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For Mom, because you told me so, and for Grant, who steadies me through the shadows
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Between the conception


And the creation


Between the emotion


And the response


Falls the Shadow


—T. S. Eliot, “The Hollow Men”





PROLOGUE


The Replacement


I took some of the flowers from my sister’s funeral, because I thought her replacement might like them as a welcome-to-the-family present.


An hour’s drive later, most of the velvety petals had little tears and creases in them, because I couldn’t seem to get my fingers to hold still. Mother had already fussed at me for dragging my nails through the leather seats (you’ll leave scratches!), and for drawing pictures on the foggy windows (those were just cleaned!), and when I absently sent yet another piece of petal fluttering to the floorboard, her hand snapped out and wrapped around my wrist like a whip.


“Honestly, Catelyn, I wish you would stop fidgeting. There will be nothing left of those flowers by the time we reach Huxley.”


I sank farther down into the seat. The seat belt cut into my neck, but I ignored the burning and focused instead on the wobbly, watery world outside my window. Any second, the towering gray buildings of the Huxley Laboratory Compound would be coming into view. Father was already there. He probably already had the paperwork filled out. New-Violet was probably already waiting by his side.


Not New-Violet, my mother’s voice scolded my thoughts. Our Violet. The same, the one and only Violet.


She was right, of course. The girl we were picking up couldn’t have been any more identical to the big sister I’d always known. She was her perfect genetic copy. And thanks to Huxley’s advancements in mind-linking and uploading technologies, this Violet had all of the old one’s memories, too. She would fit right in. It would be like my sister never left.


I was still nervous.


We reached the lab, and our driver pulled around to the front entrance, parked, and went to Mother’s door with an umbrella. Before he could come around to mine, I was already unbuckled and halfway outside. I landed bright-yellow boots first in a huge puddle, splashing bits of dirty water up my legs and onto the ruffled hem of my dress. Mother glanced at me and plastered on a smile. Her grip on her leather handbag tightened, but I knew she wouldn’t scold me just then.


Not in front of the paparazzi.


And they were everywhere that day, in spite of the rain. For security reasons, they couldn’t follow us inside the gates, but they were still clinging to the metal bars, watching us, zooming in on our lives with their shiny black cameras.


“Animals,” my mother said under her breath, her perfect smile twitching just slightly. I hoped and prayed no one caught it on camera. Because I could imagine the headline that would go with her almost-grimace:


Wife of Mayor Benson Regrets


Controversial Cloning of Daughter.


And then yet another article underneath, detailing the evils of cloning and of the entire Huxley corporation. More scathing words to accuse my father of crooked morals, our family of setting a poor precedent and dragging the entire city of Haven down with us. I used to think—to hope—people would get tired of reading about us. Gawking at us. That there were enough problems in our world that surely everyone would eventually find something else to distract themselves with. Some other family to point their fingers at.


A naive hope, maybe, but I held on to it all the same.


We had supporters, too, obviously—my father wouldn’t have been elected to his third consecutive term without them—but they weren’t usually as vocal as the protestors were. Especially not on days like this. I guess because it was easier to shout hate than understanding, since you don’t have to think about hate as hard. If I had been on the outside looking in, then maybe I wouldn’t have known what to say to us either. Maybe something like I’m sorry your daughter is dead, but congratulations on the new addition to the family? I didn’t think they made cards for this sort of thing.


So that day it was just us and a handful of bodyguards, alone with all of those people outside the gates shouting, calling us monsters and heathens and other names that would have gotten me grounded if I’d dared to repeat them.


My mother walked on as if they weren’t even there, because she treated everyone the same, whether they loved us or hated us. You don’t want to give anyone the illusion, she always told me, that anything they do can affect you. You can’t give them that control, because there’s no telling what they’d do with it. So she always walked with her head held high. Made sure her smile was brighter than all the camera flashes put together.


Because after all, people were easy enough to fool, if you knew how to do it.


I didn’t yet. Not as well as she did, at least; I tried, but I’d never been able to carry myself the way Mother did. She was a stone-faced, walking statue that words and rain and mud hit and just slid off of.


As for me? I wanted to shrink away from it all, to somehow make myself tiny and insignificant enough to slip out of sight without anyone noticing. But my mother just took my hand in her stiff grip and pulled me under the umbrella. And without so much as a backward glance, we started what felt like an incredibly long walk to the entrance, to the future on the other side of those tall glass doors.


I tried my best to smile.


Smiling was easier. Easier than trying to explain our lives to anyone. To explain why my parents made the decision to have me and my sister cloned at birth, to have our genetic twins raised in a safe, controlled environment. To have them there as replacements. Just in case.


And just-in-casers was what my parents were, anyway; they weren’t like some fanatics of the cloning movement who’d made dozens of copies of their children, who’d given everything they owned to achieve some sort of immortality for their sons and daughters. No. My parents weren’t crazy. They only wanted a backup copy in place, because sometimes the unthinkable happened. Even now that the war that had desecrated their childhood had been confined to history books, to horror stories that no one liked to tell, accidents still happened all the time. Sometimes it felt like the world was just one big accident. Just a week before, a boy from my class had slipped, hit his head, and drowned in the creek outside town. Now his parents were childless. A year ago, the house down the street from us burned to the ground. Mr. and Mrs. Adams made it out without a scratch. Their children didn’t.


No one expected things like that.


And no one expected Violet to get sick.


But she did.


Now she was back, though, like she never left.


Lucky us.


I squeezed Mother’s hand a little tighter, wishing she would squeeze it back. I wasn’t surprised when she didn’t. Her walk became more brisk, and I had to move in hops and leaps so my short legs could keep up. We reached the front steps just as the double doors opened and a tall man in a Huxley lab coat stepped out.


“Mrs. Benson,” he greeted my mother, tilting his head forward in a polite nod.


*  *  *


Inside, the bright fluorescent lights stung. It was like walking into heaven. A very cold, very sterile sort of heaven that smelled like rubbing alcohol and made my eyes burn and water. I pulled my hand from Mother’s and used both of my palms to try and rub away the tears. By the time I finished and reached for her again, her arms were already folded across her chest. My hands dropped back to my sides and I fell in line behind her, followed her and the Huxley man along the hallways that seemed to twist and turn endlessly, up and down and left and right and folding back into themselves. It made me dizzy, but at least it was safer in here. Quieter. We’d left our bodyguards at the door, and the people we passed in here all smiled at us, or at least nodded in pleasant recognition.


I wasn’t a monster to them.


We reached a small room that smelled more like coffee than rubbing alcohol. The man instructed us to have a seat, and then he disappeared through a set of metal doors. Mother sat in one of the stripe-patterned chairs and crossed her feet at the ankles. She pulled her compact mirror from her purse, flipped it open, and started slicking back the stray frizzies that had escaped from her bun. Her hair was the same rusty-brown shade as mine, and when she let it down—which was almost never—it fell in pretty waves all the way to her elbows.


“How are your flowers?” she asked, shutting the mirror with a sudden snap! that made me jump.


“Dying,” I answered, holding them up so she could see how they drooped.


She frowned. “You shouldn’t hold them so tightly.” She got up, took the flowers, and went over to the water fountain in the corner of the room, then grabbed one of the little paper cups beside it. “Maybe we can get them to perk up before your sister gets here?” she suggested. This was the only way my mother ever showed affection—by taking all of my broken things and fixing them.


I watched as she filled the cup with water, arranged the flowers in a sad-looking bouquet of purple and white before moving silently back to her seat. Looking at the flowers made me think about Old-Violet, which made my eyes start to water again.


I forced myself to find something else to focus on.


There was a clock above my mother. A bright red disruption in the otherwise solid white wall, ticking the seconds loudly away. After a few minutes, I started to imagine a symphony to go with it, where the steady ticktock kept rhythm with the lights humming overhead, with the tapping of my mother’s foot and the occasional gurgle of air bubbles in the water fountain. In my head I wrote lyrics to go with the music, though I knew better than to sing them out loud; my voice may have been a gift—at least according to my teachers—but using it was just showing off. And my mother didn’t approve of showing off. It only attracted unnecessary attention.


So I started counting the gray-speckled ceiling tiles instead. I’d just made it to twenty-seven when I heard the heavy whoosh of a door opening, and I looked down and met my father’s gaze. He was wearing that new, cautious smile of his. The one that never quite made it to his eyes the way the old one—the one he’d had before Violet got sick—did. And without a word to me or Mother, he stepped to the side and pulled my sister’s replacement into the room.


It was like seeing a ghost. My heart skipped wildly, all the way up into my throat. I swallowed several times, trying to get it back down to where it belonged, trying to clear a path for words.


As if I really knew what to say.


What should you say to someone you’d known your whole life but were just now meeting for the first time? Was I just supposed to pick up where we left off? That was what my parents wanted, I knew. That was how this worked. And it was what Mother was doing now, fluttering all over New-Violet and asking a million pointless questions, saying a million pointless things. I hadn’t seen her this animated in a long time.


But then, first impressions were important. So of course she was making the extra effort.


I thought about following her example—I should have followed her example, maybe—but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I was still too numb. Confused. She seemed to have forgotten about me, anyways, and after I purposely avoided my father’s gaze, he left me alone too. I clasped my hands behind me, leaned back against the smooth wall, and just studied my new family.


Before she got sick, Violet had always been beautiful. Like a thunderstorm was beautiful in its chaos, in black clouds billowing and lightning dancing across the dry earth. It was the kind of beautiful our grandma said would get you into trouble if you weren’t careful.


It didn’t seem possible or fair, but somehow this Violet was even more beautiful; her skin was like porcelain, flawless and perfect. Her cheeks were rosy. Those dark, dark eyes sparkled underneath her long lashes. This definitely wasn’t the sick Violet I’d gotten used to over the past months; the circles and tired creases that sank her skin were gone. Her hair wasn’t dull and coarse anymore, but black and shiny as polished obsidian. And when she moved that tall, willowy figure, it was with grace and purpose—like she’d choreographed every step.


Mother said the old and the new were the same.


I reserved judgment.


“Catelyn,” Father said suddenly. “Are you just going to stand there? Come say hello to your sister.”


My sister.


Sister, sister, sister. They called her that so easily. Cautiously, reluctantly, I pushed away from the safety of the wall. My father’s words were heavy with expectation, and I didn’t want to disappoint him.


New-Violet’s eyes followed me as I stepped toward her, a smile forced onto my face. Do I look like Mother now? I wondered. Am I a statue? Am I doing it right? I’m not going to disappoint them, am I?


“Hi,” I said. My gaze didn’t quite meet hers; instead I stared at the faded painting of wildflowers on the wall behind her. “I’m—”


“Catelyn,” she interrupted with a small smile. “But you prefer Cate. And you’re twelve, and you’re in seventh grade—an honors student. You love singing and horses and strawberry ice cream, and your favorite color is green.” She laughed; a quiet, twinkling sound. “You don’t have to tell me anything.”


“I—”


“I know all about you,” she said.


And in that moment, I loved her and I hated her all at once.


I wanted to make it go away, but the smile seemed determined to stay on my face. Apparently, if you faked it long enough, things like that could get stuck. Mother’s smile was stuck too. And Father’s. We were all stuck, but somehow still moving through the room, talking and laughing as we collected our things and headed for the door as one big, happy family. Complete again.


On the way out, I grabbed the flowers from their makeshift vase, spilling water over the counter in the process. Then I handed them to Violet, blushing and apologizing for the way they’d started to brown around the edges.





CHAPTER ONE


Masks


Present day; four years later


I never much cared for Samantha Voss.


Nobody did, to be honest. Or, at least, nobody really did; but the girl had money, and her parents owned half of the city of Haven, so of course she always had a date to socials and an entourage wherever she walked.


Once upon a time, I was even part of that entourage.


Sort of.


Thing was, my parents were always trying to arrange dinner or tea or some other boring affair with the Vosses. Looking back now, I know that it was mostly a smart political maneuver on my father’s part, an attempt to win over one of the richest families in Haven. But at the time I could only think about how much I detested it, the way they were always dragging me along with them to these dinners, all the while gushing about just what a lovely, positively splendid child that oldest Voss daughter was. How she would be such a good influence on me, and why didn’t I have more friends like her? Violet and Samantha had always gotten along well enough, so what was my problem?


Of course, the get-togethers stopped soon after we brought my sister home. Or my sister’s replacement, as the Vosses loved to point out—while at the same time forbidding their daughter to have anything to do with this new Violet—because they’ve always been among the most vocal members of Haven’s anti-cloning community, despite my father’s best efforts to win them over.


I wonder if they regret that, now that Samantha’s dead?


They told us in second period. Some of the girls in the front row started to cry. One of them had to leave the room. Jordan Parks asked if this meant we could have the rest of the day off, because he is a stupid, inconsiderate little twit like that. Most of the class—myself included—just sat in stunned silence while the police officer told us how they’d found her body down by the abandoned railroad tracks, and about how they were still investigating what had happened. The officer was a younger guy, clean shaven and with a crew cut that meant business, and in his super-official-sounding voice he told us what a serious investigation this was. Then he gave us a number to call if we knew anything that might help. The call would be confidential, he promised, and though he never came right out with it, we all knew that meant they were looking for clues.


That there was a very good chance Samantha’s death wasn’t an accident.


That announcement’s been hanging over the school ever since. By the time the bell rings for fourth period, everyone’s still speaking in hushed voices. They go straight to class, like death is something contagious. Like it might catch them if they linger too long beside their lockers.


That uneasy stillness, at least, is contagious; I keep my eyes straight ahead as I walk toward the auditorium for Theatre II, and my step is even quicker than usual. I’m trying not to think about it, but I still can’t help but remember how I’d normally pass Samantha on the way to this class. I think she was on her way to Biology then. We’d always nod to each other. Just a nod, but somehow I still miss it.


So what if I didn’t like her? Doesn’t mean I wanted her dead.


And it doesn’t mean I’m looking forward to telling my sister about this, if she hasn’t already heard. Violet isn’t at school today, and maybe that’s for the best—because there’s no telling how she’ll react to this news. Not well, I’m guessing. Samantha was one of the few people besides me that she was actually close to. And it seems strange, since Violet has technically already died once herself, but I suppose this is really the first time she’s going to have to deal with actual death. The complete and final kind, the kind that the person she cared about isn’t coming back from.


What would that be like, I wonder? When it happened to me, at least I had a replacement to take my mind off the funeral. And after four years, I don’t even think of her as a replacement. Not most of the time, anyway. Most of the time she is just my sister, for better or worse, and she at least makes it easier to pretend I never had to watch the first Violet die.


And I’ve gotten very good at pretending. About lots of things. It’s taken most of those four years she’s been here, but now I can look at this Violet and I can almost force myself to forget that her life didn’t begin like mine. I can pretend she’s just like me: soft skin, fragile bones, a brain that makes perfectly messy thoughts instead of supercomputer calculations. On a good day, I can convince myself—and anyone else who needs convincing—that this is the same girl who held my hand and walked me into school on my first day of kindergarten. The same sister who managed to convince me to eat a worm when I was three by telling me it was candy. Because this Violet knows all of these things happened, doesn’t she? They’re all safe and secure, the memories uploaded into that computer brain.


And so on a good day, it’s like Violet Benson never died.


Not the way Samantha Voss and everything that went with her did.


*  *  *


I reach the auditorium, go straight to the storage room behind the stage, and grab the things I’ll need for the scene we’re dress rehearsing today. Opening night for our production of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing is in less than a week, and we’re still trying to get act two just right; Mrs. Heller is insisting on going all out for the masked-ball scene, which means a completely choreographed traditional dance with everyone up on that tiny stage. It wouldn’t be that bad if all the girls weren’t wearing huge dresses, and if we weren’t all wearing these masks that bring our peripheral vision down to about zero.


I’m taking my own mask out of my locker when some more of the class trickles in—a group of girls, flocking and giggling around Seth Lancaster. Yes, Seth Lancaster himself—with his tan skin and dreadlocks that I somehow find both incredibly hot and incredibly disgusting at the same time. The girls hanging all over him are part of a familiar sight, and I ignore them all while I smooth out the feathers glued to the corner of my mask. They ignore me, too. Nothing new there, either. If all the world’s a stage, then this scene could represent my entire existence at Haven High School.


See, people like Seth, and all those girls—they aren’t mean to me. Unlike my big sister, I don’t get picked on. I don’t get bullied or called out. I just get overlooked. I’m like a piece of furniture that’s just there, upholstered in some boring shade of brown that blends in perfectly with the walls.


And I’ve worked hard to keep it that way. For months after my sister’s replacement joined our family, people kept trying to drag me away from the walls, out into the open so they could attack me with their words and threats and insults. Calling me a freak of nature. A clonie. The paparazzi were worse than ever, following me to school, waiting outside to ambush me when the day was over.


Weathering the storm, Mother called it. That’s what we did that first year. Or it’s what I did, anyway; and as the months passed, I slowly, slowly managed to become like her—skin thickening, hardening until I was finally that statue nothing could crack. That didn’t have to fight back or shout back or have anything to do with anybody. Who cared what they said? Who cared what they thought? I only needed me.


I only need me.


Not that I’d have anybody else if I wanted them, anyway. Because even though it’s not like I’m the only one at this school with a replacement hibernating over at Huxley’s labs, I might as well be. Because my father’s third term isn’t quite over yet. So he’s still Mayor Benson, which means Violet and I are still the poster children for cloning in the city of Haven—for better or worse. And at school, it’s usually for worse. Even the other kids like me, other origins, don’t want much to do with me anymore, and I can hardly blame them. Not when there’s a spotlight following my every movement.


I’d stay away from me too if I could.


It all stung at first—the hastily averted glances, the whispers behind my back—because I’ve spent my entire life in this city. I grew up with most of these kids. I went to their birthday parties, rode bikes with them, endured ten years of questionable-looking cafeteria lunches with them. And when we were younger, nobody cared who people’s parents were, or about who was an origin or who was a clone. We knew about these things of course, because ten years ago the city legislators passed an ordinance that made it mandatory for all of Haven’s five hundred and something Huxley families to be registered in a publicly available database. It was supposed to create peace of mind, the proponents of the new law claimed. To show people that their neighbors, that kid they hired to mow their lawn, the teenager checking them out at the supermarket—all of these people could be clones, and they could assimilate naturally and peacefully into society. That was the intention.


But mostly, I think, it just gave the anti-cloning community clearer targets to aim for.


I’m not sure when it happened, exactly, when the people I used to call friends started aiming for me and my sister. And I have no clue who decided that growing up meant we had to divide ourselves into these tidy little cliques, to absorb the political agendas of our parents—all I know is that it happened. Sometimes I wonder what the city would be like if that law had never passed, or how things would be different if my father wasn’t the mayor.


But then I remember what my mother says—that wondering is a frightful waste of time—and then I stop and I go back to blending in with the scenery.


I head to the back room and change. The dress is heavy, with its layers and layers of tulle and faux silk, and it smells faintly of the mothball-filled trunk it was stored in. Its stiff collar makes the back of my neck itch. But it does make me look like I’ve got some sort of figure—the way it cinches in my waist and pushes up my barely there boobs—so that’s kind of nice. I would never wear anything that did that outside this class, of course. But then, I do a lot of things in this class that I wouldn’t do anywhere else. It’s different here. Outside, I may play the same role over and over—statue-girl, the unbreakable—but in this auditorium, I can try on other lives. I can be whoever I want to be, as long as I can memorize her lines.


And for the next hour, I’m not living Catelyn Benson’s life. This time, I’m coming alive as Shakespeare’s sharp-tongued, quick-witted heroine Beatrice. And she can look people in the eyes. She doesn’t have to fade into the background or hide from camera flashes or pretend she’s got somewhere else to be when people try to talk to her.


I take a moment to admire this other self in the mirror. Admiration turns quickly to loathing, though, when I think about how much better the whole ensemble would look if I could pull my hair up instead. This dress needs some sort of braided bun or something—not my scraggly, shoulder-length waves just hanging limply above it. An updo isn’t an option, though, because it would leave the back of my neck visible. And even though everyone knows I have it, I don’t like showing off the scar that Huxley’s chip left when they embedded it underneath the skin there. The scar, or the identification number tattooed over it: 1001. It’s just something else to provoke people. Another ugly reminder of things I don’t want to think about if I can help it.


It’s a necessary part of the process, though. The neurochip implant is what links origins like me to our clones, initiating a new transfer of thoughts and memories once every twenty-four hours or so. And it’s continuously relaying more simple information from the motor cortex, too. So when I walk, my possible-replacement unconsciously walks with me—only, in place, and from within her developmental cell over at the lab. As I’m standing here, going through the motions to prepare for my part in Much Ado About Nothing, so is she. Creepy as hell, yes; but this way, we not only have the same thoughts and memories, but my clone and I will develop physically along similar lines.


At least as far as appearances are concerned. Because while our bones and muscles take on the same shape and size, Huxley’s genetic modifications make certain that the clones who replace us don’t suffer the same weaknesses that their origins did. So frames that look essentially the same are actually made up of stronger bones and more supple joints, all of it protecting organs more resistant to disease and deterioration. And that’s the part that I don’t like thinking about: knowing that there’s a stronger, physically superior version of me just waiting around for me to die.


It’s unsettling.


Now that I’m thinking about it, though, I can’t stop, and my hand reaches automatically for that scar underneath my hair.


Don’t make such a fuss over it, Catelyn. That’s what my mother would say if she caught me. It isn’t as though it’s going away anytime soon, so you may as well embrace it.


But I know she only says things like that because she’s self-conscious about her own scars, even if she’d never admit to it. Not scars like mine, but ugly purplish marks all over both her arms. They aren’t fading away, either. If anything, they’re getting darker. Which is why she always, always wears long sleeves—even when it’s pushing one hundred degrees outside: so she can act like those scars don’t exist. But I’ve seen her studying them in the mirror when she thought I wasn’t looking.


My hair looks fine down, I decide.


I slide the mask on next. I made it myself, and it’s easily my favorite part of this costume; maybe because it actually turned out halfway-decent looking. Which is a big deal for me, considering I’m the only person I know who failed at making macaroni art in kindergarten.


I’m always one of the first to class, so I’ve got a few minutes left to run lines with my reflection before I have to join everyone else onstage. A few minutes. That’s all I need to slip the rest of the way out of this skin and into my character’s. I close my eyes and imagine the rest of the cast around me, hear them saying their lines, hear myself answering, see us all dancing gracefully over the—


“Hey Benson.”


Seth. Probably calling me by my last name because he doesn’t actually remember my first. I open my eyes and see his reflection right next to mine, both hands in his pockets, head tilted just slightly to the side.


“Question,” he says.


“What?” I ask, trying to sound casual.


“Where’s your sister been the past few days?”


Violet. Of course. Why else would he be talking to me? He’s only trying to pry into my family’s business, just like everyone else.


“Who wants to know?” I ask, surprising myself with my own audacity. Must be the Beatrice in me.


He grins lazily. “The person asking,” he says. “She’s my lab partner, and we’ve got a project due Monday. It’s not doing itself, and I’m sure as hell not doing it, so—”


“She’s sick.” The lie comes easily, quickly. It’s not the first one I’ve told for her. The truth is, she was suspended—again—this time for skipping class and then refusing to tell the principal what the heck she was doing running around in the woods behind school. Sometimes I think this Violet doesn’t know the meaning of “weathering the storm”—not like the rest of the family. She’s a pro at creating them, though. And I’m usually the one who gets to pick up the debris that her lightning and raging winds leave behind.


Most of the time, I try to convince myself that if the first Violet had lived, she would have turned out to be the same wild, tabloid-fueling girl that this one has become. That the spotlight would have stayed on our family all the same.


But other times I wonder.


Although right now, I really don’t have time to wonder, because Lacey Cartwright just appeared in the corner of the mirror.


“Sick?” she repeats in a singsong voice while absently twirling a curl of her chestnut hair. “That’s not what I heard.”


“Maybe you should double-check your sources, then,” I say, and my voice doesn’t shake, even as the rest of her group joins us in the already-crowded hallway. They’re cornering me against the mirror, but they don’t scare me. I’ve had to defend Violet enough times that this is just another role I can slip into and perform. All I need now is a little bit of concentration and a few deep breaths. It doesn’t hurt that I’m still wearing this mask either. Beatrice could take on every single person here, I remind myself. She could probably do it with one hand tied behind her back.


“I heard she got caught in the woods,” Lacey drawls on, “With Parker Maples.”


The girl next to her looks up from pretending to study her nails and gives Lacey a serious look. Like we’re discussing politics or something, and not a bunch of stupid made-up drama. “I heard it was Alex Camden,” she says.


Lacey shrugs. “Probably both of them,” she says, which earns her a chorus of exaggerated giggles from the rest of the girls. I’m probably imagining it, but I think I see Seth rolling his eyes. The possibility of that calms me down a little; at least I’m not the only one who thinks Lacey Cartwright is a complete waste of time and space.


“So who is your sister officially with now, Cate?” she asks in a mockingly interested voice.


My cheeks burn, but I try to ignore her. She doesn’t seem like she’s in a particularly venomous mood today, just bored more like. Maybe she’ll drop it if I ignore her. I turn back to the mirror and work on straightening out the collar of my dress.


“I know it’s hard to keep up,” she presses.


This collar is really annoying.


“I mean, the girl’s a bit like a revolving door, isn’t she?”


I’m probably going to have to take it home and iron it.


“Apparently, when they manufactured her in that lab, they forgot to give her any sort of common-decency genes or—”


“So what’s your excuse, then?” I snap. “And why are you so worried about it, anyway? Are you afraid my sister might challenge your reign as resident whore of Haven High?”


Someone gasps. Seth laughs. And all I can think is, Crap. Did I just say that out loud? Maybe this mask is making me a little too brave.


Lacey gives me a look that could get her accused of attempted murder. She takes a step toward me, and I’m suddenly very painfully aware of how much bigger than me she is; I’m not exactly small and delicate, but she’s cocaptain of the volleyball team and apparently takes her weight-training requirement very seriously. Plus, she’s about half a foot taller than I am. And those bright-red nails look like they could easily claw open a person’s throat.


I probably should’ve stuck to my role as furniture. Furniture rarely gets the crap beat out of it.


“What did you call me?” Lacey’s smile is disgustingly sweet.


It’s too late to back down now. So, in a voice that sounds a lot more confident than I feel, I say, “You heard me.”


“Oh, yeah, I heard you. I was just giving you a chance to take it back before I did this.”


Her hand flies at my face. I twist away instinctively, but she still catches the corner of my mask. It rips off, the rough edge of it leaving a long scratch across my jawline. I stumble, tripping over the too-long hem of my dress, and my elbow slams into the mirror. A long crack splits up the center of the glass, and so instead of one Lacey diving after me, I see three split images of her. I don’t aim at any of them. I just spin around and swing. My fist barely grazes her shoulder—just enough to piss her off more, if that’s possible.


The others are converging now, some of them shouting at us to stop, but most of them jeering and egging us on. The blood is pounding in my ears, and when Lacey runs at me this time, I’m ready. I throw my fist at her face as hard as I can.


Seth steps between us at the last possible second.


And I punch the most popular boy in school right in the nose, just as Mrs. Heller storms into the hallway.


“What is—Miss Benson!”


I freeze. My fist is still hovering just inches from Seth’s head, and he’s holding a hand over his face, trying to contain the blood that’s gushing from his nose.


I really wish I was furniture right now.





CHAPTER TWO


Hypothetically Speaking


Suspended. For the first time in my life. My parents are definitely not going to be happy about this. I’m not supposed to get suspended. I’m not supposed to be the problem child. That’s Violet’s job. Mother’s going to have a heart attack when she finds out that both her children aren’t allowed to set foot on Haven City Schools’ property for the next two weeks.


And what if the press gets hold of this? They’re going to find the most unflattering picture they have of me in their archives (and, god, they have plenty) and splash it across the home page of every tabloid that will pay for it. Probably pair it with some story about how I’m turning into a wild child just like my sister. And the CCA—Clone Control Advocacy—members? They are definitely going to use this as evidence against the movement. Because they’re always after this sort of evidence. Anything to make Huxley look bad, to sway public opinion toward their own personal beliefs about cloning and genetic engineering.


Forget that Huxley has provided the public with plenty of documentation about the benefits of cloning, and that the clones themselves prove over and over—in almost every kind of study imaginable—that they’re smarter, stronger, and healthier than the originals they came from. They don’t care about any of that. The CCA and its supporters are always trying to claim that clones and their origins, and any people involved with cloning, have a tendency toward instability and violence, a greater chance of developing serious mental-health issues, and a bunch of other crap that they rarely have the facts and figures to back up.


But that bloody nose I just gave Seth Lancaster is a fact. Which means I’m going to be news. Maybe even bigger news than Violet, since at this point I think some of the paparazzi are getting tired of her everyday exploits. But wait until they tell the public what the younger Benson sister has been up to. Wait until the press reveals how unstable Huxley’s experiments have made her.


The office smells like cleaning chemicals and a stomach-turning mixture of whatever food they’ve been heating up in the secretaries’ break room. I’m alone in the little hallway outside the principal’s office, waiting for Miss Davis to get off the phone. I’m not allowed to go back to class, so I’m going to have to call home and have someone come get me. Not looking forward to that conversation. Miss Davis can stay on the phone for the rest of the afternoon for all I care. Though I am getting tired of drawing circles in the faded blue armrest of this chair.


My mind follows the circular pattern my finger is making, and I’ve started to zone out when someone sits down on the bench next to me and clears his throat. I don’t look up. I’ve done enough interacting for one day. Plus, I don’t want to have to explain why I’m sitting here dressed like I’m about to go to a masquerade ball.


Or why my costume has blood on the sleeve.


“Did you at least win?”


I still don’t want to look up. I shouldn’t look up. But I know that voice. His accent has a soft lilt to it, like most of the people from the Southside section of Haven have; a lot of the ones who originally built up that part of town—the area the Neuse River winds through—were refugees from the war-torn ports of coastal Georgia. His family used to have an estate in a city called Savannah, which I know thanks to the projects we had to present in a contemporary-history class I took last spring. We had to chart population migration to and from cities, as affected by the war. I was bored out of my mind while most people were presenting, and spent the majority of that class period trying to find a way to hack through the school’s Network blocks so I could play games instead.


But I paid attention to his presentation.


Because the truth is, I’ve always been a little bit in love with that voice, and with the person it belongs to. Which is why I can’t help myself now. I tilt my head toward the bench. And sure enough, Jaxon Cross is sitting less than two feet away from me. And like it’s done during every one of our grand total of about five interactions, my mind goes completely blank. Perfect. So now I can check “humiliate self in front of crush” off my list of things to do to make this supremely awful day complete.


What the heck is he doing here?


I know the answer as soon as I ask myself, though: He’s an office assistant during fourth period. Something about the way his credits worked out; they won’t let students with empty spaces on their schedule just skip a class, so they usually make them fill the time doing busywork around the school.


I don’t know how much work Jaxon actually does, though. I don’t think a day goes by that I don’t see him wandering up and down the halls outside the auditorium, and there’s been more than one occasion when he’s played an impromptu audience member for our rehearsals.


Not that I’m keeping an eye out for him or anything.


“Well?” he presses with a friendly smile. It’s a permanent accessory to his face, that smile—so you’d think I’d be used to it. Especially since this isn’t the first time it’s been directed at me either. Because while most of the student body of Haven High is perfectly content with me being furniture, Jaxon always makes a point to remind me that I exist, even when I’m trying desperately to fade into the background. He always waves to me. Always smiles at me. Sure, he does that to most people—but that’s the point. I’m just like most people to him. It’s like he’s completely oblivious to who my family is. Like he doesn’t know me at all, but at the same time he’s somehow closer to me than anyone else in school. I find that both terrifying and exhilarating.


Mostly terrifying.


“I . . . What do you mean?” I ask, my fingers tracing the eyeholes of the torn mask in my lap.


“That scratch on your face,” he explains. “It looks like it hurt. So I’m hoping you at least won that fight.”


“That fight . . .” My stomach sinks. Does he already know about that? Does the whole school already know?


“News travels fast,” he says, holding up his phone.


Seth must have messaged him, I realize suddenly. The two of them are always hanging out, even though they seem like complete opposites to me. Because unlike Seth, Jaxon isn’t a complete ass.


I manage a few calm breaths. So what if he knows? That doesn’t mean the whole school does. It’s just Jaxon. And the entire Theater class. And whoever they’ve told, which means the whole volleyball team probably knows, and so does every teacher Mrs. Heller’s gotten a chance to talk to. And Seth’s got a bigger mouth than all of them put together—so on second thought, I’m kind of surprised paparazzi and CCA members aren’t breaking down the office door this very second.


Jaxon’s looking at me expectantly now, waiting for me to say something. So I laugh nervously. “This?” I say, motioning toward the scratch. The breeze my hand creates makes the raw skin sting. “It’s nothing. It doesn’t hurt or anything.”


“Well, that’s good,” he says, running a hand through his hair. It’s longer than I’ve ever seen it, but it’s still got that messy-but-styled look to it. It’s not as dark as mine, but it’s close. Or maybe it just looks darker next to his fair skin. This is the first time I’ve really looked at him, I guess. I mean really looked at him, and studied him; when you’re trying to blend in to the scenery yourself, you can’t stare too long at anyone. I’m usually ducking around corners or tripping over things in my herculean efforts to avoid eye contact with him—and I guess that makes it hard to notice little things like the square outline of someone’s jaw or the way his eyebrows lift a little when he smiles or the way his nose is just the tiniest bit crooked.


I could probably study that face all day, now that I’ve started; but silence is threatening us, so I smooth out some of the wrinkles from the front of my dress and say, “Um, I’m guessing Seth told you what happened?”


His smile widens. “Yeah. He sent me a picture, actually. One of the girls in your theater class managed to snap it—it’s a great action shot.”


Oh no.


“A picture . . . ?”


He nods, then holds up his phone again. And there I am, in all of my mortified glory, fist still raised, mouth open and gaping. Seth is just to my right with his hand clutched over his face. Barely in the frame, but it’s more than enough to incriminate me.


“Great.” I stop messing with my dress and try to smile back. Maybe I can joke this off. Jaxon, at least, seems to find it amusing. “So, um, yeah. I didn’t exactly win, as I guess you saw. In fact, I didn’t even hit the right person.”


“I dunno,” he says with a shrug. “I feel like Seth needs to be punched every now and then. It’s good for him—keeps him in line.”


My smile becomes a little more genuine, a little less nervous. Because all of a sudden I realize: I am having an actual conversation with Jaxon Cross. And he thinks it’s funny that I punched one of his best friends in the face.


At what point did I step into this alternate reality, exactly?


“Still,” I say, “can you, like . . . message him and tell him I’m sorry or something?”


“Consider it done.” He starts messing with his phone, and I don’t even realize I’m watching him until he glances up at me a minute later. My heart thumps right up into my ears, and the back of my neck starts to burn. It should be illegal to have eyes as blue as his. “So what happens now?” he asks. “They going to haul you off to jail, or what?”


“I wish,” I say, frowning. “It’s worse, though—I have to go home. And I’ll be there for the next two weeks. I was waiting for Miss Davis to get off the phone so I could call our . . . so I can call someone to come get me.” I almost said “our driver.” And though it’s no secret how rich my parents are, I still hate calling attention to it. It’s just one more way that I’m different from most people.


“I could take you home,” he says.


My mind threatens to go blank again. “I can’t . . . I mean, you don’t have to do that,” I mumble.


“It’s nothing. I’m bored anyway—they’ve run out of stuff for me to do, and I slip out of here early all the time.” He casts a glance toward the secretary, and even though she looks completely oblivious to our conversation, he leans in closer to me before quietly adding, “I just tell Davis that I’m going to the middle school to help tutor the kids in math. I’ve done it for real enough times that she doesn’t question me about it anymore.”


“I—”


“And this way you can put off explaining things to your parents for a little longer,” he says, hopping to his feet.


I try, but I can’t seem to come up with a decent argument. I mean, it’s an incredibly tempting offer. Not only would I not have to call home, but I’d also be sharing a car ride with Jaxon Cross. It’s . . . almost too good to be true.


Maybe that’s why I feel nervous again. Why is he being so forward all of a sudden? He’s always been nice, yeah, but he’s never been this nice. I don’t want to wonder why, because it deflates the warm bit of hope that’s been ballooning in my chest. But I can’t help it. Being followed around by cameras your whole life, and having half of what you say misquoted by reporters all over the state can make a girl paranoid. And Jaxon already has a picture of what I did to Seth. Maybe now he’s just looking for content to go with the story he plans on selling to the highest bidder:


Catelyn Benson’s Wild Rampage.


Yeah. He could make a small fortune off a story like that, if he’s got any sort of negotiating skills. Which he’s already proven he does. He’s persuasive enough to make furniture talk, at least.
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