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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE LOFTING CHAMPION

          

        

      

    

    
      Larken Marche tightened her grip on her lofting crosse, twisting her hands around Martian eik wood worn smooth from overuse. The aqua ball flew toward her through the sticky heat. She swung hard for the catch—too hard. She felt the crack as soon as it happened. A glance told her that her crosse survived, but barely. Larken could tell by the weight of it that a hairline fracture hid somewhere in the soft wood. Her favorite crosse had just sacrificed itself to her obsession…and it might cost her the game if it didn’t hold.

      Larken spun, cupping the tennis-ball-sized rubber orb in her net and trying to choose one of seven goals made of wire mesh netting along the far fronton wall, equally spaced from one side of the fifty-yard-wide field to the other. Three of these were guarded by heavyset defensive players called guards, and the opposing team’s faster offensive players, repurposed to supplement their guards, closed in on two of the others. The final member of the opposing team, the forward, hovered between the last two. She couldn’t guard both, but she probably didn’t have to as the goals were toward the farthest corner, a longshot by any stretch should Larken try for either. Larken’s teammates had been caught unprepared again and had all ended up clustered behind the opposing team’s offense, sprinting to provide support for Larken. They were too slow. Much too slow.

      Larken swung her crosse. The top lagged behind the bottom as the crack grew in the shaft. It was too late to stop. The head of the stick came off and tumbled through the air before it gave up the ball. Both sailed toward the wrong goals. The guarding forward swung and connected with fragments of the crosse, sending a shower of splinters raining back at Larken. Larken ducked away too soon to see what happened next. She heard something connect with the mesh wires, but she couldn’t be sure what it was until the crowd cheered.

      Wiping dust and shards of wood from her face, Larken looked out over the crowd for the first time since the game began. She whipped her head around toward the chatter of interlopers swarming the field in blues, whites, and grays. Sweat stung her eyes. Larken motioned furiously to the swell of fans rushing the field. Back! Back before they cost her the game. Nobody stopped.

      Hands seized her waist and lifted her into the air in one violent thrust. Rapturous screams echoed across the sports field, bounced over the heads of high-school students, and confirmed the game was over and Brighton Bison had won.

      The other Bison forward rushed in from the bench and pushed her hands under Larken’s thighs, hoisting her even higher. More girls in Brighton-blue jerseys flocked to the trio. Larken rode atop too many shoulders to count. Across the field, Larken made out her coach’s angular features gleaming with pride.

      

      Steaming shower water swept away well-earned sweat. Larken’s skin shrieked under the near-scalding heat. The steady beat of the droplets cleared her mind to that moment when the ball left her crosse and hurled its way into the net.

      Endorphins pushed against other thoughts that too frequently crowded her mind. After the cheering and the celebration that Molly no doubt had in store, Larken would be herself again, and her old problems would return. But for now, she left the clutter of unsigned notes under her bed in the bottom of her makeup case and focused only on the sweet sensation of victory.

      She closed her eyes and let the water trickle through her hair. Yes, later, she would deal with her mysterious benefactor. Much, much later.

      Larken toweled off and donned sandals with a throwback bright yellow sundress. The synthetic fibers scratched against her freshly scrubbed skin, causing her to shimmy her shoulders in search of comfort she couldn’t find.

      “I can’t believe how your brother turned out,” Molly Kostic whispered. She wore a grin Larken sometimes saw when they talked about their love for the local shop called Voodoo Doughnuts and the unique pastries they created. Molly’s eyes were locked on something in the distance beyond the locker room door that she had propped open with her left foot. Larken ignored the comment as she pushed through the opening.

      “I mean…damn,” Molly said, following closely behind. “He shot up, didn’t he?”

      True enough. Larken’s brother stood half a head over a group of boys in an overgrown courtyard. He’d grown as quickly as the weeds that had dominated their lonely square for each of the ten summers they’d spent at Brighton Academy. Year eleven wasn’t looking good either as clover fanned away from the lonely gazebo at the bottom of the hill.

      “Are you sure you’re twins?” Molly persisted, asking the same question for the billionth time.

      “Fraternal,” Larken said. Again.

      “That curly hair of his,” Molly said, egging Larken on. “I could just run my hands through that and⁠—”

      “Ugh,” Larken said. “Someday, you’ll learn that not everyone wants to know everything about you. How’d you get that way having a mom like yours?”

      Larken ran her hands through her hair. It was the same color as Oliver’s, yet not kinky unless the humidity was over eighty percent. Molly leered as though Oliver had become a chocolate eclair.

      “Two moms,” Molly reminded her. “Only one is an uptight lawyer. And all I’m saying is maybe I’ll break off a piece of...”

      “Just stop, Molly.”

      Larken shuddered and faked gagging. She examined her brother from afar, following the gaze of Molly’s brown-black eyes. The same deep blue eyes in which others lost themselves were just Oliver to her.

      “What would you think if I date him?” Molly continued.

      Larken shook her head. Molly was many things including a great ally, but her relationships all seemed to fail tragically.

      “Why Oliver? You can literally get any boy you want.”

      “Why not Oliver? He’s smart, funny, and everyone likes him even if he is a bit bookish,” Molly said. “Besides, I’d be good for him.”

      “Oh, in that case…”

      Larken shoved her way past Molly. She knew Molly too well. It grated on her that Molly was asking her for permission to date Oliver because in reality once Molly put her mind on someone, very little stopped her. Larken stared at Molly without words, trying to divine from her eager eyes if Oliver was just another of Molly’s passing fancies, like when she absolutely had to have a keyboard synthesizer and yet never bothered learning to play once she had one. Molly chewed on her bottom lip, looking more innocent than she had ever actually been.

      “No thanks,” Larken said as she gave Molly a stern look. An untimely lock of hair fell into her face. She blew at it furiously, but the stubborn thing fell again into her eyes, diffusing her glare. Molly skipped to the next item on her list.

      “Celebration then,” she said as though nothing had happened. “Replicated doughnuts and cider.”

      “How can I resist?”

      

      The doughnuts were jelly-filled glory. Larken licked the raspberry syrup on her lips as the pair left Molly’s jelly-emptied donut carcasses for the automated robot MiniMaid to collect later. The hallway walls arched high over their heads as they walked side by side. Larken examined the figures on the walls of children in different uniforms while Molly did her best-friend duty and gushed about Larken’s earlier performance in the match.

      “Every uniform the school adopted since its founding,” said a woman’s voice. “That was in the grand old days of the twenty-twenties.”

      Larken looked up to see a mousy-looking woman with green eyes and greener hair staring down over a pair of what Larken already knew were augmentation specs.

      “That makes Brighton Academy a hundred and eighty years old.”

      Larken stifled a giggle as she caught Molly mouthing along to the words.

      “Good evening, Ms. Carrish,” Larken said.

      “Well done tonight, Larken. You’ve earned the right to wear that uniform. Do you remember what the colors stand for? Blue, white, and gray. Loyalty, honor, and determination.”

      “And determination,” trailed Molly a little too slowly. Ms. Carrish didn’t seem to notice.

      “You showed all three on the court today. Well done.”

      Larken beamed from the compliment while Ms. Carrish pulled herself away from her and clipped down the hallway in her low heels. The very last uniform of the hallway was the modern-day suit jacket with a priest collar over a traditional pleated skirt of blue and white plaid.

      “You showed all three today,” Molly said, speaking through her nose and shoving imaginary glasses over the bridge. She burst out laughing, and Larken joined in.

      “Jocelyn’s going to be pissed that we didn’t bring her any doughnuts,” Larken commented.

      “If she wants doughnuts, she can join the lofting team and earn them like you did,” Molly suggested with a wide smile.

      “Riiiight,” Larken said. “You know how sensitive she can be sometimes. Want to swing by the cafeteria and see if we can replicate her some?”

      “You can,” Molly replied. “I’ve got to go see Oliver.”

      Larken glared.

      “I’m joking. Just going back to the room,” Molly said.

      They parted ways in the hallway, Larken heading toward the modest cafeteria on the first floor and Molly heading toward the stairs that granted access to the second floor and the girls’ dormitory wing.

      

      Larken decided after four failed attempts, one of which produced a doughnut that was solid and black like a hockey puck, that it was time to give up on the doughnuts. Her skills lay entirely in the lofting domain and definitely not in food replication. No amount of wishing or well-meaning was going to make her a better cook.

      Neither Molly nor Jocelyn moved when Larken entered their shared dormitory room empty-handed. Jocelyn sat in her usual position, propped atop her pink dragon-adorned blanket, one leg tucked under the other. There wasn’t a hiccup in her rapid-fire hand movements. Beside her, an intensely focused Molly sat with her back to the Larken, bobbing along with her head in rhythm to Jocelyn’s motions. The only sign that either had noticed her enter was their voices dying down to whispers until Molly stopped mid-whisper and turned, wearing a thin, secretive smile.

      “Kansas City is playing tonight,” Jocelyn reminded the group as though there hadn’t just been voracious whispering moments earlier. Jocelyn reached for a fist-sized rubber figurine on the window ledge near the head.

      Larken couldn’t help but follow Jocelyn’s hands but caught her eyes drifting up to look through the window beyond. The two wings of the school splayed out like spokes that joined together in a small courtyard. Clouds blotted out the sun, and rain clouds gathered in the distance. Darkness lay over everything, turning the bright greens of the flower-packed landscape drab and empty. She exhaled slowly. A lofting game could help settle her unease at Molly’s earlier disclosure.

      “Who are they playing?”

      “Angels versus the Passion,” Jocelyn replied, shrugging as though the Mobile Passion weren’t her favorite team. Larken’s head snapped downward to meet Jocelyn’s eyes.

      “Mobile Passion? I bet they have the game on in the lobby,” Larken replied.

      “Not Mobile. The Newark Passion,” Molly smirked.

      Larken laughed.

      “That would be a bloodbath,” she said. “Could you imagine? Even if Newark were a major league team, they would be slaughtered in minutes.”

      “Maybe,” said Jocelyn. “But remember the Olympics tournament last year? Some of those minor league players are good.”

      “There were like three minor league players on the Nigerian team,” Larken replied. “And none anywhere else in the league. But that’s Nigeria. Newark doesn’t remotely compare. They don’t take their lofting seriously enough.”

      “Nobody takes their lofting seriously enough for you, do they? Just because not everyone can make a thirty-yard goal at crunch time and win a game doesn’t mean they’re not serious,” Molly said with a smile. “Want to watch in the lobby?”

      Larken suspected Molly wasn’t remotely interested in the match, and she could tell by the look on Jocelyn’s face that Jocelyn didn’t believe that to be the case either.

      “You just want to see if Oliver is down there,” teased Jocelyn. Larken’s teeth clenched together as she tried to pull her lips into a smile and laugh it off.

      “There’s a bigger holovid,” Molly said.

      Larken committed herself mentally not to get involved but to focus on the match. If she ignored Molly’s obsession, perhaps she could navigate the turbulent relationship waters unscathed. Besides, what was the likelihood that book-smart Oliver would find Molly to be romance material?

      “If we go down now, we might get lucky. Seeing the players’ faces for a change would be nice.” Larken caught Jocelyn’s blush. “No offense, Jocelyn. Your holovid is nice too. Really.”

      Barely a square foot and fourteen inches high, Jocelyn’s portable holovid made it challenging to make out the lofting ball.

      “We can watch it in 2D in the library,” Jocelyn offered.

      “Lobby, girls. Lobby,” Molly insisted.

      “Do you think the meta-lab has it on their approved list?” Jocelyn added as though she hadn’t heard.

      Larken shivered a little at the idea of the cold rubberized haptic suit against her skin. She and Molly had suffered through those suits for the bi-annual International Lofting Championships. Once Larken had gotten past the itching and figured out how to tamp down the impulse to continually pull at the material when it wedged into unwelcome places, the experience hadn’t been that horrible. Adding the approval process and waitlist, the experience was too mediocre in the school’s sub-par haptic gear for the effort involved. “By the time we get in, the match will be half over.”

      “Okay, lobby then,” Jocelyn finally agreed, running her thin fingers over the statuette she’d retrieved. Larken’s eyes fell from the courtyard of the figure Jocelyn held just under five inches tall. A sallow face peeked out between Jocelyn’s fingers as she stroked a head with her thumb. Pointed ears adorned the sides, and the entire body was covered in thin fur. Claws extended from beneath Jocelyn’s palm.

      “What is that ugly one?”

      “Gulmen. She’s the demon goddess who birthed Europa and Ganymede,” Jocelyn replied, turning the hairy creature over to expose its distended belly. “Then she tried to eat them.”

      “What’s with gods always trying to eat other gods?” Larken asked, thinking about her western civilization history lessons.

      Jocelyn eyed her figurine, and Larken as she heaved her body upward, rolling forward to a sitting position again.

      “No idea,” she said. “I thought she looked neat.”

      “Neat isn’t what I’d call her,” Molly said, her face scrunched up into a look of repulsion. “That one’s almost as bad as…what was that other one you had? Vrenofed?”

      “Yep, Vrenofed,” Jocelyn laughed, pulling to her feet. “Yeah, that one’s pretty disgusting. She ate her children, then vomited them out into Saturn’s sky, making the entire satellite belt.”

      She stood and jammed the demon goddess into her pocket. Jocelyn smiled impishly at Larken. “Gulmen is also the goddess of good luck. For the Passion.”

      

      Gulmen may have been helping someone, but it wasn’t Larken. The holovid might have been showing the game when they emerged into the expansive common room from the hallway. It might also not have been. Larken had no way of knowing through the stragglers of schoolchildren who had already gathered around it.

      Peeking over the head of a shorter boy, she saw that it was the game. In the lower right, she read the score: Angels were up by two already, an almost impossible score to overcome in a balanced match. Molly took less than half a second to examine the situation and turn to head back to the room.

      “I’m not watching here,” she said. Jocelyn turned to follow. Larken didn’t. She scanned the room for her brother. He wasn’t there.

      “You two go ahead,” she said. It was either watch in the common area or try to make out tiny figurines dancing atop Jocelyn’s holovid.

      “Suit yourself,” Molly said. Larken let the offense roll off and walked to the other side of the holovid. Oliver hadn’t been concealed by the players either. She scanned the room again but still didn’t see him.

      A rumble of thunder tumbled through the walls, causing the sensitive and almost obsolete holovid to flicker a thin flash of static in three dimensions. A storm approached outside. Giving up on the holovid and about to head back to her room, Larken glanced through the window at the clouds gathering above. It would be a raucous one. Movement trapped her mid-glance and held her. She squinted through the far window, then stepped around three students to get close to it. She made out three figures gathered under the gazebo in the far distance. She recognized Oliver from his stance with one hand resting on his hip.

      A few minutes later, Larken emerged in the courtyard. Another roll of thunder shook the air. Cold had invaded and replaced earlier warm summer heat with a night’s chill. Shivering, she folded her arms and stepped into the darkness, carefully keeping the people in the pavilion in sight.

      “Oliver,” she called when she got close, and one of the faces turned. A grin appeared, followed by a wave and a long arm motioning her to come.

      “Larken,” he said. When she was close enough that she didn’t have to yell, he said in a low voice—almost a secretive whisper, “Meet Elijah.”

      From her vantagepoint, she only saw the back of Elijah’s head. When the boy turned to face her, she sucked in her breath. Eye color and gender aside, the boy looked exactly like the face she saw in the morning mirror.

      “Elijah just transferred here from Our Lady Guadalupe in Dallas.”

      Larken’s new twin stuck a hand out.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said, his voice cracking as Oliver’s did sometimes.

      “Larken,” she announced, shaking Elijah’s hand. Then she noticed a slight girl standing in the shadows beyond. The girl shared Molly’s splotchy oversized freckles.

      “Via,” the girl said. “I’m Via. Like the way. Or the road. I prefer the way. Sometimes I say it’s like the journey, but that’s not exactly correct.”

      Then she shut her mouth and stared through Larken toward the main house.

      “What the hell is going on?” Larken asked, eyes stabbing at Elijah. “Where did you come from?”

      “I ran into him after you left earlier,” Oliver said.

      “I’m not from Our Lady Guadalupe,” Via offered, though nobody asked. “I’m from the TX-9001 group home in California.”

      A monotone rode in her voice as if only facts existed behind those reddish-brown eyes. Larken thought she’d finished and was about to speak again when Via continued.

      “I’ve always wanted a sister,” Via said and glanced at Larken with a half-smile while her eyes never settled for longer than a half-second. Larken’s teeth ground as she processed the creepy stare.

      “There you are!” A voice called out from the direction of the main building. Larken turned toward the voice though she already knew to whom it belonged.

      “There you are,” echoed Jocelyn. “Whoa.”

      The pair stopped their advance as their faces turned to each in turn. Molly was the first to break the silence as her eyes fell firmly upon Oliver.

      “Now this is interesting,” she said, licking her lips even though the sheen revealed that they were already well-saturated with gloss. She glanced back from Larken to Elijah. “There are two of you, Larken. You do make a handsome boy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            STOLEN KISSES

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly couldn’t hide her smile when she ran into Oliver in the wide hallway before her first class the next day. Falling into step beside him, she gave him a quick hip bump and then giggled as his head jerked around.

      “She’s not here,” Molly whispered. “Not yet anyway. It’s fine if you want to kiss me.”

      Molly knew he wasn’t about to kiss her. Not in the hallway where there were spies who eavesdropped on every action. Of course, that was all in Oliver’s head, which in Molly’s opinion Oliver spent too much time listening to. And he seemed fixated on the irritating idea that Larken wouldn’t approve of Molly and Oliver dating (which Larken had all but confirmed the day before). Molly tried to snake her fingers into Oliver’s but he pulled away. Oliver turned toward her, his eyes gentle and unblinking as they stared into hers.

      “I love you, Molly, but I wish you wouldn’t do that,” Oliver told her, focused on navigating through the other students. “If we just started making out in the hallways, she’s going to know that we’ve been hiding from her.”

      “And whose idea was that anyway?”

      Three months. Three long and torturous months of clandestine hand-holding and stolen kisses. And the absolute worst part was that it had also been three long months of lying to not only Larken but also to Jocelyn. Well, until yesterday anyway. One down, one to go.

      Oliver gave a weak smile and responded the same way he always did.

      “Soon,” he said, following up with a wink.

      “Sooner than you think, lover boy,” Molly said, winking back. Jocelyn couldn’t keep secrets. Now that Molly had hinted at her and Oliver as a thing, Jocelyn would let it out. The question was how would Larken react?

      A girl in an Angels T-shirt passed her by and gave them a suspicious glance.

      “Keep your voice down,” Oliver whispered harshly. The girl turned as she passed and stared even harder at her than before. Oliver was many things, but he was not skilled at keeping secrets. His face went bright red the longer the girl stared. Molly glared back and gave the girl a quick lift of her eyebrows and nod farther down the hall. The girl ducked her head and sped away. Molly tried for Oliver’s hand one last time as they approached their Advanced Biology classroom. He yanked his hand back away from hers.

      “Larken’s in your next class,” he said. “Not so fast, okay? I really want her to be okay with us.”

      “No promises,” she told him as he continued down the hallway without her. Oliver didn’t look back, but Molly saw a distinct shrug as he walked, letting her know that he heard her. Just in time too. A second later, Larken rounded a corner nearby and flashed Oliver a smile before her eyes fell on Molly.

      “Hey,” she said as she approached. “Ready for Advanced Biology?”

      “Prepared, yes,” Molly replied. “Ready to deal with more of the same bullshit from Anthony Lee and Human Pride Movement Lite? No, I’d say never ready for any of Anthony’s bullshit. And you know he likes to get under Ms. Carrish’s skin, right?”

      “He does have guts,” Larken said. “That’s at least something I guess.”

      “I wouldn’t have dated him if he had no redeeming qualities,” Molly attested. “But his end at courage.”

      “Maybe,” Larken replied. “Not sure that you’ve always been so picky. And even when you were going out with him, Anthony was a bit of a problem.”

      “Not like he is now,” Molly said. “And he didn’t have the entourage then either. Something changed in him after we broke up. It’s like he turned mean.”

      “Meaner. Or maybe he was faking being nice,” Larken said.

      “Yeah, or that. Ready to go in?”

      With that, they took their usual seats near the front of the classroom.

      Molly watched a year of abstinence disappear as Larken shoved her scarred gray stylus between her teeth. Larken had gotten better about it, really. Something was causing this resurgence, and Molly had a suspicion that her possible relationship with Oliver hovered near the front of Larken’s mind.

      “Great game,” someone commented in a loud whisper. Molly nodded in response. The question was probably directed at Larken since she was the star of the previous evening’s match. Molly found lofting a welcome pastime, but she didn’t take it nearly as seriously as Larken did with her nightly practices.

      A cracking sound drew Molly’s attention to the stylus that Larken gnawed on like a dog bone. Larken stopped for a second when she saw Molly. Only for a second. Larken pounced on the stylus again. Ms. Carrish’s throat-clearing warning stopped Larken this time. Larken pulled the stick from between her teeth and placed the dripping thing on the corner of her desk.

      Yes, something was definitely wrong.

      Molly tapped her fingers against the edge of her desk to get Larken’s attention. Larken didn’t seem to notice. Molly tapped harder while Ms. Carrish explained once again how the cloning process operated. It was stuff Larken and Molly had already learned, and Molly never focused intently on Ms. Carrish’s instruction anyway, but still, Molly got no response. Finally, Larken turned her head, ponytail flipping around behind.

      “What?” she whispered loudly enough that Ms. Carrish shot them both a glare, and Larken turned her gaze downward. And at that moment, Molly saw the sandy-brown hair and Larken-doppelganger face of Elijah peering through the window. She scrunched up her eyes.

      “Why aren’t you in class?” she mouthed.

      Elijah’s eyes were focused on the wider room and the other students within. Even if not, reading Larken’s lips through the thick glass was tricky, assuming Elijah even knew how to read lips. Molly tried to shoo him away as Ms. Carrish continued her lecture. Her subtle motions had no apparent effect. Elijah seemed engrossed in whatever was happening inside the classroom from his vantage point in the yard.

      “The test will cover the cloning and modeling process, industries, and key players like Dr. Alexander Toussaint, going in-depth into his revolutionary lab in League City, Texas,” Ms. Carrish said. “Gallatin Hamilton and Beckett-Madeline Enterprises will also be covered…”

      Elijah wouldn’t leave. His face was pressed into the window, and Molly clearly heard a group of students behind her chittering excitedly. She motioned once again and then turned to Larken, who finally paid attention. Molly motioned toward Elijah with her eyes darting back and forth between Larken and the tiny window that overlooked the courtyard. When Larken finally looked and saw Elijah just beyond, peeking through the glass, Ms. Carrish seemed to notice too and turned at the same time. Elijah ducked from view just in time.

      Ms. Carrish swiveled back, but Elijah was faster. A giggle worked through the crowd when Ms. Carrish’s eyebrows knitted together for a second, staring at the empty space Elijah’s face once occupied. She shrugged and continued her lecture without breaking stride.

      The classroom holocube was a several generations-old holovision that had probably been around before the Larken could walk. At Ms. Carrish’s direction, it displayed a medium-height man with kinky black hair spread out in a halo. Deep azure eyes—almost as blue as Oliver’s—peered out of warm, tanned cheeks.

      Anthony Lee raised his infernal hand.

      “Anthony?”

      “What happened to the clones? You said thirty hatched and proved his experiment. What happened to the rest?”

      Ms. Carrish pulled her glasses down from her face and wiped them on the corner of her shirt, exposing her rotund belly, eliciting another round of giggles from the first row. Ms. Carrish replaced the glasses on the bridge of her nose, none the wiser.

      “Nobody knows that, Anthony. With all that had happened, Dr. Toussaint lost a lot of paperwork. After publishing what’s now considered a foundational paper in cloning, he abandoned his work. He hasn’t been seen in public since.”

      “My dad says it serves him right that his woman left him,” Anthony fucking Lee continued, unprompted. “He says anybody bringing more shills into this world should suffer.”

      Students, even Anthony, rarely used the word “shill,” especially not in front of teachers. Ms. Carrish let out something that might have been a sneeze, which knocked her glasses halfway down her nose. Using the index finger of her left hand, she shoved the glasses back up.

      “Anthony,” she corrected, “I let you all use exactly one swear word in this classroom. Do you remember which one it is?”

      “Fuck?” someone guessed wrongly.

      “Shit?”

      More giggles.

      “Damn. It’s damn,” someone else swore.

      Molly knew the word was “bloody.” The class went through the same exercise almost once a week, trying out every curse word they could think of. Ms. Carrish raised her hand, and the deluge of swearing diminished to a slow roar and then into silence.

      “It most certainly is not ‘shill,’” she corrected. “Try again, Anthony.”

      “My dad says that anyone who helps create more clones⁠—”

      “Models, Anthony. Just say ‘models.’ That’s what they are. Do you know why they’re models and not clones? It’s on the final.”

      Jocelyn’s hand shot up in the back of the classroom.

      “Jocelyn,” Ms. Carrish called. “Can you tell Anthony the difference?”

      “Clones are direct copies of real, living humans without modifications. Models are bioengineered. They start with cloning human DNA, but then add things like strength modifiers and tune intelligence levels to prepare them for the industry they’ll be working in.”

      “Correct. Anthony, care to try one more time?”

      Anthony did not want to try again. Their brief “dating” experience had taught Molly all the signs. His beet-red face and habitual gnawing on his upper lip were definite signs of an impending explosion.

      “Models and model sympathizers should all be shot,” he retorted and slammed back into his seat. Three loud voices of indeterminate sources shouted in agreement.

      “Shills will not replace us,” came another, softer voice from the crowd. The voice was Anthony’s second, Susan Priest. No surprise there. The stern look on Ms. Carrish’s face told Molly that Ms. Carrish knew exactly who it was.

      “Anthony, Susan, Isaac, and Sun,” Ms. Carrish said, rounding up the usual suspects and pointing to each in turn. “To the office. Now. Detention.”

      Three of the four left the room. Anthony stopped short and turned his full head of black hair so that he could scowl. When he did, Elijah’s head bobbed into view. Anthony’s eyes darted toward Molly and back to Elijah in the half-second before Elijah disappeared again. Then Anthony’s eyebrows furrowed. The corner of his lips curled up into a smile.

      “My dad’s right,” he blurted out. “The education system is corrupt.”

      As Molly watched, Anthony sucked in air, filling his chest to prepare for another tirade of words, but he was cut off.

      “Leave, Anthony. Now,” Ms. Carrish said, staring and drilling holes through everyone she flagged until she landed her gaze on Anthony, who took the cue to straighten up and let his breath out as a single long sigh. Then, he followed the others from the room. Ms. Carrish glanced at the projected time on the wall above the door.

      “Class, we’re late for lab, thanks to that interruption. Gather your things, and we’ll head over. Today, we’re going to try out the Southern Blot. Then, if we have time, the Northern.”

      “Ms. Carrish,” a voice called out. “Simulation lab or wet lab?”

      “I don’t think we have time for the wet lab setup today. Simulation only. Everyone, flip your goggles into augmented mode when you get them. I’ll be there in just a moment.”

      Larken gathered her things. She glanced at Molly, who was too preoccupied loading her bag to notice. A side-glance toward Jocelyn told Molly that Jocelyn had also seen Elijah’s face in the window. The girl tried to emulate Larken’s single-minded focus, but her telltale blush gave her away—that and the fact that she couldn’t keep her eyes from sliding in Larken’s direction.

      “Larken, Molly,” Ms. Carrish said. “Come up here, please.”

      Larken shoved her pinamu tablet into her bag. Had she known that they were watching a display on the desktop classroom holovid in the front of the room, she might not have pulled the clipboard-sized device out in the first place. The class-specific pinamu held her book and class notes in it, in the rare occasion that she bothered with notes. Larken reached in after it and pulled what was left of her stylus back toward her teeth Ms. Carrish stared directly at her as she tilted it toward her mouth while Molly cringed. Larken clamped her mouth shut before biting and shoved the stylus into her waiting pocket. Then she shouldered her bag and took the long walk from the middle of her room up to the teacher’s desk with Larken right behind her.

      “Girls,” Ms. Carrish said, her glasses back on her face. Even though she said “girls,” her focus was entirely on Laken. “Tell your brother that if he wants to get your attention during my class, he should have a legitimate reason. I’d accept family emergencies or bringing your pinamu to class if you forgot it. Something like that. And if that’s the case, he should have no problem getting an actual permission slip. Am I clear?”

      “That’s not my brother, Ms. Carrish,” Larken said.

      The thinly veiled accusation Molly had witnessed in Anthony’s eyes only echoed what she’d been wondering. How could Elijah look so much like Larken and not be related? Playing Elijah off as her brother would have at least kept the teacher’s lounge from collectively wondering the same thing. Molly watched Ms. Carrish’s face as the woman processed the information. An accommodating smile followed confusion as one eyebrow went up.

      “All the more reason not to have whoever it is interrupting my class,” Ms. Carrish said. Then, almost as an afterthought, she said, “It’s uncanny how much that boy looks like you. Are you sure that wasn’t Oliver?”

      “Ms. Carrish, Larken’s twin is fraternal. He doesn’t look like her at all,” Molly interjected.

      “Good use of your genetics vocabulary, Molly. I see. How interesting.”

      “I think my glasses are broken,” a meek voice chimed in. It was the same girl who had asked about simulation versus wet lab.

      “Let me see,” Ms. Carrish said, which Molly took as a dismissal to begin their lab work. She turned away at the same time as Larken, and they made their way toward the door that connected the small classroom to the uncomfortable stools and hideous goggles.

      “That’s going to be trouble,” Larken whispered. “Did you see how Anthony ogled Elijah?”

      “Like he wanted to date him,” Jocelyn said, causing Molly to jump. She hadn’t expected Jocelyn to be with them yet. Molly then let out a nervous laugh.

      “More like he wanted to kill him. Or Larken. That’s bad,” Molly said. She shot Jocelyn a disapproving look to reprimand her for what Molly considered a bad joke.

      “It’ll be worse if he catches Elijah and Larken together. I saw it on his face. He thinks Elijah’s a clone, and seeing them side-by-side would prove it to him.”

      “Via seems like what would happen if you and Oliver had kids, down to the unfortunate personality defect,” said Jocelyn and then immediately grit her teeth and squirmed where she stood.

      “Shut up, Jocelyn. That doesn’t help,” Molly said. She had to admit to herself that it was true.

      “I’m telling you, Anthony’s going to be a problem. He and Human-Pride Movement Lite over there. He’s telling them right now that you’re a shill.”

      “And he’s usually so friendly,” Molly mocked. “I’m not a model, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “Identical,” Jocelyn tactlessly reminded her. “I mean, did you see the shape of his eyes? Elijah looks just like you. Exactly. Not sort of. Not kind of. Exactly.”

      “Well, not exactly,” Larken interrupted, grinning. “I’ll bet he has a penis, and last time I checked, none of us do.”

      Larken chuckled, and Jocelyn breathed out a thin sigh. It was a joke. And models weren’t identical—just sort of the same anyway. So it didn’t really mean anything to say, but it diffused some of the tension anyway. She took it a little further.

      “Besides,” Molly said, “you have a pasty-white, round face, and he has an oval one.”

      “What?”

      “His face. You have the same nose, eyebrows, and hair color. But his face is thinner, and he has an Adam’s apple. He looks a lot like you, but if brainless Anthony bothers to think about it, there are some obvious differences.”

      Not all of that was true, and none of it changed things for anyone who knew that models didn’t look like each other. It was good to hear the words even if they didn’t still Larken’s growing fears. She fished her stylus back out of her pocket and shoved it between her teeth.

      “Seriously, Larken, you need to stop. That thing will die, and then you won’t have a stylus. Or teeth.”

      Larken ignored the advice and bit down firmly. The existing cracks now extended the length of the tube.

      “There’s a protest downtown today,” Molly said.

      “And?”

      “Jocelyn wants to sneak out,” Molly whispered.

      “I can’t go. I’m busy,” Larken replied.

      “Doing what?”

      Larken feigned hurt and didn’t answer as they entered the lab. Molly’s eyes fell to Anthony, already back and diligently starting his assignment. Whatever penalty they’d received, he’d been cowed into not making eye contact with anyone. Sun Selinsky sat with him, and the two nudged at something invisible.

      “Serves them right,” Molly said, nodding toward the pair. “What do you think happened at the office?”

      “I hope they got a week’s worth of detention,” Larken answered. “Poor HPM Lite. No more harassing students in the hallways. For now.”

      Molly stared at Anthony. She could tell he knew she was looking, but he didn’t look up once.

      Molly and Larken worked their way through the other students toward the back of the laboratory room, far to the opposite side from Anthony and Sun. No point in taking chances, as bitter as they were. Molly eased onto a stool just high enough that her feet couldn’t touch the ground (and just low enough that her feet couldn’t sit on the attached footrest). Whoever designed laboratory stools seemed determined to use reverse ergonomics to keep the occupant awake.

      “Turn on your goggles and select the Southern Blot lab,” said Ms. Carrish. “Then you can go through the steps as outlined. We’re working with DNA first.”

      Molly stalled Larken from putting on her goggles while everyone else did. Then they both watched the other lab students waving their hands around in front of their faces. Larken smirked and shook her head.

      “It’s like a tortured dance routine.”

      Larken giggled, and Molly couldn’t help smiling at the relaxed response.

      “I guess we better get started,” Larken said. The pair donned their goggles at the same time. A shallow tray with sixteen wells appeared before her on the counter. At the bottom of each well was sample DNA for testing. Two droppers accompanied as well as a Southern Blot tray. Molly looked past the projected visuals to see Susan in her direct line of sight.

      “Look over there,” Molly said. “Susan is by herself.”

      Larken held a dropper over one of the sample slots, and thick scrunched eyebrows told Molly that her focus remained on the classwork.

      A tall man in a business suit stumbled through the lab doorway.

      “You’re interrupting my class,” Ms. Carrish said, staring at him over her goggles.

      Students took notice and dropped their imaginary pipettes. The entire classroom followed Ms. Carrish’s gaze—including Larken, though she resisted longer than most.

      “Ms. Carrish, a word,” the man said.

      Ms. Carrish nodded sharply.

      “Mr. Beverly. What can I do for you?”

      “In private, please.”

      The two walked out into the hall. Anthony grinned (he always looked creepy when he did) and rose from his stool. Then it was as though he couldn’t decide what to do next, so he stood like a sadistic lost puppy.

      The door slowly swung shut behind the teachers and the class—mostly. Since the door had been broken for half the year, an inch gap remained. Students looked around nervously, unsure whether to return to their lab work and pretend not to be able to hear or focus on squeezing out every tantalizing detail.

      “…governor signed a state law. It’s about viewpoint diversity, Carol.”

      “Anthony spoke about shills and spewed Human Pride Movement talking points in my class. He was being disruptive.”

      “The law says that we have to entertain all different perspectives.”

      “He said, ‘Anybody bringing more shills into this world should suffer.’ He said they should be shot. And you want me to let Anthony Lee say things like that in my classroom?”

      “He didn’t say that. His father said that, and he only told you what his father said.”

      “No. And what about the chanting, Dick. That’s hate speech. The law doesn’t allow that, and neither will I.”

      “You don’t get to choose, Carol. Your job is to teach. Period. Children can say what they want if they aren’t being disruptive.”

      Molly could imagine Ms. Carrish furiously shoving her glasses up her nose.

      “What about the other students? You want me to let those kids turn my classroom into an HPM rally?”

      “You’re overreacting, Carol. They were out of line, yes. But they didn’t need to come to the office. And they certainly didn’t deserve detention.”

      “You gave them detention, Richard.”

      Molly snickered.

      “On your recommendation. We can’t afford the governor to come down here and cut our funding.” His voice fell to a sharp whisper—useless given the width of the door gap. “What do you think Anthony’s father will do? His best friend is on the governor’s staff.”

      “If you expect me to play that bullshit game, you’ll have to fire me. I’m not teaching in a class like that.”

      The door swung open hard enough to slam the knob into the wall, echoing down the hall.

      “Anthony Lee, pack your bags. Get out of my class.”

      Molly gasped and saw Larken doing the same. Anthony’s grin disappeared as he collected up his belongings in slow motion.

      “Anthony Teregard Lee, don’t stall. And you can tell your father to call me if he wants to discuss your behavior.”

      Molly caught a glimpse of Principal Beverly fleeing in the background. Larken’s stylus returned to her mouth and cracked in two between her teeth.

      “Told you,” Molly reminded her.

      “I know.” Larken held the pockmarked pieces before her.

      Molly hated that she was still on the campus where people like Anthony were far too familiar. Her eyes floated over to Jocelyn, who stared at Larken impatiently, probably wondering what Larken’s response would be to the prospect of sneaking out later. Molly’s attention turned to Larken as well, who finally seemed to sense Larken’s gaze. With an aggravated half-smile, Larken nodded, and Molly exhaled. Some time off-campus might be precisely the thing Larken needed to clear her mind and maybe lighten up a bit.

      And it would give Molly time to see Oliver unchaperoned.
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      Larken’s next three classes passed in a blur. The three o’clock bell announced her last class of the day. She flowed with a wave of students through the saturated hallway toward Literary Arts, where Larken was certain at least one student would die from boredom at the monotone of Mr. Bernhild’s lecture.

      “How’s Oliver?” one boy who had fallen into step with her asked.

      “Okay, I guess,” she replied, raising her eyebrows at the question. He seemed sincere when she examined him, so she thought for a second about how to respond without being rude. Then she noticed it wasn’t just him. A student group of almost eight students all seemed to be watching her at once. Larken towered over the boy, who had to be a freshman. The boy stepped back and lowered his voice, no longer meeting Larken’s gaze.

      “Is he ready for Fouriedon entrance exams?” the boy whispered. “They’re hard. Nancy took them last year. I’m not taking them until next year.”

      He motioned to a taller girl beside him, presumably Nancy, who still only came up to Larken’s ears.

      “She didn’t know,” said Nancy, who had bright red locks and matching lipstick. The girl reminded Larken of Molly’s mother except for the snarl curled into her bottom lip.

      “How do you know?” Larken challenged, failing to keep the irritation from her voice.

      “Jamie told us,” Nancy bragged, nodding toward a different boy at the back of the pack. “He sits next to Oliver in Classical Studies. I’m so sorry. We wouldn’t have mentioned it if we thought you didn’t know.”

      Larken’s face heated as she tried to push ahead through the group. Hallway traffic stalled outside the classroom and student density kept her pinned in place. There was no exiting the mass, so she ducked her face and tried to ignore the whispers that flared around her until she could slide through the doorway.

      She sidled through into her Literary Arts class. The room was far too small for the forty students who were supposed to occupy it. Desk space was a premium and some students already stood near the back. Universally recognized as the lofting queen, Larken didn’t usually have a problem getting a desk. But when her gaze fell to her usual seat, Molly had beaten her to it. It was the only class Larken had with Oliver, and she sat by him every day. She chewed her lip thinking about what to say.

      Larken’s newfound “entourage” took over the seats behind Oliver and Molly while Larken was lost in thought. Nancy flashed a sad face at Larken just before taking the last seat that was anywhere close to Oliver. Larken wanted to punch Nancy in the teeth but instead searched for a different place to sit.

      The aroma of popcorn and old cigars suddenly wafted over the room, a sure sign that Mr. Bernhild had entered. Larken hadn’t yet figured out if he actually ate popcorn and smoked cigars just before class, but his presence was a certain indication that her seat-searching time was up. The last seat in the back of the room was the only one available. Larken even let her eyes roam the room to search for another, but only saw a small group of students standing against a far wall, notably not sitting at the last available desk.

      “Everyone, we have a lot to cover today. With only a couple of weeks left, I thought we’d try to get through some of what will be on the final.”

      Mr. Bernhild stared at her with his arms on his hips, and the elbow patches on his smoking jacket jutted out like harpoon points.

      “Ms. Marche?”

      “I…I,” was all she could muster. Her face had pushed past warm and now burned furiously. She was sure she’d turned bright red. There still were no better options for sitting. Larken’s head pounded with every heartbeat as she looked again toward Oliver who stared right back. Larken narrowed her eyes at him as she backed up down the aisle toward where the lone empty desk remained in wait. A half of a wad of either gum or tar lay in the middle of the seat. Larken slid into the seat and then up to the edge. She had to press her belly against the desktop to fit.

      “Thank you, Ms. Marche,” Mr. Bernhild said, then turned to the board and scribbled his hand across it, leaving it as clean as when he’d started. Larken hadn’t donned her augmentation goggles yet. The other students were already jotting down whatever the instructor wrote on their pinamus instead of staring at her, offering her a bit of relief.

      Larken pulled her glasses from her taupe, gold-trimmed messenger bag and placed them on the bridge of her nose, bringing to life the words that Mr. Bernhild had written. The names of long dead works of fiction appeared beneath his stylus. She jotted them down carefully, and the focus gave her time for the heat in her face to dissipate.

      A light flashed on the corner of her pinamu tablet. With a hesitant breath, Larken pulled the edge up with the tip of her half-stylus. It was a note from Molly.

      “Are you okay?”

      Larken raised her head and gazed across the other students’ bent bodies as they scribbled desperately to keep up with Mr. Bernhild’s uncompromising dictation speed. Her eyes met Molly’s. Larken donned her best smile and mouthed, “I’m fine.” She caught Oliver staring in her peripheral vision and shot him a stony glare. Molly seemed to catch on that something was amiss between them. Then Molly nodded once before returning to her studies. Larken might be able to make it through class if she only pretended that Oliver wasn’t there.

      Half an hour later, Mr. Bernhild completed their lesson with foot-high letters spelling out “the end.” As Larken slid her pinamu into her bag, the group that had “escorted” her into the room gathered around her desk. The crowd split apart seconds later to allow Oliver through, followed by Molly, who sent glares to everyone around until they all skittered off.

      “What’s the matter, Larken? You’re obviously not okay,” Molly said after the room had emptied of all but the three of them. Larken ignored her and circled on Oliver.

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “Tell you what?”

      “About Fouriedon?”

      He clenched his teeth shut and closed his eyes. Oliver’s chest rose and fell before he spoke again.

      “About trying to go to college halfway across the country in Missoula, Montana, without letting your only sister know. When were you planning on telling me? When you left? Was Molly supposed to tell me?”

      “It’s not a sure thing,” he told her. “I didn’t think it was worth talking about until I knew for certain. The exam is around the same time as finals, and I thought that⁠—”

      “That you would tell Jamie Heicht and not me?”

      “He sits beside me in class. It just came up. I’m not trying to keep a secret. I just didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

      Molly’s eyes latched onto Oliver and her eyebrows furrowed.

      “You didn’t think to tell me that you are leaving me?” Molly asked. A confused Larken turned her head from Oliver to Molly. She stared daggers into Molly as Oliver turned for making the conversation about her and not Larken.

      “Why would he tell you? You’re barely friends. Stay out of it.”

      She felt sorry, but there was no fixing it and it was the truth as Larken knew it. Molly’s face melted under the accusations, and she backed down the aisle, face frozen in a grimace. Oliver bounced back and forth between them until his eyes landed on Molly, who had turned to flee by then.

      “Wait, Molly. She didn’t mean that.”

      That sent the fire back up Larken’s spine as she blurted out more unintentional words. “I sure as hell did.”

      This time, Oliver glared at Larken and ran after Molly. He overcame Molly before they walked through the door. When he grabbed her elbow, she stopped. Hostility filled his eyes as he turned to Larken.

      “You don’t own me, Larken. We’re twins, brother and sister, but you don’t own me. If I want to go to Fouriedon, I’ll go.”

      Larken realized then that he’d completely misinterpreted what she’d been saying. He thought she didn’t want him to go when she only wanted to be the first to know as she’d always been before. She shook her head and began to respond, but he’d already started talking again.

      “And there’s no reason for you to attack Molly. She has a right to feel however she wants.”

      Oliver paused and his stern gaze softened. “I thought you’d be happy for me. It’s not like I’m going to disappear. You’ll always be my sister, Larken.”

      Except that was exactly what it would be like, Larken thought. He just didn’t know it yet because he hasn’t thought it through. All he’d thought about was his future.

      Oliver turned to leave the classroom, and Molly darted after him, not sparing a glance back for Larken. The augmented reality glasses slipped down Larken’s nose. She caught them in her left hand, staring blankly at the undecorated walls around her.

      A minute passed, and Larken stood. With nothing left to say and nobody with whom to speak, she worked her way through the beige door and out into the corridor beyond. Absent students, the classroom hallways possessed far too many open doors through which anything might lurk. Larken wasn’t as familiar with the maze-like hallways in this part of the building. Almost ten minutes had gone by before she found the guard desk at the center of the boys’ and girls’ wings. The night guard—a woman with bright green hair and a face that looked like someone had tried to squash a jack-o-lantern flat—greeted Larken with a smile and an enthusiastic wave. Larken walked past with her head down, not acknowledging the guard’s feigned interest.

      When she made it up the stairs to her room, she burst through the door and collapsed on her bunk. A deep sob emanated from her throat before she remembered to choke it back and make sure she was alone first. Looking through blurring eyes, she saw Jocelyn standing in ballooned yellow slacks and a thin T-shirt by her wardrobe against the far wall from the bunks.

      Larken quickly wiped her hands over her eyes as she searched the room for Molly. Molly wasn’t there. Good.

      “Get ready, girl,” Jocelyn exclaimed over her shoulder as she removed the T-shirt and replaced it with an orange crop-top halter. Frills adorned with tiny green beads hung down from the bottom of the shirt and ended just above her waistline. When Larken didn’t respond, Jocelyn turned her entire body, causing the beads to flail before settling again. “We’re going out, remember?”

      Larken’s stomach sank. She had completely forgotten they were going out that evening to engage in the marathon event that was Jocelyn’s social life. Accosted by the wall of figurines that decorated Jocelyn’s bed, it was easy to forget that the girl had friends beyond just her and Molly. Larken settled her eyes on Jocelyn’s.

      “Oh, no. What happened?”

      As desperate as she’d been for a friend, Larken couldn’t share her humiliation with Jocelyn. Rumors had already started flying, and she couldn’t bear Jocelyn being a confirming source. Instead, she forced a smile and finished wiping her eyes.

      “Just something in my eye, that’s all,” Larken said, then considered what to wear. “Why so early?”

      Jocelyn’s face lit up as she exclaimed, “Boys. And not Brighton boys either.”

      Larken searched through her things and produced her T-shirt with elaborate print across the front. Jocelyn shot her a frown.

      “Do you see what I’m wearing? Dress like you’re going out to a club or something.”

      Larken ignored her correction. She wasn’t going to have fun, and she knew it, despite the smile that she kept firmly in place. She could at least be comfortable. Besides, if her memory was correct, they were going to a protest of some sort. There was nothing sexy about screaming in a mob.

      “Suit yourself,” Jocelyn said.

      “What do you mean not from Brighton?”

      “You remember the Underlander tournament a few weeks ago?” Jocelyn asked. As usual, every time she mentioned the tournament, her eyes slid toward her headboard where her second-place trophy sat cloaked behind a batlike creature with a dog’s head. “I met a Jason Keller there. He was in first place, but I didn’t know he was from Portland. He goes to Protégé and says he’s got a friend…Greg, I think.”

      Larken paused mid-tug on leggings that she should have discarded ages ago.

      “College boys?”

      Jocelyn looked shocked in that exaggerated way she sometimes did when Molly or Larken inevitably knocked over a figurine. Half of it was fake.

      “Well, of course,” she said, her smile glowing more as she talked. “But, how great would that be if you and Greg hit it off?”

      Larken doubted hitting it off with anyone in her current state was possible. But she said nothing further, pulled the leggings up to her waist, and stepped into the platform “going out” shoes that she’d never worn beyond the confines of the room.

      “Here,” Jocelyn said as she tossed something small and cylindrical toward Larken, who grabbed the object from the air like a lofting ball and turned it over in her hand.

      “What’s this?”

      “A protest onboarding kit.”

      Larken took another long look at Jocelyn’s crop top.

      “And you’re wearing that?”

      “Jason’s going to be there, so yes.”

      “And what if it turns violent, like the one downtown last week?”

      “Different protest, Larken. This time we’re protesting against android usage in factory jobs. The time before last was a protest for modeling rights. The Human Pride Movement will not show up and start beating people at this one.”

      “And what is it, exactly, that you dislike about androids in factory jobs?”

      Jocelyn smiled, and her cheeks turned a pinkish-brown color. “I’m not exactly sure,” she said.

      Larken turned the object over in her hand and noticed a button on the side. She pushed it once and projected it into the air before her were the words: “Androids aren’t human. Humans are.” The sign flickered for a moment, then transitioned into new words: “Stop Prop 5 and Save Human Jobs.”

      “Jobs. That’s it,” Jocelyn said. “They’re stealing our jobs.”

      Larken thought for a moment.

      “Isn’t that the same thing people have been saying about models?”

      “But models are human. Androids are machines,” Jocelyn replied.

      “I guess,” Larken said, shrugging her shoulders. “You don’t care about the protest, do you?”

      “No,” Jocelyn admitted. “But like I said…”

      “Jason’s going to be there,” they said in unison, and Larken and Jocelyn burst out laughing after. Larken clicked the sign off again. She grabbed her green and purple hip bag from her wardrobe and dropped the sign handle into it.

      “Shall we?”

      “Go on our protest double-date?”

      Jocelyn grinned.

      “It’s not a set-up.”

      “Sure.”

      As they left the room, Larken couldn’t help her eyes floating back to Molly’s jumbled bunk. She noticed a jumble of discarded clothing options strewn over the foot of the bed. She cocked her head and examined the pile. Three halters and two crop-top sweaters.

      “Jocelyn,” she said, standing in the doorway before passing through. “Where’s Molly?”

      “Molly? I don’t know. She said she had a study date or something,” she said, then laughed loudly. A little too loudly. Larken noticed that she didn’t make eye contact.

      “With whom?”

      Jocelyn’s flushed cheeks told her that Jocelyn knew, but the girl didn’t answer. Instead, she shook her head.

      “I’m going with you on your protest date, Jocelyn,” Larken reminded her. “You can tell me.”

      “Molly said that you wouldn’t understand.”

      “Wouldn’t understand?”

      It took a second for her brain to process, then it clicked. Of course. Molly would need comforting, and Oliver, her knightly brother, would have to help do that. Molly’s earlier faux-wounded act made more sense even as Larken’s smile evaporated from her face, irritated that Molly’s obsession with Larken’s brother irritated her so much.

      “Oliver,” she said.

      “You’re still coming, right?” Jocelyn asked, eyes pleading. Larken ground her teeth and took in several shallow breaths through her nose. It didn’t make her feel better. She took one more deep breath this time and blew it out slowly. The rage in her mind subsided enough to be under her control, at least. The hostility she felt shouldn’t be directed at Jocelyn, whose only crime was to be a confidant to the ever-scheming Molly.

      “I’m still coming,” she confirmed flatly.
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