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Dedication

To Mom and Dad








CHAPTER 1





A BANGING NOISE jolted Griffin awake. He flung his bare legs over the bed’s edge and staggered to his feet. At the window, iron bars created a harsh grid over his night view. Stars scattered across the sky like shattered glass. He tugged at the rusted metal, testing its strength. “Not a captive, my ass.” 


Luke’s words echoed in his head: You’re hurt, Griff. Rest.


Yeah sure, screw that. Max was keeping him prisoner here, but he didn’t know why.


Outside in the moonlight, a guy around his age swung his leg over one of those odd wood and wicker contraptions. It lurched upward, hauled by something Griffin couldn’t make sense of. A glowing network of lines ran in a crisscross above the settlement. The contraption zipped off into the night with a faint zing. In the distance, metal clanged. Cheers rang out. Some kind of mid-air battle played out in the dark. Griffin wanted to hop on one with Luke, feel the wind whip past, and escape.


Earth. This place was supposed to feel like home. It did not. The air smelled damp and green. He missed the sterile, recycled air of The Calypso. He missed the old Luke who was his best friend, lover, companion in interstellar adventure, but not his nursemaid. They were supposed to be exploring the stars together, not be stuck here.


Griffin walked to his door and shook the handle. He was getting stronger. Closer to his old self. And he’d had no fainting spells. Bang! The door squealed on its hinges and flew open, knocking him on the head.


“Oww!” Griffin stepped back, rubbing his forehead.


“Oh, hey, are you okay?” Luke rushed to help. “Let’s get you back to bed.” 


Griffin pushed him away. “I’m fine. I’m not some sorta invalid.” 


Dimples bloomed on Luke’s cheeks. “You’re feeling better!” Sun-kissed and brawny, he was almost unrecognizable. He’d always been muscular, but he’d filled out into a powerful beast. Beside him, Griffin felt pale and scrawny. 


“Listen, no time to explain. When Max comes, tell him you’re the original.” Luke slipped inside and shut the door with a soft click.


“Original what?”


“Shh. Keep your voice down. Max doesn’t know we’re clones, and we gotta keep it that way.”


Griffin gawked at him. “I’m not a—“ He let out a snort of laughter. “Luke, what the hell are you talking about?”


Not a clone? He was, though. A copy of a dead man. Captain Griffin Devries. He’d made peace with all that…or as best he could. Now Luke wanted him to play pretend?


“Why?” Griffin scrubbed a hand over his face, trying to shake the fog loose. His pulse kicked up a notch, anger replacing the knot of anxiety in his belly. “Why does it matter if we’re clones?”


“Clones aren’t human.” Luke exhaled. “At least according to Max. Anyway, a couple more things. I told ‘em we’re not, uh, boyfriends, we’re brothers, and—“


“Out of bed and recovering?” The door opened again, cutting Luke off. Sayra glided into the room. Her red hair caught the light, freckles splattered across pale skin. She gazed at Griffin as if he were an irritating problem to solve.


Luke clapped Griffin on the shoulder. “He’s getting stronger. You’re right, Sayra. The pills are helping.”


The pills were her idea? Somehow, that made him less enthusiastic. “What are they for again?”


“Seizures… madness,” Sayra said, her face grave.


“Madness?” Griffin swallowed hard. When he slept, he often had strange dreams…a man in a shimmering silver tunic made of digits, a stairway leading into a void. Messages that didn’t come from him. Maybe he was losing his mind.


Luke shot her a warning look and something passed between them. “We don’t think you’re psycho, Griff. They just help calm the electrical activity in your noggin’. You were dying, Griff. Without Sayra's pills you'd have been a goner.”


Apparently, his seizures were going to kill him eventually. The answers to his disorder were supposed to be here on Earth. Were Sayra’s little brown pills it? If so, couldn’t they grab a supply and blow this joint?


“How’s Rayn?” Griffin asked. “And the rest of the crew?”


Luke brushed the question away. “Fine, fine. They wandered off. Rayn is Rayn,” he said too fast. “Anyway, you’re awake, you’re not passing out, and you know who you are.”


“I forgot who I was?”


Luke nodded. “Eyes open, but nobody home. For most of the year, Griff. It’s been a long time. I had to make a life here. Sometimes, I was afraid you’d never wake up…”


A crushing despair descended. An entire year. Gone. He’d lost a bunch of weight, and his memory was shot. Meanwhile, a scar twisted like a vine up the side of Luke’s arm, and Luke seemed so damn proud of it, sleeves rolled to show it off. Griffin had to admit, it was mad sexy.


A muffled shout rose from the adjacent room, followed by a bang. Then a whimper. Griffin heard Max yell something about sassafras. Sayra’s jaw clenched.


“Who’s in the room next door? They were banging on the wall this morning.”


An uneasy look crossed Luke’s face. “His name is Zenith. He’s caused trouble.” Luke went to continue, but Sayra glared, and he clammed up.


“And when do I get out of this dump? Or are Max and his goon gonna come and beat me too?”


Sayra let out an exasperated huff and crossed to the window. Luke dropped onto the mattress beside him, slinging a warm arm around his shoulders. “As soon as Max gives the okay.”


Griffin’s scowl faded at the touch of Luke’s warm body next to his. He smelled like sun-baked earth and clean soap, with a musky edge of sweat. If Sayra weren’t in the room, Griffin might have wrestled him onto the bed, strength or no strength.


“You told me I’m not a prisoner.”


Sayra turned to them. “You aren’t a prisoner. You’re being kept here for your safety.” Everything she said sounded patronizing.


“It’s not about getting out fast, Griff. It’s about knowing when to move,” Luke said, cocking an eyebrow as if to signal deep wisdom. But seeing the irritation on Griffin’s face, he eased off. “Sayra, why can’t he roam around outside tomorrow? Fresh air will do him good. And exercise.” Luke poked Griffin in his bony ribs.


It tickled, but it also pissed him off. “Quit it.”


“Max wants to question him.” She’d done this before…spoken to Luke about Griffin as if he weren’t there.


“Why?” Griffin asked.


Sayra didn’t even bother to respond. Another zing vibrated through the room. Griffin turned to the window and watched a wicker pod descend, creaking. The young rider wore an exhilarated grin and pumped his fist in the air.


“Have you ridden one yet?” Griffin asked Luke.


“Of course. Flux lines. You’ll dig ‘em.” Luke grinned, showing off a trail of three tattoos on his arm. “A fourth to come. My flying badges.”


Wow, Luke really had built an entire life here without him.


Sayra shook a finger at Luke. “Your brother is a long way from getting anywhere near a flux line. And speaking of which… I need to get him his pills. Come on, Luke.”


Luke stood, eager to please. Something lurched in Griffin’s gut, a free-fall he hadn’t felt since The Calypso crashed toward the planet. This wasn’t his Luke. 


“Luke, can you stay a minute?” Griffin asked. “Please.”


Luke glanced at Sayra as if he needed permission. What the hell was going on?


Sayra’s narrow eyebrows dove into a frown so sharp it looked ready to pierce her eyeballs. But she nodded and left.

* * * 


“Yeah, I told Sayra we’re brothers. They aren’t cool with guys like us here.”


“Guys like us? Fuck ‘em. And what’s her deal, anyway? She seems intense.”


Luke sighed. “Sayra is Max’s daughter. She’s been a big help to me, to us. It’s bad enough we’re clones, but gay clones? Things are different here. Max would sacrifice us at the next full moon for sure.”


Griffin burst out laughing. Luke did not join him.


“They sacrifice people?”


Luke stared at the floor and nodded.


“For being gay?” The words tasted sour in Griffin’s mouth.


Luke shook his head, blushing. “No, not so far. At least not as far as I know. They battle up in the flux lines…everyone who’s been sacrificed kinda wanted to be. It can be an honor…or a punishment.”


Griffin’s eyebrows raised at that. “Uh, okay. Yeah, big honor.”


“It’s complicated,” Luke rushed to continue. “You’ll get it once you understand how things work here.”


“I don’t think I want to understand. When do we leave?”


Luke scratched the back of his neck. “We’d be dead if not for Max. He wants to talk to you. I’ll make sure I’m here. Just remember what I told you. Not a word about being a clone.”


“Or gay.”


“Yeah.”


“And we’re brothers? Wait, but we don’t look alike.”


Luke chewed his lip. “From another mother.”


“Gotcha.” Griffin couldn’t help chuckling at that. “So, which would be worse for him to learn? That I’m a clone or gay?”


“Griff, please don’t be difficult. Just trust me, okay?” Luke ducked out, leaving Griffin alone with the echo of his warnings.


Griffin glanced around the room. Trust Luke? Sure. Trust Max? Not a damn chance. He’d been foggy and only half-conscious when Max visited one day, but he could tell he didn’t trust the guy. If Luke didn’t help him, he’d find his own way to get out and explore.













CHAPTER 2





SAYRA CAUGHT UP and threaded her fingers through Luke’s. Above them, a rider on a flux line waved as he soared past toward the jungle. Luke managed a half-hearted wave back.


The riders were headed out to continue repairing the damage The Calypso inflicted on three transmission stations during the crash. A knot gathered in Luke’s gut. Max would never let him forget that debt. When they weren’t making repairs, the riders battled each other in a complex game Luke was mastering. At least he was winning Max’s favor as a rider.


“How do I help Griffin fit in?”


Sayra squeezed his hand. “You two are very different. You fit in from the start. Unfortunately, your poor brother may struggle.”


As she spoke, the first drops of evening rain wet the earth. Wind rustled palm fronds carrying cooler air from the hills. They ran to their small dwelling just as the drops became a steady deluge.


Inside, a fire crackled in the hearth, chasing away the dampness. Sayra lit candles that pushed back the gloom. No tech. That was Max’s strictest rule, and it was gonna be a hard change for Griffin. No screens, no interfaces…just stone, fire, and the sacred flux lines, which were something different.


Shadows danced across the stone walls, flickering over intricate murals of myths and arcane symbols. After finishing with the candles, Sayra sat by the fire, bent over a small iron bowl. She began mixing charcoal and a dark indigo powder—the dyes for his tattoo.


“Griff would be great riding the flux lines. I’d like to start him training.”


Sayra scoffed. “He’s too weak, and Max would never allow it. He must earn his way same as you did.”


“Griffin is impatient. That’s one thing I… love about my… brother. But it might make things more difficult.”


“We need to find Griffin a girlfriend. I have someone in mind. That will calm him.”


Luke chuckled. “Griffin isn’t the type to fall for a girl.”


He needed to tell Griffin about him and Sayra. He’d meant to, ever since Griffin woke. But every time he imagined it…Griffin’s face, the hurt there…he found another reason to wait. Wait until he was stronger.


Sayra smiled. “All men do. It’s a matter of finding the right one.”


Luke said nothing. He and Griffin were different in that way, too. His own attractions were far more flexible. This was another truth he wasn’t sure how to break to Griffin. His feelings for Sayra were… complicated. And also necessary. A pang of guilt stabbed his chest, but he pushed it away, focusing instead on the problem of Griffin. Trouble didn’t just find Griffin; he courted it. How could Luke make him see the need to fit in here? Eden was their only option, and the sooner Griffin got that, the better.


Outside, the rain stopped, and the air filled with the sound of crickets.


“Ready?” Sayra’s wooden stool scraped across the floor as she placed it in front of him. Luke sat on the edge of her narrow bed, and when he turned, he could see the twilight sky through her window.


He cocked an eyebrow. “Will this one hurt as bad as the others?”


“Probably more. That’s part of the experience.” Her green eyes, flecked with gold, held a quiet confidence. “Take off your shirt.”


He stripped off his shirt, enjoying the heat from the fire on his bare chest. Meanwhile, a breeze drifted through the window and cooled his back. That felt good, too. She lifted the shirt, held it to her face, and wrinkled her nose. “Pew. This needs a wash.” She tossed it toward a wicker basket, and it landed with a dull thud.


On her bedside table lay a white cloth, a small bottle of ointment, a wooden mallet, and a long, primitive-looking needle carved from bone.


She traced the line of his scar all the way up to his jaw, then leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “I’m proud of you. Most people take years to make fourth. You ride well.”


She uncorked the ointment, and a pungent herbal smell filled his nose as she rubbed it onto his left arm. He flexed his bicep out of nervous habit.


“Impressive,” she murmured, “but there’s no need to show off. Move, and I’ll mess it up.”


He swallowed. “Okay.”


“Don’t look so nervous. I’m quite certain your accident with the machete hurt far more.” Her smile faded as she paused. Luke closed his eyes. The first few pricks would hurt the most, and then it wouldn’t be so bad. He waited for her to start.


“I sometimes wonder if it would have been better if Griffin had never woken. It might have been easier for him and for you.” Sayra’s met his eyes as they flew open.


“What? No! Never, ever say that again.” The thought horrified him. “He’s… struggling.”


Sayra’s smile returned. She lifted the bone needle, dipping the point into the dark indigo ink. She placed the tip against his bare skin and raised the mallet. “Ready?”


“Yeah.”


She began tapping. Tap. Tap. Gentle at first, then harder. He winced, the sting sharper than he expected.


“How long will this one take?”


“I was hoping this evening. But we can divide it over a couple of days if it’s too much.”


“No. Let’s finish it so I can ride the higher lines.”


“Don’t make it sound like a chore,” she said, her tapping growing more confident. “This is not just a stepping stone, flyboy. It’s an honor.”


Luke knew the symbol: a sun with four rays, flanked by two smaller circles. Several other men in Eden wore the same mark. As she continued, the sharp pain faded into a dull, rhythmic thrum.


“I’m… actually kind of enjoying each one more and more.” His body relaxed.


“It can be addictive.” Tattoos coiled up her own forearm, and the older men had more ink than skin, especially the riders with their badges. “Pain brings pleasure, too. Or at least, that’s what they say.” She hummed to herself.


Hypnotized by the fire’s warmth, the breeze at his back and the steady tap, tap, tap of the mallet, Luke’s tongue loosened. “I love him.” The words sounded loud in the small room. “I love Griffin.” It felt good to say it.


Sayra nodded, never pausing her work. “You’re a good brother. You’ve been through a lot together. When my mother left, I felt lost for a long time. Don’t take too much on yourself. Griffin will find his way… or he won’t. We don’t yet know what his place is, but I guarantee you, Max will find it for him. Galia is single and around his age. They’d get along well.”


Galia? Morose, quiet, moving like a shadow. Luke couldn’t picture it. He didn’t want to.


“Stop looking so worried. You found your place. Griffin will, too.”


“Rayn didn’t.”


“Rayn was a silly twat who fell in love with a monk.” Her voice sharpened.


“Rayn had a girlfriend on Sian.”


“Sian sounds as morally decrepit as Sol City,” she scoffed. “She fell for Bodhi. They wouldn’t have run off together otherwise.”


“Yeah, maybe.” He missed Rayn. And if even half the rumors of the dangers beyond Max’s compound were true, he feared she was dead.


“I will find Griffin a girl.” Sayra leaned closer to examine her work. “Men need women to shepherd them, or they wander off like silly goats.”


“He’s not one of the barn animals.” Luke sighed, exasperated. “He’s my brother. And you need to think of him as your brother, too.” His eyes flashed.


She paused and met his gaze. “Okay.” Then she tightened the skin on his arm. Tap. Tap. Tap. “Well, I’ll offer a piece of advice. My mother also had a rather singular view of the world. She entered Eden’s temple.”


“That’s how she disappeared? Max… sacrificed her?”


“No. She went into the temple on her own.”


“And you never saw her again?”


“The temple’s tunnels wind forever into the belly of the earth.” She added more ink, eyes focused. “Never tell Max I told you this, but I believe my poor mother went mad, too. I was young; I don’t remember all of it. Fights with Max, tears… she took to wandering up to the highest temple ramparts. Said it was for the view. Then one night, someone saw her climb to the temple entrance and slip inside.”


Sayra blinked several times. She paused as if to wipe away a tear, examined her finger, and frowned as if disappointed it was dry. Then she picked up the needle and continued her work.


The needle kept tapping, but the warmth of the room had drained from him. The damp breeze at his back sent chills up his spine. He needed to get Griffin through this. Whatever it took. 


He’d start by telling Griff about him and Sayra. He needed Griffin to understand.













CHAPTER 3





RUST HAD PITTED the old iron bars where they met the damp wood of the window frame. For two days, Griffin had worked at the loosest one, twisting it with a splintered piece of his bed frame. His fingers were raw, his muscles screamed in protest, but the bar gave way with a tortured groan.


He jammed it back into place and waited.


The opportunity came after dinner, before his evening pills. Griffin yanked the iron bar free, forced himself through the narrow gap, and landed on the soft earth outside in a crouch. Snaking vines spread out from the trees to weave a dense canopy high above the low buildings. Instinct took over, and he ducked around the corner of the dwelling, melting into the moonlit shadows. Now he needed to scout an escape plan. Luke would thank him later.


Silver light washed over the whitewashed cobblestone walkway. A cacophony of insect noises buzzed in his ears. But no time to hesitate. He hurried down a narrow pathway that followed the side of the building. It wove past the exterior of his dwelling and then through manicured grass.


His legs trembled, and his breathing came in ragged bursts. Man, was he out of shape. But this ache felt good, a fierce burn in his muscles as he tested their limits. He huffed the fresh air, smelling damp earth and green things. Foreign. Strange. Adventure. Yeah.


He followed the path until it met a tiny, bubbling stream. Bending down, he cupped his hands and drank deep. The beams that transported the bizarre wicker pods weren’t in this area. The sky was clear and unobstructed. A grin stretched across his face as he tilted his head back, eyes tracing the constellations. 


His chest expanded, muscles loosening for the first time in months. Above him, distant planets beckoned. That’s where they belonged, the stars, not stuck here on Earth. And not in this strange place. For sure, Luke felt the same.


Farther along, the path narrowed, but the cobbles were neat. Not a single plant frond invaded. The jungle pressed in on all sides, a wall of green that must have taken a massive effort to hold back. Boy, Max must keep people busy here. A creaking, whirring noise grew louder. Seconds later, he arrived at a clearing and shrank back into the shadows.


A sweating man stood in a primitive stone structure, straining against a series of levers that controlled a network of ropes and massive stone counterweights. The stones rose up and down in a blur of motion, the whole groaning machine acting as a launch and retrieval system for the bamboo contraptions that rode the glowing lines above.


The pod settled onto a wooden platform. As the rider swung a leg over to dismount, Griffin’s heart lurched. Nestor. Max’s goon. He shouted commands to the sweating man, scolding him for some fuck up.


Griffin had seen this guy the day after waking, when he’d been too woozy to speak but with it enough to listen. Nestor’s whiny, sycophantic voice had grated on him then. It grated on him now. He pressed deeper into the shadows.


Nestor spat on the ground and stretched his back with a groan. He strode over to lay into his helper further, leaving the vehicle unattended.


Their backs were turned as Nestor went off on the dude. Something about improper tension on the counterweight lines interspersed with various insults about the guy’s intelligence. Griffin scanned the clearing. No one else around. The pod sat, waiting. Heart pounding, Griffin crept from the bushes and onto the stone pathway. Up close, the vehicle appeared to be a strange hybrid of technologies. The machine had a crude seat and foot stirrups, more horse than motorcycle. He’d seen both in digital files but had no real-world experience.


The impulse was too strong to resist. A glance confirmed Nestor and the other man were deep in conversation, backs to him. He was out of their line of sight. He jammed his foot into a stirrup and swung his leg over the vehicle’s frame.


For a contraption so roughly constructed, the woven seat felt comfy. It carried the earthy scent of dried grass mingling with machine oil. He grasped the controls, sensing a subtle vibration pulse along the two thick cables linking the pod to the brilliant beam of energy overhead. How could this primitive vehicle connect to something so advanced?


He shifted his weight to get a feel for the machine, and a wave of dizziness reminded him he wasn’t strong enough for this. Not yet. But the realization brought an idea. This was the key.


The key to his escape. Their escape. Luke told him he knew how to ride these. Of course, he did. A surge of determination cut through the weakness. He would get his strength back. He would learn how these things worked, too. And they would escape together, back to The Calypso.


He was about to dismount when the vehicle shuddered beneath him. As he grabbed the two front handles, he glimpsed Nestor’s sinister grin before the contraption shot into the sky.


“Send him for a ride!” Nestor shouted to his helper.


As the pod climbed several hundred feet, Griffin fought for a grip. The beam of energy buzzed overhead. When it connected to the vehicle, he braced himself…well, sort of. He planted his feet into the stirrups and waited for the vehicle to shoot forward, his chance at escape…but nothing happened. The beam buzzed and crackled above him, and the machine vibrated.


The height yanked his breath away. Heights didn’t freak him out, but right now? He was not up for this. His arms trembled as he clung to that wicker frame like a little kid. To his right, the settlement sprawled. Those tall stone structures, ziggurats, he thought, emitted the beams that crisscrossed like a cosmic web. Ahead, a vast rainforest loomed, and something on a slope far in the jungle caught his eye. A glimmer in the moonlight. The Calypso? Maybe. Or just wishful thinking.


But the damn thing wouldn’t move. It just kept shaking harder and harder. His grip slipped as sweat coated his hands. Then he remembered. His pills. He’d been hoarding them, wanting to see how long he could do without them. It had been a couple of days since he’d taken a dose. And now he felt it. That strange sensation he got before a seizure grabbed him.


“Griffin!” Luke’s voice cut through the darkness. Griffin couldn’t look…one glance down and he’d drop. The pod lurched left. His legs slid. He clawed at the wicker, righting himself. Then it whipped him the other way. He sprawled across the frame, vision darkening at the edges. Going to fall. His eyes fluttered shut.


A violent jolt snapped them open. The pod fell back to earth. He tumbled out, only a few feet, but it knocked the wind clean out of him.


Max, Luke, and Nestor loomed. Max’s face was a furious red, making his dark beard look even blacker while his blue eyes bored into him. His forehead jutted out, those deep-set eyes nestled beneath a bony ridge like a cliff over two pools of water. Max yanked him to his feet. “What the hell were you doing?”


“He tried to steal the pod,” Nestor said.


“That’s total BS. You tried to kill me!” Griffin struggled to speak as his vision wavered and consciousness blurred around the edges.


Max’s eyes slid to Nestor. “Next time something like this happens, you bring him right to me.” Nestor’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Yes, sir.” Griffin glared at Nestor as he struggled to stand.


“What’s wrong with him?” Max asked.


“He needs his pills,” Luke said. A few moments later, Sayra returned with water and the pills he had missed. Luke helped him wash them down. Griffin came back to himself on the dirt, drool strung from his chin, face burning with shame.


“Just the kind of stunt a clone would pull.” Nestor sneered.


“Take him,” Max growled.


Nestor and his goons clamped down on Griffin’s arm. He struggled, but there was no point. Months ago, he could’ve put up a decent fight. No longer. Nestor yanked him along, making him feel like a rag doll. The burn of humiliation crawled down his throat, getting worse when he noticed Luke trailing behind, silent.


Luke spoke. “Please, sir. Griffin’s bored being cooped up all the time. He’s not a clone. Give him a chance…please.”


Max rubbed his chin. “Fine. If he can pass the test and prove he’s human, he can join the others. Fresh air and hard work might knock some sense into him. Nestor, tell Simon to put him on a work crew tomorrow…if he passes.” Max glowered at Griffin and strode off down the walkway, two of his other assistants following.


Nestor’s hand clamped on Griffin’s arm and led him away. They were halfway back to Griffin’s dwelling when a crash of wicker and bamboo echoed above them. Two men on the flux line contraptions were locked in a practice battle, swinging machetes like knights jousting as their blades clattered.


“Nice counterflow!” Nestor shouted. Then he waved. “Remember our lesson!” he bellowed. His grip on Griffin’s arm loosened for a second, and that was all the encouragement he needed.


He drove a sharp elbow into Nestor’s ribs. As the man grunted in surprise, Griffin reached down, scooped a handful of dirt, and flung it straight into his eyes. No time for a fair fight. Nestor howled in pain and surprise.


“Griffin, what are you doing? Stop!” Luke shouted, taking off after him as Griffin sprinted down an alleyway.


“But I am a clone!” Griffin gasped as they rounded a corner, leaving Nestor’s furious shouts in the distance. “So what happens when they test me?”


“I know that!” Luke hissed, stopping him. “I’ll talk to Sayra. You’re making things worse. Don’t make an enemy of Nestor, of all people.”


“Far too late for that,” Griffin shot back. “Were you tested?”


Luke shook his head. “Sayra convinced Max not to. But I didn’t have a double running around, so it didn’t matter so much.”


“Who is this double?”


“Zenith. The guy in the room next to yours.”


“And if I fail this test?”


“You won’t. Let Zenith take the hit.” Luke grabbed his arm. “There’s more here in Eden than you’re seeing. If you’d quit freaking out for five minutes, I could show you.”


“Oh yeah, this place is paradise, Luke.”


Their conversation got cut short as two men emerged from the path ahead, blocking their escape. The larger one didn’t speak; he wound up and drove a fist into Griffin’s gut while the other grabbed him from behind.


The world exploded in a nauseating wave of pain. They hauled Griffin to his feet, his own legs useless, and dragged him back to his room.


Nestor waited inside, wiping the last of the dirt from his face. A strange piece of equipment dangled from his hands, a glinting mesh of wires and dark metal.


“Ready?” a deep voice asked. Max emerged from the shadows of the room, a chilling smile on his face. “Given the circumstances, we decided not to wait until morning.”


The smile didn’t reach his eyes, and whatever he had planned, Griffin guessed he was not ready at all.













CHAPTER 4





NESTOR DRAGGED ZENITH into the room like a rag doll. Then he slammed him against the far wall, and shoved him to the floor. Griffin’s heart raced as he took in the abuse of his replica. Every detail…the same mismatched eyes—one brown, one blue-violet—to the way he stood, screamed Griffin, yet something about him felt…off.


“Which one of you is the original?”


“Me,” they said in unison. “He’s my clone.” Zenith pointed at him. Griffin’s mouth fell open.


“That’s a lie. I’ve never even met you before…” Well, except for when he looked in the mirror. And for the fact that this version of himself looked healthier.


Griffin’s eyes narrowed. “Who the hell are you?”


“Zenith. Who the fuck are you?” He smiled, and Griffin couldn’t help but be charmed. He never realized how nice his smile was. But he snapped back to reality.


Griffin’s hands curled into fists. “Who sent you here? Are you from some other planet?”


“Nope, I’m from right here on good old planet Earth. Where are you from?”


“The Calypso,” Griffin said, pride in his voice.


Max gritted his teeth. “So you’re not from Earth after all?”


“No, sir,” Luke cut in. “What he means is, we were on the spaceship Calypso on a mission, but we’re from Earth, of course.”


Sir? Griffin couldn’t remember ever hearing Luke call anyone sir.


“Shut up. I didn’t ask you. And you are from,” he pointed at Zenith, “Earth?”


“Home sweet home, mama Earth.” Zenith flashed his cheeky grin again.


“I’ll test you both. The Veritas strips away artifice, showing who is truly human.”


“You already tested me.” Zenith’s voice shook. “Please, not again. I can’t.” All his bravado vanished, leaving him just a vulnerable kid.


Luke stepped forward, jaw clenched. “Look, sir, you’ve seen for yourself. Griffin’s been here ever since The Calypso crashed. He’s the original. Zenith…that imposter? I don’t know where he’s from or who made him, but—“


“Another word and the next full moon will be your last.” Max’s hand shot out like a snake, catching Luke off-guard and sending him to the floor, choking. Griffin lunged toward his friend but was held too tight. Sayra bent down to help Luke up.


“Do him again first.” Max pointed to Zenith. Zenith backed away along the wall, trying to get as far from them as possible, but they grabbed him and clamped the metal contraption around his head. For a moment, the room went silent, and then Zenith’s entire body convulsed. His face became a mask of pain, eyeballs bulging from his head. His muscular arms beat against the floor, and a drop of blood pearled from his nose. When it stopped, he was no longer breathing.


Griffin’s breath caught in his throat. Seeing this version of himself, lifeless on the stone floor, hit hard. A wave of sadness crashed over him…and if he was honest, maybe a bit of relief, too. But who was this guy, really? His fingers were smeared with blood from clawing at the ground. Then a cough shook Zenith’s chest, and his eyes blinked open. One eye was cocked to the left, off-axis. The other roved up and down. It made Griffin sick to look at.


“He’s still breathing,” Nestor said.


Max turned to Griffin, eyes narrowed. “Zenith passed a second time. Your turn.” Nestor and his two friends grabbed Griffin by the arm and pulled him toward Max.


Griffin saw no point in putting up a fight. He’d lost too much strength during his long stasis on The Calypso…and then a year just layin’ around on Earth hadn’t helped either. And part of him was curious. Was he human or not? Would he die? Would it hurt?


“No. Please. You can’t do this to him!” Luke stepped forward.


Sayra grabbed his arm. “Luke, stop!” She tried to pull him back, but not before three more of Max’s guards arrived and jabbed him with a poky object that sent him to his knees.


Griffin struggled toward him, but Nestor slammed him back down.


“Last warning. This stops…now.” Max pointed at Luke. “Or I’ll toss all of you into Eden’s temple tonight and be done with it.”


Luke bowed his head. “Yes, sir.”


Metal clamped down on Griffin’s head. Cold for just an instant, and then as hot as fire, racing through his brain. A shrieking pain. And then…nothing.


He came to in a bleary, blinding pain, taste of copper in his mouth. Max stood by while Sayra applied a lavender-scented herbal balm to his forehead. He winced. He felt as if someone had taken welding irons to each side of his head.


“See? Luke was telling the truth.” Sayra smiled.


Across the room, Zenith lay recovering on the floor. Hands still lashed behind his back, eyes closed.


“Hmm,” Max said. “They both survived.”


Max scratched his chin. Zenith moaned slightly and mumbled something unintelligible. It sounded a little bit like sassafras. His eyes flickered open. He saw Max’s face, and something shifted…the fog burning off in an instant.


“What did he say?” Max’s voice rose.


“Sassafras.” Nestor turned to Max.


Zenith lurched into action. He yanked his hands free and stood, swaying. His limbs weren’t cooperating and his eyes weren’t tracking, but he tackled the man nearest to him, sending him and his weapon clattering to the floor. He reached for the weapon but was too slow. Another soldier slammed his foot down on the wicked blade and lunged toward Zenith. Zenith stumbled out of the way and tried to stand, but fell, crawling on hands and knees toward the door. And he might have made it out, too…except the door was locked. He sat with his back to it, snarling.


Two men grabbed him and forced him to his stomach at blade point. He grunted as his head cracked against the stone.


“Should I dispose of him?” Nestor asked, blade ready.


Max paused. Griffin went cold inside. He didn’t want to watch his double die, sliced open right in front of him.


“No. Lock that one in the other room. I’ll come later and extract his secrets.”


One of Max’s men lifted Zenith and draped him over his broad shoulder. Zenith’s arms were tied tight behind his back, so he didn’t put up a fight. The entire time, Zenith did not lose eye contact with Griffin. He was trying to communicate something. But what?


Max paused at the door and turned to Griffin. “You passed. Sayra will find tasks for you tomorrow.”


Max left, and the door shut. Luke came and helped him to bed while Sayra fussed with a different herbal balm on his forehead, this one smelling like old roses and honey.


“I’m sorry,” Luke whispered.


And then they left too. His skull throbbed where the Veritas had touched it, and when he ran his tongue across his teeth, he tasted metal. The room was quiet except for the sound of his breathing.


Through the wall came a sound, low, rhythmic. Zenith, knocking his head against the stone, or maybe his fists. The same wall Griffin had heard banging on his first night. He pressed his ear flat against it. The knocking stopped. Then started again.


Who are you?

* * *


Griffin was weaker than he realized, so it was lucky Sayra gave him simple work for the first few days. Building up strength was the name of the game. He ate like a pig during mealtimes, did basic work like trimming vines and scraping thick green moss off the pristine white cobbles.


He learned more about what happened to Rayn. It was a scandal. Bodhi had been Max’s trusted spiritual advisor, and he left the settlement and ran off with her.


Good for her, he thought. Proof that it was possible to escape this place. Now he just needed to come up with a plan and convince Luke.


Another rumor going around claimed Zenith was mixed up in their escape somehow and had planned to leave with them. Zenith had information, knew things…Griffin felt certain. Things that might help him escape. Somehow, he needed to talk to his strange double and learn the truth.











CHAPTER 5



SILVER MIST ROSE from the river as the sun climbed higher. Griffin scooped another load of dung mixed with mud and dumped it onto the mushroom field. Farther down the bank, Nestor barked orders at a scrawny kid hauling buckets. Then his eyes fell on Griffin, and darkened.


Yeah, he’d made an enemy here.


Griffin wiped sweat from his forehead. Even in daylight, the mushrooms gave off a faint blue glow. They smelled earthy but also tangy, reminding him of burnt electronics. Weird stuff. He’d watched workers scrape the pulp, mix it with clay, then grind it with what appeared to be small amounts of mushroom combined with a crystalline mineral. The slurry crystallized into the glowing lines the pods traveled along.


“Well hello! You’ve learned fast.”


Sayra approached with a heavy-lidded, morose girl he’d seen carrying dishes to Zenith’s room.


Griffin leaned on his shovel. “Where’s Luke? I haven’t seen him all morning.”


Sayra frowned. “Luke is fine. You need to be independent. He wants you to make friends.”


“He does? Why?” Griffin didn’t care if he sounded rude. The people here were okay, some of them, anyway. But this place would never be home. His thoughts kept snagging on Zenith. The clone. They kept a guard outside his dang room all the time. Griffin had tried communicating through the wall with no success. The whole damn situation felt off. Luke didn’t seem worried. Or maybe he was just scared of Max.


“This is my sister, Galia.” Sayra gave a dramatic swoosh of her hand toward the plain girl with skin as pale as snow, as if presenting royalty. “She’s going to show you a few other tasks.” Griffin couldn’t help noticing that Sayra and Galia looked nothing alike.


Galia nodded her head toward him but didn’t smile. She looked about as enthusiastic as he felt. Unlike Sayra’s wavy red mane, Galia’s hair was dark and pulled back tight against her skull. Her expression sat somewhere between bored and irritated.


“You look just like him. The other one,” Galia said. “You have his face.”


“You mean Zenith?”


“Yes.” Galia smiled, her brown eyes bright. Her face grew pretty when she smiled. Was she flirting with him? Griffin looked away. When he glanced back, the scowl had returned.


Sayra beamed. “Well, I’ll leave you two. Shoveling is men’s work. It’ll give you nasty blisters. Take him to the mix pit, Galia.”


Sayra vanished down a jungle path.


“This way,” Galia said, and left without even bothering to see if he would follow. But he did. Mainly out of curiosity. Maybe she’d give him some ideas for an escape plan that Luke would not be able to refuse. The trails were well trodden, yet the vegetation remained wild and untrimmed. There were no neatly laid cobblestones. Griffin preferred it this way. The persistent whine of the flux lines was quieter here. His plan continued to build. He took his time, learning what path led where as best he could.


“Well, come on. We don’t have all day.” Galia grabbed Griffin’s hand. She tugged him up a narrow trail he hadn’t noticed. The path threaded through the undergrowth, half-hidden by ferns and trailing vines, the earth packed hard from regular use.


As they wound higher, the clink of tools faded and the constant odor of kiln smoke increased. From this vantage, Griffin could see, for the first time since they’d set out, a sliver of sky between the trees. It made him aware of how much of the place was meant to be hidden. 


“So how long ago did you meet Zenith?” Griffin asked as he followed through the winding maze of vines and soaring trees.


“My regular chore is cleaning his room.” Galia turned back, fluttering her dark lashes. “And I bring him food. You look almost identical, except he’s more handsome.”


“Thanks,” Griffin grumbled, irritated at himself that her comment irked him. “Has he ever told you why he’s here?”


Galia shook her head. “We haven’t talked much. But he asked about you. He finds it unfair that you are allowed to be free, and he is not. He says he’s the better version, the authentic version.”


“That’s not true.”


Galia shrugged. “I mind my own business.”


“Will you take me to Zenith? I need to talk to him.”


Galia didn’t answer. They wound their way along a path past several men sweating in front of smoking kilns. Griffin had learned that this was where they made the lime from burning stones, which was then combined with the claylike mud and turned into a paste they used for building.


They arrived at a muddy pit with several shovels strewn around it. A colorful bird flew off into the forest. The sun beat down, hot. Galia handed him a shovel. “It’s one part lime and two parts clay. Help me. I’ll shovel the lime, you shovel three times as much clay.”


Galia pitched in with a shovel of her own. “Don’t breathe the dust! C’mon, hurry up, you have to throw the clay right on top.”


Griffin had a vague understanding of what they were doing…something about needing clay to reinforce tunnels. After dumping the clay and mud mix into the giant wooden bucket, he swirled it around with the shovel. Then he skimmed the floating particles off the top with a half-coconut shell.


The clay sunk to the bottom, and other organic material floated. It was like making some weird tea, but he enjoyed the sun on his shoulders, and the pleasure in working his muscles again. He paused and wiped the sweat from his brow. From here, he could see the main path, and a narrow overgrown trail between the kilns.


“Where does that path lead?” he asked.


Galia glanced over. “Oh, the temple. It’s dangerous and no one goes there.”


He filed it away.


After multiple shovelfuls, they stopped.


“That should be good enough.” Galia took off her shoes and wiggled her toes in the sun. “Well, don’t just stand there. Help me.”


“What do you want me to do?”


Galia pointed at Griffin’s feet. “Take off your shoes and help me mix. Are you as blind as you are stubborn?” She put her hands on her hips but then flashed a smile.


Griffin couldn’t help but chuckle. He yanked his shoes off and stepped in. He did not like being ordered around. But he was curious how the squishy material would feel between his toes, and he was not let down.


“Wow! Oh, careful, you clumsy oaf. Don’t step on my toes.”


“Well, sorry. There isn’t that much room, you know.”


They continued squelching in the mud. Galia kept glancing at Griffin as if she expected something from him. He gazed up at the sky and thought about how strange life was. When he looked back down, Galia still had an odd expression on her face.


“Have you ever fathered a child?” she asked.


Griffin burst into laughter. “God no.” But it reminded him. There were no children here, not even one he’d ever seen. And she’d asked him as if it were the most normal question in the world. Yeah, there was something off about this Eden place.


They continued their work, forced close together by the space. Griffin nearly lost his footing and leaned in toward her.


“Did you just try to kiss me?” Galia put her hand to her mouth.


“Kiss you?” Kissing her was perhaps the last possible thought on his mind. “No. Absolutely not.”


Galia’s face darkened. “Oh. You don’t find me pretty, I guess.”


Griffin could not have been more confused. “Do you want me to kiss you?”


“Sayra would like us to, and it would please Father.”


Griffin changed the subject. “You and Sayra look nothing alike.”


“Well, we’re all Max’s adopted children, of course. And if I want to remain his daughter, I’d best live up to it. So…” Again, the expectant look.


“Why does Sayra want us to kiss?”


Galia didn’t answer, just glared at him as if he were stupid. She sighed. “Well, we’re done mixing now.” Galia got out of the pit. “Ankor and his team will cart it away just before sunset.”


“What will they do with it?”


“It’s for the old bunkers, of course.” Galia finished washing her feet and put on her shoes. “Griffin, can I ask you something?”


He nodded, more preoccupied with getting the clay out from between his toes.


“Will you do me a favor and just tell Sayra we kissed if she asks?”


“You want me to lie?”


Her brow furrowed. “Please. Perhaps we can help each other?”


Griffin thought of Luke. What would he think if it got back
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