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PROLOGUE


Sunday, May 15, 7:11 a.m.


Their hands were cuffed and gags were winched behind their teeth. They were half lifted, half shoved into the back of an unmarked van. It felt like they’d stumbled into a Law & Order episode, but without a soundtrack to know when the scene was going to end.


She hadn’t managed to scream. She’d been too shocked. In the distance, the constant thrum of traffic on I-40 sounded almost like water. Birds twittered mindlessly in the trees. She kept thinking someone must have seen, someone would call for help, someone would come.


No one came.


But these backwater Tennessee roads were empty even at the busiest times. Seven in the morning on a Sunday, there was no one on the road; it was too early even for the church crowd.


No one but the men in the van, with their hands slick as machine-gun barrels and their orders to obey.


At least the men hadn’t shoved their heads into burlap sacks. She’d seen a movie like that once, where a rich woman kidnapped for ransom was placed in a sack and had inhaled fibers and was asphyxiated, and then the criminals had to figure out how to dump the body and conceal the crime.


Maybe she, too, had been kidnapped for ransom.


But she knew, deep down, that she’d been taken for a different reason entirely.


It was because of Haven.


It was because they’d escaped.


She tried to listen, to keep track of where they were heading as the van picked up speed, bumping them down the road. The potholes threw them so high before slamming them down again that tears came to her eyes when her tailbone hit the van floor.


The ride smoothed out once they were on the highway. It was thunderously loud, like huddling under the bleachers while a homecoming crowd drummed their feet in unison. She felt like a slab of bacon stuck in somebody’s hold. With no sunlight, she quickly lost track of time. Her throat was sore and it was difficult to swallow. The fibers from whatever they’d gagged her with tickled her nose and tonsils. It tasted like a sock.


Maybe they’d bought a pack especially for this purpose.


Her wrists hurt. She wondered whether handcuffs came in extra large, for heavier inmates, the way that condoms came in Magnums, which she had learned only last week, when April gave her a box as a joke. For your very first boyfriend.


Your boyfriend.


His chest was moving fast, as if he was having trouble breathing. His eyes were closed and he’d scooted back against the trunk. His head knocked against the doors every time they hit a bump.


She nudged his ankle with a foot to make him look at her. There was a small bit of blood at his temple where one of the men had hit him, and looking at it made her queasy. She counted the freckles on his nose. She loved the freckles on his nose.


She loved him, and hadn’t known it until that instant, in the back of the van, with cuffs chafing the skin off her wrist and blood moving slowly toward his eyebrow.


She tried to tell him that it would be okay – wordlessly, with her eyes, with noises she made in the back of her throat. But he just shook his head, and she knew he hadn’t understood, and wouldn’t have believed her, anyway.




Turn the page to continue reading Gemma’s story.


Click here to read the Prologue of Lyra’s story.







PART I




ONE


‘PICK,’ APRIL SAID, AND THEN leaned over to jab Gemma with a finger. ‘Come on. It doesn’t work if you don’t pick.’


‘Left,’ Gemma said.


With a flourish, April revealed the bag of chips in her left hand: jalapeño-cheddar flavored. ‘Sucker,’ she said, sliding the chips across the table to Gemma. ‘Maybe if you’d been paying attention …’ She produced a second bag of chips, salt and vinegar, Gemma’s favorite, and opened it with her teeth. She offered the bag to Gemma. ‘Good thing I’m so nice.’


This was a tradition dating from midway through freshman year, when the school had for whatever reason begun stocking various one-off and weird chip flavors – probably, April theorized, because they got them on the cheap in discount variety packs. They’d made a game of picking blind – one good bag, one bad – even though they always split the salt and vinegar anyway.


But Gemma wasn’t hungry. She hadn’t been hungry in weeks, it seemed, not since spring break and Haven and Lyra and Caelum. Before, she’d always been hungry, even if she didn’t like to eat in front of other people. Now everything tasted like dust, or the hard bitter grit of medicine accidentally crunched between the teeth. Every bite was borrowed – no, stolen – from the girl who should have come before.


She, Gemma, wasn’t supposed to be here.


‘Hey. Do I have to get you a shock collar or something?’ April’s voice was light, but she wasn’t smiling.


Gemma reached over and took a chip, just to make April feel better. Across the cafeteria, the Bollard twins were huddled over the same phone, sharing a pair of headphones, obviously watching a video. Brandon Bollard was actually smiling, although he didn’t seem to know how to do it correctly – he was kind of just baring his teeth.


‘Did you know some twins can communicate telepathically?’ Gemma asked suddenly.


April sighed so heavily her new bangs fluttered. ‘That’s not true.’


‘It is,’ Gemma said. ‘They have their own languages and stuff.’


‘Making up a language is different from communicating telepathically.’


‘Well, it’s both.’ It was weird to see Brandon and Brant together. Brandon was dressed all in black, with a fringe of black hair falling over his eyes and a sweatshirt that had two vampire fangs on it. Brant was wearing blue Chucks and low-rider jeans, and his hair was brown and curly and kept long, supposedly because Aubrey Connelly, his girlfriend and the most coldhearted of all the coldhearted pack wolves, loved to pull it when they were having sex in the back of her BMW.


It didn’t make a difference: they had the same slouch, the same lips, the same wide-spaced brown eyes, the same way of slugging through the halls as if the destination would come to them and not the other way around.


‘Did you know that sometimes twins, like, absorb each other in the womb?’ Gemma went on. ‘I watched this thing online about it. This woman thought she had a tumor and then they found teeth and hair and stuff inside. Can you imagine?’


April stared at her. ‘Eating,’ she said, except she had just taken a bite of her sandwich and it came out eaffing.


‘Sorry,’ Gemma said.


April swallowed and took a huge sip of coconut water, eyeing Gemma the whole time, as if she were a bacterial culture in danger of infecting everybody. ‘You’re not hungry?’ she said.


Gemma moved her sandwich around on her tray a little. ‘I had a big breakfast.’ She wouldn’t meet April’s eyes. April always knew when she was lying.


April shoved her tray aside and leaned forward to cross her arms on the table. ‘I’m worried about you, Gem.’


‘I’m fine,’ Gemma said automatically. She must have said it a thousand times in the past few weeks. She kept waiting for it to be true.


‘You are not fine. Your brain is on autopilot. You’re hardly eating anything. Suddenly you’re obsessed with the Bollard twins—’


‘I’m not obsessed with them,’ Gemma said quickly, and forced herself to look away from Brandon, who was slouching toward the door, so pale he could have been the ghost of his twin brother.


‘Obsessed,’ April repeated. ‘You talk about the Bollard twins more than you talk about your own boyfriend. Your new boyfriend,’ she continued, before Gemma could open her mouth. ‘Your new awesome boyfriend.’


‘Keep your voice down,’ Gemma said. At the next table, she caught a group of sophomore boys staring and made a face. She didn’t care if they thought she was crazy. She didn’t care about any of it.


April shoved her hands through her hair. April’s hair was like some kind of energy conductor: when she was upset, her curls looked like they were going to reach out and electrocute you. ‘Look,’ she said, lowering her voice. ‘I understand—’


‘You don’t,’ Gemma said, before she could finish.


April stared at her. ‘I saw it too,’ she said. ‘Pete saw it. We were there.’


It isn’t the same, Gemma wanted to say. But what was the point? Just because they had seen the same things didn’t mean they felt the same way.


‘Haven isn’t your problem anymore. It’s not who you are. Lyra and Caelum are safe. There are people, major top-level people, investigating Dr Saperstein. Your part is done. You wanted to know the truth and now you do. But you can’t let it destroy you.’


Gemma knew April was trying to help. But something black and ugly reached up out of her stomach and gripped her by the throat, a seething anger that had, in the past three weeks, startled her with its intensity.


‘I mean, plenty of people have seriously screwy backstories.’ That was April’s big problem: she never knew when to stop talking. The anger made Gemma’s head throb, so she heard the echo of the words as though through a cloth. ‘You know Wynn Dobbs? The sophomore? I heard her dad actually tried to kill her mom with a shovel, just lost it one day and went after her, which is why she lives with her aunt. …’


April couldn’t understand what it meant for Gemma to be a replica, and she didn’t want to understand. Gemma was well and truly a freak, and though she and April had joked for years that they were aliens in high school, Gemma might as well have been from a different planet. In fact, she almost wished she were an alien – at least then she’d have somewhere to go back to, a true home, even if it was millions of light-years away.


Instead she’d been cloned, made, manufactured from the stem cells of her parents’ first child, Emma. She was worse than an alien. She was a trespasser. It felt now as if she were living her whole life through one of those vignette filters, the kind that eats up the edges and the details. As if she’d hacked into someone else’s social media accounts and was trying to catfish. Emma should have been sitting at this table, happily crunching through a bag of chips, stressing about her precalc exam. Not Gemma.


Gemma should never have been born at all.


‘Gemma? Hello, Gemma?’


Somewhere in the deep echoes of the past, her lost twin, her lost replica, cried out soundlessly to be heard.


What was the point of trying to explain that?


Gemma forced herself to smile. ‘I’m listening,’ she said.


On days that April stayed after school for chorus, Gemma had always taken the bus, refusing her father’s offer of a driver because it would only make her more of a target. But now Pete drove her home, at least on days when he wasn’t working behind the register at the Quick-Mart.


It was Wednesday, May 11, nearly three weeks since she’d last seen Lyra. Pete had gotten rid of the eggplant-colored minivan they’d driven down to Florida. He said it was because of the mileage, but Gemma suspected it was because of the memories, too. Even when they were riding around in his brown Volvo station wagon – the Floating Turd, he called it, although it was definitely an improvement over his last ride – she imagined dark-suited men and women passing her on the streets, tailing her in featureless sedans.


Paranoia, obviously. Her dad had taken care of it, he’d promised her, just like he’d taken care of springing Lyra’s dad from jail and setting him up with a job and a mobile home in some big Tennessee trailer park Gemma had never known he owned. April was right, at least about that part: Lyra and Caelum were safe, and staying with Lyra’s father. Dr Saperstein had survived the explosion and subsequent fire at Haven, but he and his sick experiments would, her dad assured her, lose their funding after the disaster at Haven. She couldn’t bring herself to ask what would happen to all the replicas who’d managed to survive, but she liked to believe they would be placed somewhere, quietly fed into the foster care system or at least moved into hospice care before the disease they were incubating chewed them up for good.


Pete always held her hand on the way to the parking lot, and even though the drive was only fifteen minutes, it often took them nearly an hour because he was always pulling over to kiss her. Whenever Gemma’s mom was home, she invited him in for sweet tea made by their housekeeper, Bernice, who came in the morning. The whole thing was so normal it hurt.


Except that it wasn’t, because she wasn’t, and they weren’t, and the more she tried to pretend, the more obvious it was that something had cracked. Meeting Lyra and Caelum, knowing they were out there, knowing Haven and the people in charge of it were still out there somewhere – it had knocked her life off its axis. And Pete and April thought they could make things right just by acting as if they were all right. Gemma felt all the time as if they were circling a black hole, bound by the gravity of their denial. They would fall: they had to.


‘What is it?’ Pete brought a hand to her cheek. She loved the way he did this, touched her face or her lips with his thumb. They were parked at the very end of her driveway, the final quarter-mile stretch through graceful birches and plane trees whose branches interlocked their fingers overhead. ‘What’s wrong?’


She wondered how many times he’d had to ask in the past weeks. ‘Nothing,’ she said automatically. ‘Why?’


‘Your eyes were open,’ he said. ‘Like, staring. It was like kissing a Chucky doll.’


That made her laugh. That was the amazing thing about Pete, his special talent: he could make anyone laugh. ‘Thanks a lot.’


‘Let’s try again, okay?’ He leaned into her. She closed her eyes. But she couldn’t relax. Something was digging into her butt. She must be sitting on a pen. This time, she was the one to pull away.


‘Sorry,’ she said.


For a split second, Pete looked irritated. Or maybe she only imagined it. The next moment, he shrugged. ‘That’s all right. We should probably keep it clean for Ms Leyla over here.’ He reached out and flicked the hula girl on the dashboard, who promptly began to shimmy. Then he put the car in drive again. Gemma was relieved, and then guilty for feeling relieved. What kind of monster didn’t want to make out with her adorable, floppy-haired, freckle-faced, absolutely-scrumptious-kisser boyfriend?


A monster who couldn’t move on. A monster who felt like moving on was giving up, even though there was nothing, anymore, to fight for.


‘Where’d you get this thing, anyway?’ She leaned forward and gave the hula girl another flick. Her face was chipped away and the only thing left was a small, unsmiling mouth.


Pete shrugged. ‘Came with the car. Your dad thinks she must have good engine juju.’


Gemma got a weird prickly feeling, like a spider was walking on her spine. ‘When did my dad see your hula girl?’


‘When he dropped the car off.’ He shoved the gearstick into park as they pulled up to the house, which never failed to emerge suddenly, enormous and unexpected, from behind the long column of trees. If a house could pounce, Gemma’s would have.


Pete caught her staring at him. ‘What? He didn’t tell you? His friend was selling the car and he knew we were looking to cash in the Eggplant. He offered to make the trade. It was nice,’ he said, frowning, and Gemma knew she must have been making a face.


‘Sure,’ she echoed. ‘Nice.’


This time, he was definitely annoyed. He rolled his eyes and got out of the car without waiting for her to unbuckle her seat belt. Already the front door was open; Rufus bounded outside, as quickly as he could given his age, and began licking Pete’s kneecaps. Gemma’s mom, Kristina, appeared in the doorway, waving overhead with a big, beaming smile, as if she were heralding him from across a crowded dock and not from twenty feet away.


It was a stupid thing. Tiny. Minuscule. So what if her dad had a friend selling some shitty old turd-colored Volvo? Her dad had friends everywhere. Friends in the police department. Friends at the Formacine Plastics Facility, where Rick Harliss was now employed, a short ten-minute bus ride from the Winston-Able Mobile Home Community and Park, where he, Lyra, and Caelum were living.


Still, she didn’t like it. She’d told her father weeks ago she would come home only if things changed. It would be her rules. Her life now. And yet weeks later she was as trapped as she’d ever been. They were trying to soothe her, appease her, distract her, make her forget. Even Pete wanted to forget.


It’s too big for us, he’d said to her, shortly after they returned home. It’s too heavy for us to carry.


Gemma knew exactly what he meant. She felt the weight too, the constant pull of something deep and black and huge. Except she wasn’t carrying it, not even a little.


It was carrying her. What would happen, she wondered, when she fell?




Turn the page to continue reading Gemma’s story.


Click here to continue reading Lyra’s story from where you left off.







TWO


‘NO WAY WILL WE PUT troops on the ground.’ Gemma’s father talked through a mouth full of half-chewed tenderloin. Geoffrey Ives believed strongly in table manners – for other people. ‘No way will the American public stand for it.’ He leveled a fork at Ned Engleton, an old friend of his from high school, now a detective with the Chapel Hill Police Department. ‘Patriotic outrage is all well and good, but once you start shipping out these poor kids from Omaha, Des Moines, wherever, it’s a different story. I’ve seen robotics stocks go up tenfold the past month. Everyone’s gambling on drones. …’


‘May I be excused?’ For the past few weeks, Gemma had seen her father for dinner more than she had in the previous ten years. Usually, Gemma and Kristina ate takeout sushi in front of the TV in their pajamas, or Gemma was left to scour the refrigerator for whatever Bernice had left her while Kristina floated between various benefits and social obligations.


But after Gemma had come back from Florida, and Lyra, Caelum, and Mr Harliss had been packed off (protected, Kristina said; given new life, her father said, although Gemma thought it was more like out of sight, out of mind), Gemma’s parents had determined they needed more together time. As if everything Gemma had learned, everything she’d seen, was just a nutritional deficit and could be resolved by more home-cooked meals.


It turned out Geoffrey Ives’s idea of family time was simply to bring his business home. In the past week alone they’d had dinner with a professor of robotics at MIT; a General Something-or-other who’d helped Ives land a lucrative consulting contract with a biotech firm that did work for the US government; and a state senator on recess whom Gemma had surprised later on that night in her kitchen, standing in his underwear in the blue light of the refrigerator, staggering drunk.


‘You may not.’ Geoff forked some more steak – home-cooked by Bernice, of course – and barely missed a beat. ‘But I don’t think air strikes are going to get the job done, not when these psychos are so scattered. Warfare keeps evolving, but have our methods evolved with it?’


Gemma felt a sudden hatred light like a flare inside her. She turned to Kristina, who had said next to nothing. Normally she didn’t pill-pop when they had company. But Gemma thought she was getting worse. Two, three, four glasses of wine, a Valium or two, and by bedtime she could hardly speak a word, and her smile was blissed out and dopey, like a baby’s, and made Gemma sick to look at.


‘I’m thinking of going to visit Lyra this weekend,’ Gemma said loudly, and there was a terrible, electric pause, and then Kristina let her wineglass drop, and suddenly Geoff was on his feet and cursing and Gemma felt sorry and triumphant all at once.


‘I spilled,’ Kristina kept saying dumbly. Red wine pooled over her plate and made a handprint pattern on her shirt. ‘I spilled.’


Geoff was shouting in staccato bursts. ‘For God’s sake, don’t just sit there. The carpet. Gemma, get your mother something to clean up with.’


In the kitchen, Gemma wound a long ribbon of paper towel around her hand like a bandage. She was shaky. It felt as if someone was doing a detail number on her insides, vacu-sucking and carving and hacking her raw. Muffled by the door, Kristina’s words took on the bleating, repetitive cadence of an injured sheep.


Before she could return to the dining room, the door opened and Geoff appeared. She was sure he was going to yell at her for mentioning Lyra’s name in the presence of a guest – not that anyone could guess who she was.


But he just took a step forward and held out a hand for the paper towels.


Feeling bolder, she took a deep breath and repeated herself. ‘I want to see Lyra this weekend,’ she said. ‘You promised I could.’ For a second, their hands touched, and she was briefly shocked. They almost never touched. She didn’t think her father had hugged her more than once or twice in her life. His fingers were cold.


‘This weekend is your mother’s birthday,’ Geoff said. ‘Did you forget about the party?’


‘I’ll go Sunday,’ she said, unwilling to give up. She half suspected that he was filling her time with celebrations and dinners and obligations precisely so she couldn’t see Lyra.


‘Sunday we’re going to church,’ he said, and his voice was edged with impatience. ‘I’ve told you we’re going to do things differently from now on, and damn it, I meant it.’


‘I’ll go after church,’ Gemma said. She should have dropped it. She knew her dad was getting angry; a small cosmos of broken blood vessels darkened in his cheeks. ‘I’ll get Pete to drive me. It’ll only be a few hours—’


‘I said no.’ He slammed a fist on the counter so hard that the plastic kitchen timer – untouched by anyone but Bernice – jumped. ‘Sunday is a day for family, and that’s final.’


Gemma turned away from him, balling her fists tight-tight, as if she could squeeze out all her anger. ‘Some family.’


‘What did you say?’ He got in front of her, blocking her way to the stairs, and for a moment she was gutted by a sudden fear. His eyes were hollowed out by shadow. He looked almost like a stranger. She could smell the whiskey he’d had at dinner, could smell the meat on his breath and the way he was sweating beneath his expensive cashmere sweater and she remembered, then, seeing her mother once sprawled at his feet after one of their arguments.


She tripped, he’d said. She tripped. Gemma had never known whether to believe it or not.


And in that second, weirdly, she felt time around her like a long tunnel, except the tunnel collapsed, and became not a road she was traveling but a single point, a compression of ideas and memories; and she saw her father with a dead baby, his first and only born, and knew that he’d done what he’d done not from grief but because it offended him, this natural order over which he had no control, the passing of things and the tragedy of a world that whip-snapped without asking his permission. He’d done it not for love but to restore order. Nothing would break unless he was the one to crush it. People didn’t even have the right to die, not in Geoffrey Ives’s house.


‘Whether you like it or not, you follow my rules,’ he said, and she wanted to cry: this was her father, who should have been both a boundary and a promise, like the sun at the edge of every picture, the thing that gave it light. ‘You’re still my daughter.’


‘I know,’ she said, and turned away. But in her head she said no. In her head, and in the deepest part of who she was, she knew she wasn’t. She was born of the sister, the self, who had come before her. She was the daughter of a silent memory, except the memory wasn’t silent anymore. It had reached up out of the past and taken Gemma by the throat, and soon, she knew, it would begin to scream.




Turn the page to continue reading Gemma’s story.


Click here to continue reading Lyra’s story from where you left off.







THREE


GEMMA COULDN’T REMEMBER THE LAST time her father had been home for one of Kristina’s birthdays, or for one of hers. Last year, she had been patched through to the Philippines by his secretary so that he could wish her a happy fifteenth. She dimly recalled a party when she was five or six at a petting zoo, and crying when her mother wouldn’t take her closer than ten feet from the animals, fearing Gemma would catch something.


The guests began to arrive midafternoon. For a short time, she forgot about Haven and poor Jake Witz, who had died trying to expose the truth about Haven and Spruce Island; she forgot about the feeling that she was sleepwalking through someone else’s life. Her parents often hosted parties, mostly to support one of Kristina’s dozens of causes – the Mid-Atlantic Breast Cancer Prevention Society, the North Carolina Nature Refuge, the Equestrian Society, the Garden Club – or a political dinner for some local candidate Geoffrey was supporting. Those parties were stiff-backed and yawningly boring, and usually Gemma stayed out of the way or hung out in the kitchen stealing leftover nubs of filet mignon from the caterers and anxiously tracking how often Kristina came into the kitchen to refill her glass in private.


But this was a real, true, honest-to-God party.


The theme was Hawaiian, a nod to the bar that Kristina had been working in after college, where she and Geoffrey had met; Geoff liked to tell people that he’d never seen a girl make a grass skirt look so classy. Fifty or so of her parents’ friends had been invited, including April’s moms, who both showed up wearing coconut bras over their regular clothing. April’s mother Diana was a computer programmer and software engineer who designed malware detection systems for big companies; Gemma had hardly ever seen her in the daylight hours. April’s other mother, Angela Ruiz, was now a renowned prosecutor for the state. Watching them swish around with leis and fruity cocktails gave Gemma the same dizzying upside-down feeling of trying to do a cartwheel. Meanwhile, April stomped around, looking absolutely miserable, dressed pointedly in all black.


‘What happened to aging gracefully?’ she muttered, gnawing a pink cocktail spear she’d been using to stake olives from the bar. But Gemma thought it was funny, all her parents’ friends in ugly Hawaiian shirts and plastic flower crowns, getting drunk on piña coladas and rum punch.


Kristina had suggested she invite Pete, and he came dressed up, as she’d known he would, in a loud-print Hawaiian shirt he proudly announced he’d purchased from the gas station during a week of random travel promotions. Gemma couldn’t understand how he pulled it off, but he did. The shirt showed off his arms, which were long and tan and just muscle-y enough, and deepened his eyes to the rich brown of really good chocolate.


There were ribs smoking in a rented barbecue, honeyed ham with grilled pineapple, coconut shrimp circulated by waiters wearing grass skirts over their jeans. The grown-ups set up a game of bocce, but Gemma and April soon took over, making up their own rules so they wouldn’t have to learn the real ones, and Pete refereed and narrated through a fake microphone, using made-up terminology like the looping cruiser and the back-switch hibbleputz that made Gemma laugh so hard she nearly peed.


Gemma had determined that at the party she would ask April whether she’d had any luck getting into Jake Witz’s computer. April was sure Diana could get past Jake’s security measures and had come up with a convenient excuse to get her mom on board: the computer, she claimed, had been left at the public library, and they needed to get into the system to find a registration and return it.


Gemma had bugged April for days after turning it over, until April threatened to karate-kick her spleen if she didn’t stop. That was ten days ago. Gemma had figured she would slip it into conversation when April was relaxed, when they were having a good time, after she had proven she wasn’t obsessing, like April said she was.


But somehow, she couldn’t. For the first time in weeks she actually felt normal – she felt happy, and she wasn’t faking it. Neither Pete nor April was staring her down like she was in danger of morphing into a feral animal. Geoff and Kristina were actually dancing – there, on the deck, in front of everyone – as the sun broke up into layers of color and the fireflies lifted out of the dark. Pete had his hands around her waist, humming into her neck to the cheesy eighties music her parents still adored. His breath was warm. The sky was big, the stars new and shimmering, and though the world was large, she was safe inside it.


Standing there, she even thought that maybe, just maybe, she could choose to forget after all. April was right – lots of people had fucked-up childhoods – and Pete was right, too, that what had happened at Haven was too big for them to make better. Lyra and Caelum had a place to live, and her father had promised he would figure out a way to get Caelum papers so he could be legal, so he could exist. It wasn’t like they’d been trying to reach her. They hadn’t called her, not even once, since they cleared off. Maybe they were doing just fine – maybe they, too, wanted to forget.


If they could, she could: forget where she’d been made, and how. Forget about Emma, her little lost shadow-self. Maybe there was nothing to being normal except the decision to do it. You had to simply step into the idea, like wriggling into a sweater.


She should have learned, by now, that nothing was ever so easy.


Pete had moved off to check out the party’s main attraction: a full-on spit-roasted pig to be wheeled out and served before the hired Hawaiian dancers shimmied and hip-jiggled their way through dinner. But he came back and found her, his hair smelling sweetly of smoke, his hand warm when he interlaced their fingers. He was wearing half a dozen leis around his neck, on his wrists, even looped around his head.


‘Come with me,’ he said.


‘Where are we going?’ she asked.


He turned briefly to bring his mouth to her ear. ‘Somewhere we can be alone,’ he said, and his eyes were bright and alive with reflections. Her stomach dipped, not the way it usually did when they began to kiss and she felt herself seize up with panic, but like when riding a roller coaster: like good things were about to happen.


He pulled her up the stairs onto the deck and toward the sliding doors. Luckily, all her parents’ friends had the sleepy-blissful look of tipsiness and were too wrapped up in their own little dramas to do more than wave. In the kitchen, Bernice was hustling the caterers around. When she spotted Gemma, she winked.


The hall felt even cooler after the dampness and warmth of outside, and when Pete stopped her and pushed her up against the wall to kiss her, she could smell charcoal in his hair and on his fingers. For once she didn’t feel like a monster, didn’t feel ugly or badly formed, and she stepped into him. He put his hands on her waist, slid them up her stomach, fumbled at her bra. …


Down the hall, a bathroom door opened, and Gemma heard the sharp rise of a woman’s voice – Melanie Eckert, one of her mom’s country club friends, sounding drunk. ‘I told her too much filler would split her like a pumpkin. Have you seen her now?’


Gemma launched herself across the hall and yanked open the door to the basement, practically shoving Pete down the stairs before Melanie could see them. For a second they stood together on the landing, breathless and giggly, until Melanie’s voice had faded.


‘Is this where you murder me?’ Pete whispered, bumping his lips against her neck in the dark.


She knew he was kidding, but a sudden vision of Jake Witz returned to her the way she’d last seen him, standing at the door, angling his body so she couldn’t get inside, trying to warn her. Trying to save her. Jake Witz is dead. She was glad she hadn’t seen the body but had read, anyway, that people sometimes choked on their tongues when they were hanging, or broke their nails off trying to loosen the noose.


She hit the lights, relieved by the bland normalcy of the carpeted stairs leading down to the basement.


‘You wanted to be alone,’ she said, taking his hand, eager to get back the good feeling she’d had only a minute ago.


The basement was a clutter of old furniture, dusty table tennis equipment, a pool table with stains all over its felt (Gemma’s father kept a second, nicer pool table in the library upstairs), and old toys. Metal shelves, like the kind you might find in a library, were packed with massive jugs of bottled water, Costco-sized packages of toilet paper, cartons of canned soup, enough ketchup to fill a bathtub.


‘Nothing says romance like industrial-sized rolls of toilet paper,’ Pete said, and she laughed. ‘Are you guys preparing for the apocalypse or something?’


‘Prepared. Past tense. In case you haven’t noticed, my dad’s kind of a freak.’ She drew him between the shelves, moving deeper and deeper into the basement. It was like a spiny city built out of boxes of shredded wheat and stacks of Dove soap. And despite the musty smell of the basement and the bright overhead lights and the cheap gray wall-to-wall carpeting her parents would never have allowed anywhere else, Gemma felt in that moment, with Pete’s hand in hers, that it was the most beautiful place she’d ever been.


They started kissing again: first they stood, and then, when Pete bumped her against one of the shelves and nearly toppled it, they lay down together. He got on top of her. Her whole body was breathless and hot, as if she were nothing but breath, nothing but the inhale-exhale of their rhythm together. He was struggling to get her shirt off and fumbling with her bra, and for once she wasn’t worried about anything or even wondering how far things would go. Her nipples touched the air and he pulled away to look at her, to look at the long Y-shaped scar on her sternum that had earned her the name Frankenstein at school.


‘Beautiful,’ was all he said, touching her scar gently, with a thumb. She was liquid with happiness. She believed him. Weeks ago, someone had thrown a Frankenstein mask through the window. She knew now that it had been a warning from Lyra’s father, Rick Harliss, but at the time she’d been convinced that it was from Chloe DeWitt and the pack wolves.


But maybe everyone was wearing a mask. Maybe no one was completely normal.


Maybe she was beautiful.


She wanted him. The want, the desire, was so huge she felt it incinerate her in a split second, burn her up to a single driving instinct: closer, more. She loosened his belt and undid his jeans without any trouble; it was as if she’d been practicing her whole life, as if she’d carried the knowledge of him in her fingers.


Suddenly, the basement door opened and footsteps came down the stairs.


‘Glad you could come. Thought you might’ve gone back to town already …’ Her father’s voice. Of all the stupid luck. She’d never once seen her dad use the basement.


‘Shit.’ Pete pulled away, his face almost comical with panic. ‘Shit.’


She sat up. Her fingers turned clumsy again, stubborn with disappointment. She struggled to get her bra reclasped, and put her shirt on backward the first time. At least they were concealed behind several aisles of shelving, which, through a kaleidoscope of different supplies, gave them a patchwork view of the stairs.


Allen Fortner, a military guy her father knew from West Point ages ago, passed momentarily into view, and suspicion scratched at the back of Gemma’s mind. Fortner was FBI, and he and her father hadn’t seen each other in years.


So what was he doing here, at Gemma’s mom’s party?


‘… wasn’t sure what side of the fence you were on,’ Fortner was saying. ‘Trainor never thought you could be bounced this way.’


‘Trainor’s an idiot,’ Geoffrey said easily. They had moved out of sight, but Gemma could still hear them perfectly. ‘Besides, it’s not about loyalty. It’s about future growth.’


Pete made a movement as if to stand, but she grabbed his arm to stop him.


‘Aren’t you worried about exposure?’ Fortner asked.


‘It’s my wife’s fiftieth birthday party,’ he said. ‘You’re an old friend of the family. What’s to expose?’ Then: ‘You didn’t think we invited you for the pig roast, did you?’


In the long pause that followed these words, all of Gemma’s earlier good feeling collapsed. She knew that this conversation, this man and her father standing between old furniture and rolls of extra toilet paper, was the true reason for everything: the skirts and the music and the honeyed ham and her mother’s happiness.


A cover.


‘All right,’ Fortner said at last. ‘Talk, then.’


Geoff’s response was immediate: ‘I know where they are,’ he said. And then, when Fortner was silent, ‘The subjects. The missing ones.’


Gemma’s heart was a balloon: all at once, punctured, it collapsed.


‘Christ. It’s been three weeks.’


‘Your guys lost track. I didn’t.’


‘We didn’t lose track,’ Fortner said, and he sounded irritated for the first time. ‘We were dealing with containment issues. Civilians, data leaks—’


‘Sure. Harliss. I know.’


Next to her, Pete shifted. His knee knocked a shelf containing dozens of bottles of water. They wobbled but didn’t fall. Gemma held her breath.


Neither Fortner nor her father seemed to notice, because Fortner went on, ‘You were the one to spring him.’ He must have been pacing, because he passed into view again. Through the shelves packed with Christmas ornaments and old memorabilia, Gemma saw Fortner bring a hand to his jaw. It was like he was a robot with only a few preprogrammed modes. But when he spoke again, he just sounded tired. ‘I should’ve known.’


‘That’s the problem with your end of the business, Allen. No local connections. A guy down at the precinct in Alachua County played basketball with me at West Point. It wasn’t hard.’


‘Why now? Why not before?’


Again, silence. Gemma felt a finger of sweat move down her back. She was in a crouch, and her thighs were beginning to shake.


‘I made a promise to my daughter,’ Geoff said, and Gemma heard the words as if they had glanced off the lip of a well high above her.


Allen Fortner obviously didn’t buy it either. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You can’t be serious.’


‘I promised her I wouldn’t be the one to hand them over,’ Geoff said. ‘And I won’t be. That’s what your people are for. And I wanted to make sure the Philadelphia team was ready. I did some digging in DC, too, felt out the lobbies. Saperstein’s done, even if he won’t admit it. But that doesn’t mean there won’t be a place for the tech. I’ve spoken to Miller, and he thinks we’re ready for a big policy push.’


Pete reached for Gemma’s hand. She pulled away, balling her fists instead, squeezing until she felt pain. She couldn’t touch him. Her whole life was a lie, and it had festered and turned poisonous.


She didn’t want to infect him, too.


‘What’s the end goal?’ Fortner said. ‘Talk quickly, now. Your wife will be expecting a cake and her sing-along.’


That almost killed her, right there. She was still breathing, though. It was amazing the little deaths that she had lived through.


‘We get the contract. Simple enough.’ Through the shelves, Gemma caught only quick glimpses of her father, still wearing his party outfit, his colorful Hawaiian shirt. All show. ‘Triple the size and change the objective, at least in part. There will be a medical aspect, sure. That’s where Miller and our friends in Congress come in. But there’s a bigger endgame, too, to get costs down and make mass production viable. Saperstein bled money out of that place for a decade. His focus was too narrow and his production was too small.’


‘We got functional variants. We got real-world observation.’


‘You’ve got billions of dollars sunk into that shithole, a containment mission on your hands, and a PR shitstorm that will take a quarter of Washington. Come on, Allen. You know as well as I do that Saperstein’s interest was ideological, not functional. He just wanted to prove he could make test subjects from scratch.’


From scratch. Gemma felt like she was going to throw up. From scratch. Like pancake batter, or Lego kingdoms.


After a pause, Fortner cleared his throat. ‘Keep talking.’


‘I’ll give you the location. Everyone feels good. The mess is cleaned up, no one’s in trouble, we move on.’ Geoff leaned on the TV console that had once been upstairs. He looked almost bored. ‘It’s like making toy soldiers,’ he added. ‘Think of how many lives we’ll save.’


Fortner was quiet again. Gemma’s heart was emptying and filling, turning over like a bucket. She felt as if she might drown.


‘You said you promised your daughter,’ he said finally, and just hearing the word made her body go tight. ‘What made you change your mind?’


‘I kept my promise. I won’t be the one collecting. Besides’ – he threw up his hands, a gesture Gemma knew well, like, what does it matter, Kristina, kale salad or arugula, it’s all a bunch of rabbit food – ‘what would it have done before now? I knew Saperstein would hang himself by his own rope. The Haven team has proved its own incompetence. Billions of dollars down the drain, and enough cleanup to keep a thousand crisis managers employed for a decade.’


‘Where?’ Fortner asked finally. For a split second, Gemma still held out hope that her dad would lie.


‘I put them up in a trailer on one of my investment lots. Winston-Able, right off Interstate 40. Lot sixteen, a double-wide. Not far from Knoxville. Didn’t even remember I owned the damn thing until the federal government reminded me in April.’ This made Fortner laugh. It sounded like a cat trying to bring up a hairball. ‘Pulled some strings and got her dad working at Formacine Plastics out there. You know it?’


Fortner sighed. ‘I’ll talk to my guys about Philly. See what strings I can pull.’


‘I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Saperstein shot himself in the dick. He doesn’t listen. This is a new age, Allen. We got the chance to change the world here. ISIS, the Taliban, Al Qaeda, you name it – they don’t follow the old rules.’


‘You’re preaching to the choir.’


‘They’re gonna brainwash their army of human IEDs, no reason we can’t make ours.’


‘Like I said, preaching to the choir. But I’m going to have to go up the chain on this one.’


‘I believe in you,’ Geoff said, sounding faintly sarcastic.


Gemma had lost the thread of the conversation, but it no longer mattered. She understood everything that mattered: her father had betrayed Lyra and Caelum. He’d betrayed her, and his promise. She should have known he would.


Finally, Fortner and Geoff moved toward the stairs together. She could have cried from relief. Gemma’s feet and legs had gone numb.


But at the last second, Fortner hesitated. When he turned back to Geoff, Gemma saw his face – cold and long and narrow, like an exclamation point – before he passed once again out of view.


‘Your daughter,’ he said, and Gemma’s blood turned thick and heavy. ‘She was made at Haven. One of the first.’ It wasn’t a question, but Gemma could hear a question layered beneath the words, like a knife angled up through a fist.


‘She was born there, yes,’ Geoff said, and Gemma heard the importance of the correction – born, not made. But did it matter? Made, spliced, implanted – she might as well have been a fast-growing variety of bean sprout.


Fortner coughed. ‘You ever wonder what makes the difference?’ When Geoff said nothing, he went on, ‘You want to put the replicas to good use, and I’m with you. But what makes them any different from your girl?’


‘What do you think makes them different?’ Geoff’s voice had turned cold. ‘Someone wanted her.’


Someone. Gemma noticed that he did not say I.
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FOUR


THE PARTY WAS STILL GOING. Of course it was. They’d been in the basement for probably an hour. And yet somehow Gemma had expected to resurface and find the whole party incinerated, like Pompeii, vaporized in just a few seconds of suffocating ash. She wouldn’t have been surprised to walk through empty rooms filled with cast-off trash, to find everything grayed with decay, to see her parents’ friends transformed by the alchemical power of disaster into skeletons.


Now she saw the party for what it was: packaging. Pretty lies packed, beveled, and neatly shaped together, like an intricate sand castle, teetering at the edge of a creeping tide. The leis, the guests, the vivid cocktails colored like drowning sunsets: all of it an excuse for her father to see Allen Fortner, to negotiate with him. Even the cake was bullshit. When was the last time her mom had eaten cake, let herself consume a single thing that wasn’t low-calorie, high-protein, grass-fed, non-GMO?


They were only playing parts, and Gemma had been playing right along with them.


Again.


‘Gemma. Gemma.’


She’d made it outside before Pete caught up with her. The air was alive with fireflies. Someone had lit the tiki torches; even burning could be made pretty, so long as it was contained. Gemma was struck instead by how insubstantial it all looked, the shadows and the light, the women in their bright dresses: like the scrim that dropped during a play so all the stagehands could get the furniture into position. She spotted her mother and father at the center of a group of dancers. It made her sick, that he could dance like that, arms up, not a care in the world, while in the background a faceless army prepared the audience for the next illusion.


‘Talk to me,’ Pete said, and put his hands on her face. ‘Please.’


Before Gemma could answer, April shouted her name. She came ripping out of the crowd, and Gemma had the impression of a curtain swinging aside to release her.


‘Where have you been? I got stuck talking to—’ She caught sight of Gemma’s face and broke off. ‘What happened? What’s wrong?’


‘My dad lied to me.’ She felt as if she had to say the words through a fist. ‘He gave Lyra and Caelum up.’


‘Gave them up?’ April repeated the words very slowly, as if Gemma were the one in danger of misunderstanding. Gemma felt her anger, so poorly buried, give a sudden lash.


‘That’s what I said. He gave them up. He sold them out.’ She felt like screaming. She felt like taking one of the stupid tiki torches and lighting the whole place on fire. ‘Haven’s a PR crisis. That’s what he said. And they’re the biggest leak.’ The worst was that she couldn’t even be angry at her dad, not really. He was a liar, and lying was what liars did.


She was the bigger idiot. She’d actually believed him.


April’s eyes passed briefly to Pete – so briefly that Gemma almost missed it. Almost.


‘I’m sorry,’ April said, and reached out, as if she wanted to touch Gemma’s shoulder, or maybe pat Gemma on the head.


Gemma took a step backward, out of reach. All at once it was as if she was the torch: she was burning with rage, combusting. ‘You’re sorry?’ As if that was it, end of story, too bad. As if Gemma’s favorite toy had just been stolen. ‘You know what this means, don’t you? You remember how they cleaned up Jake Witz?’


‘Keep your voice down,’ Pete said, although it hardly mattered. Everyone was so drunk she could have been shouting.


Gemma spun around, stumbling a little on the grass, too furious to look at either of her friends. But April and Pete caught up to her almost immediately. Pete tried to take her elbow, but Gemma shook him off.


‘Gemma, please,’ Pete said again. ‘Can you just … I mean, can we all stop and think?’


But she couldn’t stop. There was no time. She closed her eyes and saw Jake Witz, the geometric perfection of his smile, the way he neatened his silverware, the intense stillness of his gaze, as if his eyes were a gravity trying to hold you in place. Already, her memories of him were fading. Too often, she saw him now as she did in her nightmares: half alive, half dead, lisping details about the constellations with a swollen tongue.


She kept stumbling on the grass, and nearly twisted her ankle when her wedge drove down into a soft bit of soil. She kicked off her shoes and didn’t bother picking them up. She didn’t have a plan, she didn’t know what she would do now that Fortner had a head start, but she knew she had to keep moving, she had to go fast, she had to outrun Jake and her nightmare vision of his face and the sly orbit of Lyra’s and Caelum’s faces, moving eclipse-like to hang in his place. Pete and April could easily outpace her, but she was first to the narrow path that interlinked the front and back yards, and that was so hemmed in by growth they had no choice but to fall back. They were maybe a step behind her, but she heard them the way she heard the distant twitter of birds in the morning – all noise, all background.


‘Christ, Gemma, will you wait for a second?’


‘Can someone please just tell me what the fuck happened?’


She broke free of the tangle of azaleas. The cars in the driveway looked like a freeze-frame of a collision about to happen. But before she was halfway to the driveway, Pete had his hand on her arm.


‘Jesus spitballs.’ He was practically shouting. She’d never seen him mad before, not like this, and a small, distant flare of love went up through the smog of her own pain: you could count on Pete to make up a curse like Jesus spitballs. ‘Will you talk to us for a minute? Will you actually listen?’


That word, us, extinguished the flare right away. April and Pete were on the same side, which meant Gemma was left out. Alone.


‘What?’ she said. ‘You want me to listen? So go on. Spit it out,’ she prompted, when he said nothing. A floodlight came on automatically, triggered by their movement. In its light, Pete looked hollow and exhausted, and for just a moment, she felt guilty. Then she remembered: it was two against one. All her life she’d felt as if she was trying to play a game from outside the stadium, trying to intuit the rules from brief and distant snapshots. But at least April had been with her, and Pete.


By learning the truth, she’d gone somewhere they couldn’t follow. And that was just a fact.


April rocketed out of the growth looking as though she’d done personal battle with every inch of it. There were leaves in her hair, on her shirt, clinging to the wet of her shoes. ‘I won’t,’ she panted, ‘ask’ – more panting – ‘again.’ But she did anyway. ‘What. The. Hell. Happened?’


Pete still wouldn’t meet Gemma’s eyes, and for some reason that alone made her queasy: it meant for sure he had something to say that she wouldn’t want to hear.


‘Lyra and Caelum are in trouble,’ she said, keeping her voice as measured as she could. ‘I have to help. It’s my fault, don’t you get it? I walked them into this. I hand-fed them to my dad. If anything happens to them—’ She broke off, suddenly overwhelmed.


In her dreams, Jake spoke to her even with the rope around his neck, puckering the skin around it. In her dreams, they were back on the marshes, and sometimes when he opened his mouth, he had beetles on his tongue.


Would he still be alive if she hadn’t shown up to ask for his help?


‘It isn’t your fault,’ April said. ‘You couldn’t have known.’


‘Let’s hope I get a big E for effort, then,’ she said.


Pete looked at her then, and she wished he hadn’t. His mouth was like a zipper stuck hard in a bad position. ‘If the military is going after Lyra and Caelum, like you said, you can’t stop it. You’re in danger, too.’


‘I don’t have to stop it,’ Gemma said. ‘But I can warn them. I can give them a head start.’


‘How?’ Pete’s tone sharpened. ‘You don’t even have a car.’ Bang, bang, bang. Little shrapnel words.


‘You can’t even drive,’ April added. This felt like a low blow. Her parents wouldn’t let her learn to drive: another way they kept her bubbled off in glass, like one of those dumb ballerinas at the center of a snow globe.


‘I’ll take the bus,’ she said, and turned around again, so Pete and April had to jog to keep up with her.


‘You don’t know where you’re going,’ Pete pointed out. ‘It’s almost eleven. It isn’t safe for you to travel on your own. Besides, I doubt they have all-night service to Rococo.’


‘Ronchowoa. So I’ll hitchhike. Or I’ll take a bike. I’ll take a horse.’ But Gemma’s throat was all knotted up. She turned away, swiping her eyes with her wrist.


‘Jesus, Gemma. Will you listen to yourself? You aren’t thinking.’ He wasn’t shouting – not even close, not compared to what Gemma’s dad could do – but still, Gemma pulled up as if she’d reached an unexpected cliff. ‘If the military or the feds or whatever are trying to do a cover-up job – if they’re willing to kill people to make sure the truth never leaks – you’re a target. You were a target before, but you’ll be a bigger target now. I won’t—’ His voice broke. ‘I’m not going to risk you again, okay? Not for Lyra. Not for Caelum. Not for any fucking person on the planet. I won’t do it.’


She started to cry, obviously. Trying not to cry was like trying to hold on to water by squeezing it. She cried until she gasped. ‘Don’t you see? I have to do something. I have to help them. They’re my people. They’re like me. …’


But by then she couldn’t go on. Fear and guilt came down on her mind like a veil, rippling all her words into distant impressions. In the house, Rufus began to bark, as if he was determined that she not cry alone.


And, weirdly, just when it felt as if she could cry until she drowned, she felt a sudden pressure, an invisible presence. It was as if an unseen person had just stepped up to place a hand on Gemma’s shoulder and whisper in her ear. It’s okay, this other person said, and Gemma recognized in the silence the voice of Emma: the first, the original. It’s going to be okay.


Pete came forward to put a hand on her back. ‘It’s okay,’ he said, and Gemma startled, turning around to face him. Her impression of Emma’s voice broke apart on the wind. ‘I’ll drive you.’


Behind him, April’s face was narrow with worry, but she didn’t argue. And Pete even managed to smile. He didn’t look angry anymore.


‘We’re your people too, you know,’ he said. ‘We’ll always be your people, if you let us.’ He ran a thumb over her lips. His skin tasted like smoke.
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FIVE


THE WINSTON-ABLE MOBILE HOME PARK was just under six hours away, forty minutes outside Knoxville. Pete and Gemma drove mostly in silence, with the radio off and the windows down, except when Pete asked whether it would be all right to stop and get coffee.


The drive, the tension, the wind blowing in the wake of passing semis and the windshield dazzling with headlights: it all felt like they’d tripped over a wrinkle in time and wound up back where they were three weeks ago. Gemma tried to sleep but couldn’t. Whenever they passed a cop on the road, she got jumpy. Gemma had told her mom she was going to sleep at April’s house, and Pete had told his parents he was sleeping in one of the Ives’s guest rooms, and April had, after much protestation, gone home so that she could run interference if Gemma’s mom called the house before Gemma got back. April’s moms had left the party early, so there was no reason to think her cover story had been blown so quickly. Still, if worse came to worst, Gemma hoped her mom would assume she had merely lied in order to sleep over at Pete’s house (which Kristina seemed to suspect Gemma was always angling to do – seemed to hope for it).


But she knew, too, that anything was possible. Her dad might have gotten suspicious. He might have radioed friends in the force, friends at the tolls, friends even now crawling dark highways, waiting to stop her and bring her home. A network of owed favors, backroom deals, contracts and alliances: the whole world was a spiderweb and all the threads were made of money.


Geoffrey was the spider. Which made people like her, and like Lyra and Caelum, the flies.


It was just before six o’clock when they spotted a sign for Ronchowoa, a dump of a place whose claim to fame was one of Tennessee’s largest privately owned plastics manufacturers. By then, the darkness was letting up a bit, but the air was smudgy with chemical smoke and had its own gritty texture. Gemma remembered that her dad’s brother, Uncle Ted, had helped restructure the Knox County debt, but she was still surprised to see a strip mall – containing a hair salon, a liquor store, a check-cashing place, and a local bank – sporting the name Ives.


It made sense. The Ives brothers loved nothing so much as ownership.


The trailer park was at the end of a long dirt road that badly needed paving. They went so slowly it felt as if they might simply be rolling in neutral. Gemma was itchy with anxiety, as if she were wearing a full-body wool sock. She saw no sign of Fortner or whoever he had sent to do his business. There were no other cars on the road, no strangers lurking around in the early morning shadows. Then again, she knew there wouldn’t be. People like Fortner worked fast and clean.
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