously loud as normal, he asks, “Do you ever wonder why she brought you back? Just so everyone here could hate you?”


The only part of me that I can manage to move right away is my head, and just barely; I tilt my face back so I can see his in the corner of my vision. He is still smiling, but it’s less arrogant than usual, and more . . . haunted. A ghost of his normal grin. This is far worse than the arrogance I have come to expect from him. I don’t like the way it makes me feel, and I don’t want to look at it anymore.


So I lie.


“No,” I say. “I never have.”


And then I turn and I walk straight to my room and shut the door, locking it behind me—something I never bothered to do before. I’ve always thought that trying to lock things out was a sign of fear. I have no use for fear. I have absorbed everything from the moment I woke up. All the dark and monstrous things in the world outside these headquarters, all the hateful words and unfair expectations inside of them—all of it. And I am afraid of none of it.


Do you ever wonder why . . . ?


I back up against the door and slide down it, onto the cold faux-marble floor. How could such a simple question turn me into a liar and door locker?


Just so everyone here could hate you?


The room in front of me is dark. Simple. Everything is clean lines and function. Bed, desk, chair, closet. It has all been designed with a purpose, just as I have been designed with a purpose.


And as confusing and chaotic as it may feel right now, I am still reluctant to give that purpose up.





CHAPTER TWO


There is only one person who knows the code to my locked room—aside from perhaps President Cross, who knows everything that happens around here. Only one other person. And I should have known that she would show up before the night was over, and that no matter how many times I told her to leave, she would still insist on staying. On battering me with an endless barrage of pointless questions.


“I’m not leaving until you tell me what happened,” Catelyn says again. She sits cross-legged on my bed, staring at me. Her eyes are far too full of spark and defiance for this time of night. We ate breakfast together at eight o’clock this morning—more than fifteen hours ago. How is she still so wide awake? I can stay awake for days on end, but she isn’t like me. In many ways, really, but the most noticeable of which is that she is completely human. All normal flesh and blood, and a brain and body that function best with regular, plentiful amounts of sleep.


But from moments like these, you would never know it.


“Violet,” she presses. “Seriously. Tell me.”


I finish wiping away the last of the blood from my neck, using one of the more ragged shirts from my closet, which I’ve dipped in the medical alcohol Catelyn brought. The disinfecting alcohol wasn’t really necessary; once I’ve cleaned away the blood, there is nothing to see except pale, smooth skin that looks as though it was never damaged in the first place. There is no scar to even face the possibility of infection. My skin cells are much more advanced than a normal human’s, and controlled by a brain that drives them to reproduce at lightning speeds in the case of minor injuries like this. Which is why I am not worried about it—and even less willing to talk about it. With the blood washed away, all signs of that training session are already gone. There is no point in carrying on about it.


But out of all the people here, Catelyn seems to have the most trouble remembering that I am not human.


Which is why she is still looking at me worriedly. Expectantly. “That looked like a lot of blood,” she says.


“And now it’s all gone, just like that,” I muse. “I’m truly a marvel of modern science.”


“I heard Emily talking in the hall a few minutes ago,” she continues as if I haven’t spoken. “She was talking about you, about your training session earlier and how you’d . . . I don’t know, gone crazy or something. That you tried to break her arm off after everyone else had already stopped fighting.”


My fingers clench around the bloodstained cloth I’m holding. “If you already heard what happened, then why on earth do you need to hear it from me, too?”


I’ve gotten better at reading tones since that first day she spoke to me, and I can almost hear the frown in her voice when she replies: “Because I thought your version of the story might be different.”


Of course it’s different. It’s less trouble, though, to simply let her take Emily’s word for things. So I shrug. “No. That’s essentially how it happened.” I reach for a clean sleeping gown and change into it before I turn back to her. “I am crazy. Completely outside my strange little mind. You should probably escape now, while you still have both your arms.”


“Shut up, idiot.”


“Don’t call me names. Name-calling is one of my triggers.”


“I’m serious, Violet. Stop being dumb.”


“I feel another violent rage com—” She flings the bed pillow in my direction, forcing me to cut off midsentence and block it. I throw it back. Harder than I meant to, maybe. She manages to catch it, but the force almost sends her toppling backward off the bed. There is a long, uncomfortable silence as she rights herself and places the pillow back at the headboard, taking the time to smooth out every wrinkle on its case before turning and doing the same thing with the sheets along the edge of the bed.


“Didn’t you stay at headquarters last night too?” I ask. “Isn’t your father going to wonder if you don’t come home tonight?”


“Our father,” she corrects, that wide-awake defiance from before flickering back into her eyes. It’s weaker than earlier, though; or perhaps now it’s just dimmed with grief. She tends to get emotional when the subject of her parents comes up.


I still can’t think of them as anything other than her parents either; though once upon a time, they really were both of our parents. And apparently we lived in our house on a beautiful tree-lined street, and we did all the things that real and perfect families do: birthday parties and dinners and picnics and after-school plays—things I have seen pictures of, things that Catelyn has told me about. She took me to that house once too, a week or so after I first woke up here with no memories of it all. It’s nice enough, I suppose. All white and grand and tall. It looks like the sort of house the now-resigned mayor of Haven would live in.


But it is not my home.


And the now-resigned mayor of Haven is not my father.


I have to credit him for attempting to be though. In the beginning of my short life, he was there soon after my awakening, and he insisted that I come home, back to stay in that grand white house that still has a room filled with all the things I used to call mine. All those things, though, are just dust-collecting reminders of how I am a stranger in my own skin. I don’t remember them. They don’t belong to me. I don’t know what does belong to me, but it is not that house, or that man Catelyn calls Father, or the woman she calls Mother, either.


That woman was there in the very beginning too. But she was quiet and fading into the background as I stepped forward, and now that single memory I have of Natalie Benson is the same way—so washed out I can hardly picture it. And there has been no chance of building bolder memories of her; she left months ago, off to live with distant family in Germany. To escape the violence, she claimed, between the CCA and Huxley, both of whose operations are focused mainly along the Atlantic Seaboard, here in this city and beyond. After everything I’ve been told “our” family went through because of these two companies, I guess it makes sense that she would want to get away from this place. To try to find peace somewhere else. Germany is a long way from Haven, North Carolina, though, and sometimes I wonder why she went so far.


I wonder what else—or who else—she may have been trying to escape from.


Do you ever wonder why . . . ? Why you were brought back? Just so all the people here could hate you?


I give my head a little shake, trying to spill Seth’s words from my brain. I can feel Catelyn staring at me, and I imagine she is thinking about the same thing I am now: what a strange pair the two of us are. And maybe wondering why she didn’t get on that same plane and escape with her mother to Germany, away from all of this. Away from the whispers and hateful words that follow me through the halls of this place. Away from me and the blood on my strange skin.


I can’t escape my own skin, though.


Yet another difference between us. Because Catelyn could escape me. I don’t know if I will ever understand why she hasn’t, particularly when I start thinking about her mother and all the ways I’m certain I am the one who drove her away, and about all the cracks my existence has cut into the foundation of that grand white house we all used to live in. But whatever the reason, Catelyn is still here. Still trying to rebuild what we were, as though that foundation could never be broken beyond repair.


The more I think about it, the more desperate I am to at least redirect the conversation away from me, if I can’t get rid of her altogether.
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