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      The GEM enforcer ceased scribbling and looked up, meeting Ephraim’s gaze.

      “I’d like to make sure I have this right,” he said, eyes ticking toward the watching assembly. “You’re saying that before the islands burned, Eden wasn’t actually an exclusive resort spa, as the Evermore Corporation claims. Instead, it was a facility designed to create …” He looked down at his tablet and read the next bit directly: “… ‘illicit, brainwashed clones of celebrities to sell on the black market as slaves.’” He looked to the assembly and then back, clarifying: “Or as you specified, ‘In most cases, sex slaves.’”

      Ephraim looked around the soberly lit room. GEM was supposedly a government entity: Committee for the Oversight of Genetics and Evolvable Machines. But to Ephraim, the deposition chamber looked like a room full of FBI agents. Or maybe that was only his paranoia rearing its head. Again.

      He leaned toward the microphone, rigged to broadcast both through the room’s speakers and directly into the audience’s MyLife implants.

      “That’s correct.”

      The enforcer looked down, then scrolled his tablet with an efficient finger. Ephraim’s official report had begun as no-bullshit black and white, but as he watched it flashing by now, it was a wash of yellow highlights, comments, and annotations.

      “Our report says you brought GEM information on how such ‘clones’ were created.” His head stayed down, seeming to think, but his eyes flicked up at Ephraim. He wore a middle-of-the-road charcoal suit and white shirt, no tie, jet black hair clipped short. He looked Italian or Hispanic. Maybe Greek. Ephraim hadn’t caught his last name, which would have helped clarify his ethnicity. He’d been too focused on the agent’s glasses when they’d met: black-framed with a thick top bar that made him look like his eyebrows were set on permanent neutral. And on the strange-looking man beside him: extremely tan with bright white hair — a contrast that made him seem all sharp lines and relief.

      Ephraim glanced up from the seated agent and at the standing man now. He was wearing a brass plate over his suit pocket that said only KILIK. Was “Kilik” his name? Or was it his position — perhaps as a guard, like a courtroom bailiff?

      The two men in suits traded indecipherable glance. The nameless enforcer might have been suggesting the kilik guy run back to verify Ephraim’s report. Or the two might simply be mocking him wordlessly.

      “I was never any good at science,” the agent continued. “You ever see the Logan’s Run remake?”

      Ephraim nodded.

      “That movie is about the extent of my science knowledge. You think you could give me some idea how that might have worked — making ‘clones’ like in the movies?”

      Ephraim looked around the room. He swallowed. The enforcer kept putting verbal quotes around the word “clones,” and that didn’t spell great promise even though Ephraim was supposed to be the good guy here.

      “They …”

      But he stalled, feeling the weight of all those watching faces.

      This had all unfolded so incorrectly. It was supposed to be cut and dry. He’d submitted the report to GEM with Fiona’s help, using all the proper jargon. Riverbed CEO Fiona Roberson had nearly as solid a reputation as Evermore’s beloved Wallace Connolly, so why did he feel such doubt?

      When Ephraim and Fiona ran through this deposition in practice, Fiona had agreed that the story was airtight. Ephraim’s firsthand report of Eden plus the extensive video record from Clone-Jonathan’s MyLife should have sealed things well in advance of this interview.

      Ephraim was supposed to be a witness, not the accused. Evermore and its operation on Eden were the evildoers. And yet Ephraim couldn’t help feeling like he was a prisoner in stocks in front of all these dead gazes, dared to defend his ludicrous story.

      “The way I understand it,” Ephraim said, “Eden’s off-island spas harvested DNA from subjects when they came in to sign up for Tomorrow Gene treatment, before heading off to Eden. Evermore used that DNA to make the clones, starting right then. Cloning, in and of itself, isn’t exactly new.”

      “I understand,” said the enforcer. “That’s something even a science idiot like me remembers hearing about. But you take a cloned sheep and put it next to the original, and all I see is two sheep. That’s a far cry from making two …” He scrolled on the tablet. “… Altruance Browns or Sophie Norrises.”

      “There were definitely a lot of Altruance Browns,” Ephraim said. “More than two.”

      “Mmm-hmm. And it says here that those Altruances chased you when you tried to leave, unlike your late friend — the original Altruance Brown. So we’re not just talking about clones, are we? We’re talking about evil clones.”

      Beside the enforcer, the tan man with the white hair stifled a snicker.

      Ephraim’s eyes ticked around, trying to read the room. The remainder of the committee, seated, had their heads down, probably scanning the same report.

      “Jonathan …” But that was wrong; Ephraim cleared his throat to start again. “I mean … you know, the clone of my brother Jonathan? He said the clones could be programmed. So I guess those Altruances were programmed to chase us.”

      “So they’re robots?”

      “No, clones.”

      “Forgive my ignorance, Mr. Todd,” said the enforcer, leaning back and crossing his arms, “but my understanding is that clones are people. No different from twins, really.”

      “That’s right.”

      “So how do you program people?”

      “Psychological programming.”

      “Oh … that’s right,” said the agent. Another glance at the report. “You did say these illicit celebrity sex slaves were ‘brainwashed.’ How does that work, exactly? Is it like a cult? Like something Papa Friesh would do if he were here, and this were a Change temple instead of GEM?”

      “I don’t have the exact details of⁠—”

      “But this is what confuses me, brainwashing and programming aside,” the agent interrupted. “From what my better-informed colleagues tell me, clones are developed from embryos. Which grow into babies, after being nurtured in their mother’s womb.”

      Ephraim looked for help — possibly for the “better-informed colleagues” hiding in the room. His ideal strategy would be to get those colleagues together with Fiona, who knew a hell of a lot more about genetic engineering and Eden’s technologies than he did, and let them hash it out directly. But it wouldn’t help; the enforcer surely knew a lot more than he was letting on. He was part of the department responsible for regulating genetics and evolvable machines, after all. You didn’t get that job without a biology class or two.

      If that was true, this deposition was a ruse: a game; brainwashing GEM style. Good cop versus bad, with the “kilik” being the bad one … maybe.

      Either way, Ephraim was the subject. The man sitting on a white-hot grill.

      “Yes … but—” Ephraim stammered.

      “So I can’t quite figure out how Mr. Brown and Ms. Norris went in for Tomorrow Gene treatment during their time on Eden, were cloned, and within a few days Eden had fully grown evil Altruances produced, ready and programmed to chase you down. It’s so fast, given the whole ‘babies in a womb’ thing. Do they have a big copier machine or something? Maybe an ancient mimeograph, where Wallace turns a crank and spits out new evil clones?”

      The man with the white hair tittered. The sound was deafening in the quiet room.

      “Eden used Precipitous Rise technology to mature their clones quickly. That’s why Wallace built Eden: He needed his own place in international waters where he could use Precipitous Rise and no government could stop him.”

      The agent scrolled, taking his time to find a page in the report.

      “And yet it says here that when you left Eden, you ran across a Mauritian boat that you sped away from despite your dire circumstances, all alone in the middle of the ocean.” He seemed to notice something else on the page. “Ah. I see. There were evil clones aboard that boat, too. That explains it.”

      The agent looked back at the watchers, then spoke to no one in particular.

      “Did nobody who wasn’t a clone want to work for this guy? Wallace couldn’t make friends so he made friends; is that the idea?”

      Ephraim ignored the jab, thinking back to the patrol he and Sophie had run into when fleeing to Agalega. At first they’d been relieved at the sight of the boat — until they’d spied Eden’s most ubiquitous clones, the cheery Elle and Nolon, on deck and watching them.

      The agent continued.

      “Okay. So Eden collects DNA samples from their VIP guests on the sly when they first come in for consultations, then makes clones of them. But they make the clones younger than the original, right? So we’re not just talking celebrities. We’re talking about celebrities back in their prime. Instead of retirement-age Altruance Brown, you get Altruances in their twenties. Instead of fiftyish Sophie Norrises, you get Sophies at their hottest. And then … what … Eden posts listings for the clones on an auction site? Or are they working on a Wal-Mart deal?”

      Ephraim met the agent’s eye. “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “Of course you are. But help me out anyway. If I’m in the market for an Altruance, what am I going to do with him? Have him as a butler? I could hire a real butler. A tall one so he can reach the stuff off the highest shelves in my pantry. It would be cheaper and easier than getting an Altruance.”

      “Not for sex,” Ephraim said.

      “A sexy butler, then.”

      “It’s not the same as Altruance Brown. Or Sophie Norris.” He realized the strangeness of his words and added lamely, “… if you’re into that sort of thing.”

      The agent took a long beat before responding. Then he folded a cover over the tablet, set his palms atop his legs, and looked Ephraim full in the face.

      “I’m going to level with you, Mr. Todd. I find your story outlandish and, frankly, impossible to believe. All that’s stopping me from moving forward with certain ‘recommended actions’ you’re sure not to enjoy is a strange certainty that as ridiculous as your story is, you actually believe it.”

      “‘Believe’ … are you serious?”

      “Of course I’m serious. The question is: Are you?”

      “But it’s true! You know it’s true! I⁠—”

      “No, Mr. Todd, I don’t know it’s true. Because see, there’s a problem. Nobody has come forward to corroborate a thing that you’re saying. So it’s just your crazy ass story versus a whole lot of destroyed property.”

      “Wait. Are you talking about Eden burning?”

      The agent nodded. “There are lawyers who’d like to talk to you about losses across the entire Eden archipelago, as well as an NDA the Evermore Corporation claims you violated — and which your presence here in front of me today plainly proves. Interpol has been in touch with us as well, though this matter is frankly none of Interpol’s fucking business. Nor mine, for that matter.”

      His expression hardened. The good cop mask was off, and the real cop beneath it — if GEM agents were, indeed, anything like cops — was on sudden display.

      “What is my business, is that for reasons unknown, you’ve decided to drag GEM in what should have been a personal grudge between you and Evermore. We have copies of the constant reports you’ve filed with police about your missing brother, all of which seem to accuse one of the most famous men in the world. So you got to Eden. Fine. You decided to fuck it up? That’s fine, too. But then you screamed ‘clones,’ and suddenly we were required to step in. Suddenly my life and the lives of my colleagues got a lot more complicated because you needed to manufacture an excuse that we just had to investigate. Why did you do that, Ephraim? If you wanted to do some espionage and piss all over Wallace Connolly, that’s your business. Why did you have to drag me into it? It’s my birthday tomorrow. I was supposed to take the day off and get drunk. Eat some carrot cake. Now it looks like I’ll have to be here again, at the office. Because you brought genetics into this.”

      Ephraim blinked around the room. “Wait … you think I’m lying?”

      “Not a single guest staying on Eden at the time you claim clones were running amok has substantiated your story.” The enforcer slipped a piece of white paper from beneath his tablet, showing a list of names. “Not Pierra Page. Not Titus Washington. Not Gus⁠—”

      “They didn’t see anything. This all happened on the Pearl, the Denizen, and Islet 09. Of course they can’t substantiate. All those guests were still on the Retreat island.”

      “Not Gus Harmon,” the enforcer finished. “And of course our main man Altruance Brown, who you said ran from the clones with you, has been no help at all … because he’s dead.”

      Ephraim wasn’t so sure of that. Based on images he’d seen from Fiona’s hijacked satellite, a tall black man had escaped with Neven and ended up on an oil rig not far from Eden. Maybe the Altruance he’d been with had been a clone after all?

      Because as things turned out, Altruance’s sister’s name was Damaris — same as the sister Ephraim had believed he’d had until Fiona had pointed out that he was wrong, eventually demonstrating that his memories had been tampered with. So if Eden had inserted fake memories while Ephraim had been under the Tomorrow Gene’s spell to make him think he had a sister named Damaris of all things, what did that say about Altruance — the man who’d known a real Damaris — and the side he’d been on all along?

      Or — and this had occurred to Ephraim more than once — maybe Fiona was the one who’d always been on the other side. Maybe she’d been playing him all along, just so Ephraim could steal from Eden’s vault.

      You’re being paranoid again, whispered a voice in Ephraim’s head.

      The GEM enforcer and his white-haired sidekick were still staring.

      “Sophie will tell you that I’m telling the truth. She escaped with me. She saw what Neven did, and heard what he said.”

      “Ms. Norris has declined our interviews.”

      “Call her in anyway. Make her testify.”

      “This isn’t a legal hearing, Mr. Todd. At the current time, GEM can’t make Ms. Norris do anything.”

      “Just me, then?”

      “Nobody’s forcing you to be here, either,” the agent said. “However, if you choose to decline our questions as Ms. Norris has, that would be unwise.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you are a person of interest in this matter and Ms. Norris isn’t. Lack of forthrightness will only make you seem guilty.”

      Ephraim exploded from his chair, facing the seated agent and the tan one standing by his side, both more or less unfazed. “Guilty? I’m not the criminal here! That guy Neven is! Eden is!”

      The room’s audience lowered their heads again, taking notes.

      The enforcer put his tongue in his cheek, fixed Ephraim for another second, then set his tablet on a small end table. He crossed his arms, leaned back, and looked up.

      “Tell me, Mr. Todd: when you were on the island, did you partake of an illegal drug called Lucky Scream?”

      “Did I …?”

      “Because that’s one thing we did hear from the others. One such witness was Gus Harmon, who seems to be no stranger to illicit substances. He said you mentioned trying Lucky Scream. Or Altruance did.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

      “Lucky Scream is more than a powerful hallucinogen. It’s extremely persistent within the body. It grabs hold of your brain and hangs on, like LSD. You can trip days after you’ve taken it. Weeks. Months. Sometimes, even years.”

      “I only took it once.”

      The enforcer nodded. “Right before you saw the ‘thing without a face,’ right? And the mower ran over it, but nobody cared, the other blank-faced things standing around doing nothing while you and Altruance were screaming?”

      Ephraim waited, assuming the question was rhetorical … and unsure what to say if it wasn’t.

      “That’s what you said in your report, right? But when you came back to the same spot minutes later, everything was gone. All evidence. All record of it ever happening.”

      “Eden was covering things up. They followed me around the entire time I was there. They broke into my house, for fuck’s sake, and stole my bloody clothes!”

      “And shortly after, another of those ‘Nolon clones’ showed up at your door, right? And you killed it — also leaving no evidence.”

      “They—”

      “Who is Doctor Scully, Mr. Todd?”

      Ephraim’s brow furrowed. “What? Why do you⁠—?”

      “He’s your psychiatrist, isn’t he?” The agent put a faux-thoughtful finger to his chin. “Now, I forget: What was his diagnosis on you, again?”

      Ephraim bristled, his face suddenly hot. How did GEM have his personal records?

      “That’s none of your goddamned business.”

      “It was ‘extreme paranoia,’ wasn’t it? ‘Delusions of persecution.’ Seems you always think someone is following you. Seems that for you, it’s not exactly a new thing to doubt your sanity — and whether what you see and remember actually happened.”

      Ephraim clenched his jaw, refusing to meet the enforcer’s eyes.

      “I won’t lie to you, Mr. Todd. Things don’t look great for you right now. People died on that island while you were there, and one of them was arguably the best athlete the world has ever known.”

      “Neven shot him! I tried to⁠—!”

      “The whole of Eden coincidentally went up in flames right after you left its shores. The guests we’ve spoken to, who were there with you, won’t say anything disparagingly about Eden, maybe because they’re honoring their nondisclosures and maybe because there’s nothing bad to say. But what they will say — and have said to us — is that Ephraim Todd struck them as one seriously erratic guy. That he was sort of scary, really. Your friends on the island? They all questioned your stability, Ephraim. You didn’t fool anyone. And more than one of those people, without us saying a peep, said they had the feeling that we were asking them questions because someone was building a case against you.”

      “Against—!”

      “But that’s none of my business,” the enforcer said, waving a hand. “I’m here to deal with the allegations about clones. I’m here for your ‘celebrity sex slaves,’ if they exist. There are ways around ‘international waters’ if the right people see sufficient reason to investigate Eden. I’m not your enemy, Ephraim. But you do have enemies. Maybe even a whole world full of them. People loved Wallace Connolly before your little incident took him off the air. And they loved Eden before it burned. Even if they couldn’t ever go there, Eden’s mere existence gave them hope. Everyone wants to be young again. Live forever. Eden stoked that hope. But now?” He made a small explosion with his hand. “Poof!”

      “Look,” Ephraim said, fighting for control that should have been here all along, “I feel like I’m not presenting myself right. When I talked to Fiona, we were both positive that⁠—”

      “I need you to meet with Hershel Wood, head of GEM,” the enforcer said. “Even though I’m not a cop, Mr. Wood sort of is. We’re investigators but he has pull — to help you or bury you, as the situation demands. So don’t waste your breath on me, Ephraim. You want a little tip? Circle your wagons — talk to Fiona Roberson if you want — and figure out what story you want to tell Wood.”

      “I—”

      The agent cut him off.

      “Just don’t leave the country while you’re thinking, okay. As bad an idea as it would be to refuse GEM’s questions, it would be a much worse idea to run from us … like your brother did after his little scandal.”

      It was a low blow. Ephraim wanted to strike back but found himself unable. There was something there. Distant. Elusive. But he couldn’t put his finger on it.

      “What is it?” the enforcer asked, noting Ephraim’s face.

      “My brother … Jonathan …”

      Regrouping. Thinking. Dammit, what was he forgetting?

      But then he had it. He knew what was missing. He’d gotten lost in today’s manipulations, but of course there was a reason he’d come into this deposition feeling so confident. Of course he had acres of reasons to know the world would believe he was telling the truth.

      How had he forgotten? He didn’t merely have hearsay or his word to back up his story. He had proof. Concrete, irrefutable proof.

      “What about Jonathan’s MyLife implant?” Ephraim shook his head, correcting himself. “The clone’s implant, I mean. Look at the footage recorded on the MyLife I removed from the clone’s eye back on Eden. That implant recorded everything I saw and everything he did before I even arrived. Everything’s there: Neven’s plans, what Eden was up to, and all the video of clones in cages you could ever want. Check it! Check the MyLife I gave you and you’ll see I’m telling the truth!”

      And they’d have to see. He hadn’t just delivered the incriminating device; he and Fiona had plugged it into her computer and watched the footage together. The recordings were crystal clear. A confession delivered by a dead man.

      Ephraim smiled with victory, but the enforcer’s face didn’t drop. Instead he turned to the tan man with the white hair beside him, then to a group of suited men and women behind them. All were shaking their heads as they murmured.

      Something was wrong.

      “Watch the footage,” Ephraim said again. “Look at what Fiona and I gave you, and you’ll see!”

      The agent and the man beside him turned to a particularly well-dressed woman in the front row of the gallery behind him — apparently the superior who held GEM’s answers. The entire room followed the others’ gaze, waiting for whatever the agent in charge might say, vindicating Ephraim and his lunacy.

      But instead she said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Todd, but our office has no record of a confiscated implant … or any MyLife evidence at all.”
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      Fiona didn’t seem bothered, worried, or even surprised by what happened to Ephraim during his GEM interview. Her indifference — made all the more obvious by her condition’s robbing her of body language — made ranting impossible to maintain. Ephraim sat, tired of the one-sided argument.

      “Are you finished?” she asked.

      “We were in this together,” Ephraim said, feeling stung. “You and me.”

      “First of all, it’s not that we’re ‘in this together’ so much as I hired you to do a job. You had your motives and I still have mine. Now we’re aligned in that you don’t want to end up in trouble and I don’t want you in any because I still need you.”

      “You need my help,” Ephraim clarified.

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “Come on, Ephraim. Let’s not pretend you’re doing this out of loyalty to me or any desire to help.”

      It felt like splitting hairs, but that was something Fiona did exceptionally well. A lifetime of depending on others for the simplest tasks had instilled her with a particular breed of pride. The things she was good at (like business and intellect), made her remarkable. They were playing a game of strategy, and it wasn’t surprising that Fiona wanted to make the stakes and lines exceptionally clear.

      But as Ephraim met her deep brown eyes, he found her logic almost icy. His brother had died — maybe a long time ago, replaced by the clone Ephraim himself had dispatched — but to Fiona, Jonathan was another piece on the chess board.

      Neven, whispering memories in Ephraim’s ear: She took out insurance and sent someone to erase you.

      But Fiona’s calculated nature didn’t make her automatically untrustworthy. She infuriated him often, but he’d thought on what Neven had said, and eventually decided that Fiona was on his side. She hadn’t planted Altruance as his enemy. And for that matter, Altruance was dead, not alive and still conspiring. Believing anything else (that Fiona was an enemy, that Altruance was alive and an enemy) were the delusions of a madman.

      “It doesn’t matter, though,” Fiona continued. “We both want Eden exposed, same as when we started. I know you want revenge for Jonathan — assuming he isn’t still alive.”

      “He’s dead. I can feel it. I don’t know if Connolly or Neven⁠—

      (you)

      —killed him, but I feel his murder in my gut.”

      Ephraim blinked at Fiona. He imagined her dead limbs throttling the real Jonathan’s throat. There was a flash of irrational anger. And then it was gone.

      Fiona seemed to consider, disagree, then finally decide not to argue. If Ephraim wanted to feign omniscience, Fiona was willing to let him.

      “GEM told me they didn’t have the MyLife. That’s why they didn’t believe me.”

      Fiona met Ephraim’s eyes. After several seconds, she said, “I know.”

      “What do you mean, you know?”

      “MyLife doesn’t want memories copied, Ephraim. Pulling information from one of their devices is extremely difficult. Nobody would want implantable tech if they thought it made their lives any less private, so the encryption and copy protection is nearly unbreakable. Imagine the black market on memories: the boyfriends and husbands of hot starlets would carry their lives in their hands. Records of their sex lives with the world’s most desired people would be worth millions. You can’t just plug a MyLife in and copy it like a slip drive. I need what’s on Jonathan’s, and for it to not self-destruct during decryption. It’s painstaking work, and what’s there is confidential. I couldn’t hand it off.”

      Ephraim blubbered. He couldn’t possibly be hearing this.

      “Wait. You did this on purpose? You told me you gave the MyLife to GEM … but never did?”

      “I thought I’d be finished with it by now and be able to hand it off,” Fiona said, matter-of-fact. “I was wrong.”

      Ephraim shot to his feet. He felt his face go red. “We had an agreement! The whole world already thinks I burned Eden down, and now GEM won’t clear my name because you won’t give them proof that I’m innocent? Because you wanted the fucking MyLife for … for …!”

      “The agreement was for a trade!” Fiona snapped. “You were supposed to get me the information I needed, and in turn I promised to get you onto Eden so you could find your brother. There was never any discussion of GEM, or of me surrendering my half of the bargain to make you look better!”

      “Look better? They’re going to arrest me!”

      “Nobody’s going to arrest you. GEM doesn’t have the authority.”

      “But others do, and once they decide to⁠—”

      “Relax. It won’t go that far.”

      Ephraim forced himself to take a big breath. He faced Fiona, finding her maddeningly calm and certain like always.

      “They think it was all my fault, Fiona.”

      “Who?”

      “Everyone. You should see the looks I get, just walking around the streets. Everyone thinks Eden was paradise and Wallace Connolly was a saint.”

      Fiona watched him mildly.

      “Promise me you’ll give it to them, Fiona. Soon.”

      She answered obliquely. “In time. But it doesn’t matter. They can’t crack it. Not without cooperation from the FBI and either the MyLife owner’s consent — which I don’t think they’re going to get — or a warrant. Red tape on seizing mental property is miles long, and you’d need a room full of NextGen processors to decrypt it without Jonathan’s key.”

      “So what good is it to you?”

      “I own Riverbed, Ephraim. I have a room full of NextGen processors, and I don’t require red tape.”

      Fiona was eyeing him like the matter was settled, but Ephraim wasn’t ready to surrender. “Then invite them in. You crack it, then show them what’s on it.”

      “Not until I can remove what I need. I won’t show it to GEM until certain sectors can be copied and erased. It’s full of trade secrets.”

      “Eden’s trade secrets.”

      “That I paid for,” Fiona countered. “Handsomely.”

      There was another long moment, but Ephraim knew he was outmatched.

      “You don’t need to convince anyone you’re telling the truth just yet; you just need to keep GEM off your back,” Fiona said. “Let the wider world hate you if they need to. Half the world hates me. It’s not so bad once you get used to it.”

      “How am I supposed to keep GEM off my back without the proof on that MyLife?”

      “The man they want you to meet with, Hershel Wood? He’s chair of GEM’s Oversight Committee. It’s a cush job that gives him far more discretionary power than any one person should have. He, by himself, is like the UN of genetic law. Win Hershel Wood over and the rest is easy.”

      “Again,” Ephraim said, “how?”

      “Oversight Chair is an elected position. He had to campaign for it, and I was his biggest contributor by far. Frankly, he owes me. You’ll need to meet with Wood, but I’ll talk to him first. Consider it handled. Better?”

      No, it wasn’t really better. But slowly, Ephraim nodded anyway.

      “Do you believe me?”

      Nodding again took an extra second. The MyLife debacle had punched him in the face. Fiona was supposed to hand the MyLife up the chain, but instead she’d plugged it into Riverbed’s machines and left it there. Believing and trusting were difficult after such an overt betrayal.

      Fiona put her lips to the steering wand and rotated her wheelchair to follow Ephraim as he reached the windows, looking out.

      “I know how I can help myself, even if you won’t,” he said.

      Fiona didn’t bite at the jab. Instead she said, “How?”

      “There must be clones out in the world. They couldn’t all have burned on Eden. I’ll find one that’s already been sold. Or whoever’s selling them.”

      Fiona laughed. “And how are you going to do that? Type ‘celebrity sex clone’ into Google and see what comes up?”

      “I know they exist. That’s a head start. I know about Neven and islet 09. I know a bit about how the process works and how long it takes. I heard names mentioned on Eden.” He nodded, knowing he was only trying to convince himself. Then, forcing certainty, he said, “I can find them.”

      “Ephraim …”

      “I can’t just let it go and wait for you to decide to help me,” he said, sensing the usual argument. “Sophie is sure that all of her clones were destroyed when Eden burned, but I’m not. I told you; I saw a Young Sophie and Young Altruance, and their level of ‘programming’ or ‘brain transfer’ or whatever damn near fooled me. Sophie’s a hot property. I’ll bet they fast-tracked her clones. Sent a few off-island right away.”

      “You don’t know that,” Fiona said.

      “Of course I don’t. But I suspect, and I plan to look. Because if they’re out there — if someone is selling Sophie clones without her even knowing, she’d⁠—”

      “Sophie doesn’t need your help. She doesn’t want your help. I heard she’s refused GEM’s requests to come in and help you, at least.”

      That stung. Ephraim and Sophie had talked a lot at first, but as time passed they’d transitioned to talking not at all. Ephraim thought he knew what was happening: Sophie was trying to forget. She was trying to believe the lie. It was easier than the truth — especially since the whole world believed otherwise and there wasn’t any proof to contradict it.

      If Sophie convinces herself that it never really happened, then she’ll decide I’m the bad guy.

      “Come over here,” Fiona said, her wheelchair whirring away behind him. “I have something to show you.”
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      Fiona’s assistant Maria entered the office. She looked down at her boss, awaiting instructions.

      Fiona said, “Show him the Quarry.”

      Ephraim glanced at Fiona, but looked back as Maria bent to open a low cabinet. Inside was a safe, a keypad, and a smaller box — apparently anchored to the safe’s bottom — that required a fingerprint to access.

      Maria reached into the box and straightened. She turned and stood before Ephraim with her hands out flat, a small arc-shaped black device resting atop her palms.

      “This,” Fiona said as if she were holding the thing, “is a device deep in Riverbed’s R&D, fully functional but very much not ready for primetime. We call it Quarry, and it’s something Wallace Connolly — rest his soul, apparently — would very much like to have seen reach the light of day.”

      Ephraim looked at the thing. It was thin, about the size of a hair clip, like matte black metal in the shape of a flattened rainbow, thin in the middle, with larger flat areas on each end.

      Maria held it out farther. Ephraim decided he was being asked to pick it up. The item was feather-light, easy to forget he was holding.

      “What is it?”

      “The reason Wallace and I parted ways.”

      Ephraim looked up. He’d heard rumors about Fiona and Connolly, about Eden and Riverbed, about animosity and secret cooperation. But this was the first time he was hearing any of it from Fiona’s mouth.

      “We worked together, once,” Fiona said, reading Ephraim’s disbelief. “Wallace had different ideas about where he wanted to take our research. What’s more, he and I didn’t share the same …” She sighed. “… the same moral imperatives. We parted on friendly enough terms, but they didn’t stay friendly long. Wallace sequestered himself on Eden and I diverted what we had into Riverbed. But just a few years later Wallace started to realize that he didn’t have a grasp on an essential element — something I was project lead on, and that Wallace, apparently, didn’t fully understand.”

      Ephraim looked down at the device.

      “It’s a mind-mapping system,” Fiona explained. “You’ve heard that thought is simply electrochemical impulses, like a wetware computer?”

      Ephraim nodded.

      “We, like many researchers, wanted to map a human mind way back when others were still mapping the genome. We, like those other researchers, figured it was only a matter of time. Why couldn’t we map minds? The brain was all binary impulses, like a computer’s ones and zeroes. But we kept hitting walls, just like everyone else. Because as anyone with a brain could tell you, objective thoughts aren’t higher-level thinking. It’s one thing for a brain to store data, but ‘emergent properties’ like personality, emotion, and the memory conditioning that makes us who we are — well, that’s something else entirely.”

      Ephraim nearly flinched at the word conditioning. Jonathan had talked about it like programming: garbage in, garbage out. You could clone people with enough scripting and conditioned response … and Ephraim, looking back, sure had been fooled into believing that Clone Jonathan was the original.

      “Quarry is Riverbed’s answer to mapping an entire mind, including emergent properties. Getting it perfect was far from simple, and what’s in your hand is the seventeenth generation of tech that began as what looked like a car-sized hairdryer helmet. It’s also, I’d guess, the reason for the flaws in Eden’s clones. You said the ones in the Islet 09 lab were like statues. Empty shells?”

      “They just stood there. No personality.”

      “And the Altruance clones who chased you. You said they were like animals? Barely even people?”

      Ephraim nodded.

      “Based on what I’ve seen of Eden’s work — and unfortunately it’s far from comprehensive, limited only to what the cloned version of your brother saw — Wallace’s stumbling block was always the mental one. Eden has a process for transferring memories, but it’s not nearly as good as Quarry’s. Eden’s process seems to be incredibly slow and piecemeal. If I had to guess, it’s done in stages, with the final ‘Tomorrow Gene process’ being just the final step.”

      “You say ‘Tomorrow Gene’ like it’s not a real thing.”

      “I’ll speak straight,” Fiona said, half-sighing. “I don’t think Eden has the ability to rewind the clock for its clients. I don’t think they can make people young again. They can do some light genetic refurbishment, like what they did to you. You look good, Ephraim, but you don’t look twenty. And that’s probably what they’re doing on the primary islands, for guests who want a simpler spa package: simple refurbishment and repair.”

      “But we’ve seen young people who used to be old before they went to Eden. Like Alma Couch.”

      “That’s right,” Fiona said. “And you just reminded me that you saw a young Altruance and young Sophie who nearly convinced you that they were the originals, made young.”

      Ephraim nodded slowly. He should have connected the dots by now, and was shocked to realize he hadn’t.

      “You’re saying that none of the ‘young-again celebrities’ who’ve come back from Eden were actually the people who went to Eden. They can’t make old people young. They can only make clones.”

      “Exactly. The ‘young Alma Couch,’ from what I’m seeing in Eden’s research, is almost certainly a clone. Same for the others.”

      “So where’s the original, still-old Alma?”

      “Who knows? Maybe she stayed on Eden, on the Denizen. Or maybe it’s more sinister than that. Maybe the originals are somehow disposed of.”

      Fiona took the driving straw and adjusted her chair to face Ephraim more fully.

      “Do you know what Eden is, most of all?” she asked. “It’s Oz. I think most of what you saw there was smoke and mirrors, with Wallace — even after he died — playing the man behind the curtain. There’s the truth of Eden, and then there’s the spectacle they’ve created to show guests and make it seem magical when actually it’s sterile — maybe as sterile as murder.”

      “Why?”

      “To obscure the truth? To command higher prices? I honestly don’t know. It’s all so different from the Wallace I knew. Wallace was practical, not showy. But to be fair, I don’t know how long Wallace has been dead, and how long the guy you met — Neven — has apparently been in charge. But it makes sense, don’t you think? You saw the Enchanted Forest room, then found Sophie and Altruance getting their treatments in a simple room in utilitarian-looking tanks. Who knows what might have come next if you hadn’t pulled them from those tanks? Maybe techs would have woken them up and sent them to the Denizen. Or maybe they never would have woken up at all.”

      The image that followed Fiona’s posit chilled Ephraim to the bone: rows and rows of Tomorrow Gene clients preserved in warehouse tanks, suspended just in case Eden ever needed their bodies or sequences again.

      Ephraim nodded down at the Quarry device. “What does any of that have to do with this?”

      “Eden doesn’t simply accept someone on a Tomorrow Gene vacation the second they ask for one,” Fiona said, turning her attention to a screen where she seemed to have compiled notes on Evermore’s process. “From what I’ve seen, there seem to be months of preliminary treatments before any ‘guest’ is allowed to visit Eden. They tell their clients that those visits are for prep, but I suspect they’re putting them under and using that time to start the mental reconstruction, take DNA samples, and generally initiate the process of growing the clones.”

      Fiona’s eyes ticked toward the Quarry.

      “In order for any of Eden’s clones to be convincing — in order an Alma Couch clone to be ‘Alma enough’ to be useful as a sex clone — Evermore must be able to reproduce ‘Alma’s mind’ to some degree. It’s not a perfect process, of course; like you said, Jonathan’s clone was ‘off’ enough that you eventually saw through him. Your brother’s clone was close but he wasn’t your brother: his memories were suspect and incomplete; the small pieces of his true personality just weren’t quite right. I think that’s because Eden’s cloning process still has major problems. Their clones have big mental flaws. They don’t have all the host’s memories. They remember things that didn’t happen, remember incorrectly, or don’t remember entire swatches of the host’s history.”

      Ephraim nodded. He remembered Jonathan’s mental flaws just fine.

      “The bigger problem was that Wallace’s way of mapping minds, both when I knew him and apparently now, was incredibly slow. I’m talking molasses, and that’s on top of its lack of fidelity. I’ll bet Evermore failed to create a viable mind far more often than it succeeded.”

      “That might explain the ‘ghosts’ I saw,” Ephraim said.

      “Consider Alma She. Alma probably went into a local Evermore clinic for her first ‘treatment’ six months before ever going to Eden, and Evermore techs there copied a piece of her mind. When she returned, they copied a little more, and so on forever. Only when they were sure they had ‘Alma’s mind’ mostly handled did they accept her onto Eden for her ‘rejuvenation treatment.’ That’s when they finalized the copy, checked its fidelity, and uploaded it into the clone body they’d already grown.”

      “But the blanks … I saw Alma blanks, and others who’d already gone through the full treatment.”

      “They probably keep stock on hand. They have a copy of Alma’s mind on a computer somewhere. Whenever someone orders an Alma, they upload her mind into a fresh body. Keeping them blank probably makes them easier to handle and store. The real Alma Couch probably wouldn’t appreciate being locked up and held in a cell, after all.”

      Ephraim looked down at the Quarry device, noting that Fiona hadn’t answered his question. She’d told him all about Eden’s memory-transfer process, noting its problems, but she hadn’t said a thing about her own.

      Ephraim handed it back to Maria, wondering at all the assistant-caregiver was hearing. Was Fiona holding anything back? Or did Maria, who had to act as Fiona’s hands, know it all?

      Instead of returning the Quarry to Fiona’s safe, Maria set it in a slim metal box, secured it by closing a latch, and handed it back to Ephraim.

      “It’s yours,” Fiona said.

      “What am I supposed to do with it?”

      “I can’t have you searching the Internet for celebrity sex slaves. If this man Neven is still out there, he’s smart enough to have people looking for you — and that’s not even accounting for the FBI, who might be watching you as well. But I understand. You need leverage and you’re not going to feel comfortable talking to Hershel Wood no matter what I say about him owing me favors. So don’t search the Web for proof. Search Hershel instead.”

      Fiona’s eyes ticked down to the box.

      More dots connected. Ephraim had asked what all of this had to do with the Quarry, which he gathered was a memory-transfer device with none of the shortcomings of Eden’s slow process. Apparently, this was the answer.

      His mind repeated Fiona’s words: Search Hershel instead.

      “You want me to …”

      Ephraim couldn’t say it. This was as crazy as evil clones. “To what?”

      “Meet with Hershel Wood like GEM wants. Maybe he’ll play straight because he owes me, but just in case he doesn’t?” A smile ticked her lips. “Find a time to use the Quarry on him. Do that, and we’ll know everything he knows. Everyone’s hiding something, Ephraim.”

      “You want me to … to copy his mind so you can blackmail him?”

      “Just as insurance.”

      “How long does it take?”

      “Thirty minutes, give or take.”

      “There’s no way. I can’t even imagine how I’d⁠—”

      “Find a way, if you want to get out of the mess you’re in,” Fiona said. “There’s another way to hack Wood, but it’s far messier and slower and probably wouldn’t work at all. I’d have to try and hijack his MyLife frequency to siphon what we need. But that way is dodgy, requires the calling-in of a lot of favors, and takes weeks to drip.”

      “You can hijack a MyLife?”

      Fiona’s expression said, Don’t ask. But he already knew the answer: The Jonathan clone’s MyLife was being hijacked now. Only difference was that that the dead clone was no longer attached.

      Ephraim looked at the box containing the Quarry. If Fiona was right, the plan wasn’t terrible. If he could get Hershel’s secrets, then he’d end up playing ball by default.

      The only problem was Fiona — and the fact that even if Ephraim believed what she said, he still didn’t trust it.

      “I have ideas for how you can sedate Wood and get the Quarry on him. Maria will explain how it works and take you through it.”

      Ephraim thought, weighed Fiona’s gaze, then extended the Quarry box toward Maria. “No. I won’t do this for you.”

      “It’s for you, not me. Once you have Wood’s mind on record, you won’t have to worry about whether he’ll be on your side. This needs to be done, Ephraim, like it or not.”

      “No. It’s … wrong.”

      Maria crossed her arms. The box stayed in Ephraim’s outstretched hands.

      Fiona smiled. “Come on, Ephraim. Let’s not pretend you’ve never lied to get what you wanted.”
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      Ephraim put the box containing the Quarry on the small end table by the door to his apartment. It wasn’t remotely hidden to anyone entering his place — certainly not locked inside two safes with a fingerprint ID. With one part of himself, Ephraim was struck by the casual, almost careless way he tossed it aside with his wallet and pocket detritus. But with another part, he realized that Fiona’s proposal had scared him.

      He looked back at the thing: its long, matte box echoing the black metal (if it was metal) of the device itself.

      Good enough.

      Somehow, it felt important to treat the Quarry with a bit of disrespect, like a victory leaving it out in the open. He wasn’t going to use it. No way. No how.

      Except that he already knew he’d cave and do what Fiona told him. He always did. Lately, it seemed like everyone knew exactly what Ephraim was going to do before he did it.

      Jonathan’s ghost whispered inside his mind: We can condition them to do anything.

      He pushed the voice aside. Best not to think about that. About Eden in general. About Jonathan, or the man who’d been so much like Jonathan that under other circumstances, he himself might not even have known he was a clone.

      Thinking about Eden was enough to make a guy go crazy. The GEM agents already thought Ephraim had lost his mind or was still seeing Lucky Scream visions, so there was no point in giving them more ammunition.

      Like wondering what had really happened when they’d put him under for his small version of the Tomorrow Gene treatment.

      Like the fact that recently, things that had seemed so sure no longer were. There’d been a curious sense that he was living someone else’s life. He found himself wondering what his favorite foods were instead of simply knowing them, questioning directions to places he’d driven a thousand times, and passing people on the street that he should know but didn’t — or that he recognized for all the wrong reasons.

      Yesterday, a group of Change devotees in long robes had come up to Ephraim offering religious enlightenment. “Papa offers you love,” they’d said. And Ephraim had run, as if their approach had been personal … or malicious.

      These days, to Ephraim’s eye, half the city’s vendors looked like Elle or Nolon.

      It’s not paranoia if they really are out to get you.

      But it was no good to think that way. This was just nerves. He walked around the room, forcing himself not to think, and drew all the curtains. He checked the locks. These days he always made small pencil marks on his desk when he went out, meant to indicate his keyboard’s exact position. If someone moved the board, he’d know. He checked the marks, found things undisturbed, then turned the computer on and pulled up the keylogger app he’d installed just to be sure.

      Nobody had broken in and used his machine. It was either that, or they’d broken in and stolen everything, then covered their tracks exceptionally well.

      You’re losing it. You might as well have accepted The Change’s “love.” It’d be better and more certain than this.

      But: no. He was fine. All was well.

      Ephraim forced himself to breathe. In and out, slowly. Until things finally began to still.

      The room was too quiet. It felt like someone was sitting in the corner, watching him and waiting. So in order to fill the void with sound, he turned on the TV and returned to his computer.

      He found himself thinking about what Fiona had said — about how it was possible to hack the MyLife network as an alternative way of using the Quarry.

      Maybe someone was hacking Ephraim’s MyLife right now.

      It was ridiculous.

      Except that his MyLife had been finicky since Eden.

      Just like his memory had been finicky. And, come to think of it, his perception and creation of new memories as well. It felt like lately, he’d see something — and then feel unsure whether the thing he’d just seen had happened at all. The notion that it hadn’t happened always felt possible, seeing as he couldn’t trust his MyLife record to verify the truth.

      What if the problem was that someone was in his stream: hacking his MyLife and screwing with his memories?

      The idea that his own eyes and ears might be spying on him via his implant was like a pillow on his face. He froze until a tremor passed. Then he pushed that thought aside and went back to work.

      He opened a web browser. The cursor flashed.

      A voice on the TV, blinking blue light in the corner of Ephraim’s eye, yelled, “IT’S TIME TO EPHRAIM YOUR DEBT!”

      The shout was so loud and sudden that Ephraim startled in his chair, racking his knee against the desk’s edge. He tottered and nearly fell.

      But the verbal assault kept coming because he’d left the TV too loud — and as his heart raced and he stared at the screen, he realized the show’s announcer hadn’t said “Ephraim” at all.

      He watched the big screen, overly bright in the dark room. He’d forgotten to turn on the lights again.

      He lowered the volume to background levels, then found himself transfixed. The program was Eat From Your Debt, where thin and healthy people buried in debt competed to see who could gain the most weight in a year. The winner got their debt erased while the loser just got fat. Ephraim knew from seeing the show before that the best way to supercharge weight gain was to stop drinking water and drink oil instead. Last year, three former contestants had died from obesity-related illnesses. It was the most popular show on the air.

      Relax. The announcer didn’t say your name. He said “eat from.” Why is your heart still pounding?

      And then Jonathan’s clone’s voice spoke up inside his head: Hey, Ephraim. Here’s a quizzer. What’s your birthday?

      He knew his own damn birthday, of course, but pinpointing the information took fifteen long and fumbling seconds. Jonathan’s voice had been doing this lately, pinging him with questions. Sometimes he knew the answers and sometimes he didn’t. He’d recently realized he had no idea if he could ride a bike, roller skate, or swim.

      Wasn’t that the kind of thing a person usually knew about himself?

      What’s wrong with your brain, Ephraim?

      Has too much TV made you stupid?

      He turned away from the TV. On the computer, he started the RealTime app, listening to the contestants on Eat From Your Debt in the background as he waited.

      One man had already gained nearly three hundred pounds. He cheered and said he was doing this for his family.

      His opponent wasn’t doing as well, at around 250 pounds gained. “I guess I’ll have to dig deep and Ephraim my gut rather than listening to my wife with her vegetables,” he said, pronouncing the word “vegetables” like he’d pronounce “poison.” “I just have to Elessphraim the salad bar and Emorephraim the snacks aisle.”

      The announcer laughed: “Ha ha, yes. And do you know who else is deluding himself right now? That asshole sitting across the room who thinks Sophie Norris will answer his RealTime call when she’s always ignored him before!”

      Ephraim spun toward the TV, but it had gone to a commercial for strangulation porn.

      The RealTime call rang.

      And rang.

      And rang.

      Sophie wasn’t picking up. Of course. They’d talked three times since his return from Eden: twice via video on RealTime and once in person. He’d hit her mailbox with messages that had gone unanswered ever since. The time they’d met in person, she’d told him to see a psychiatrist. He was worrying her. Or maybe the word had been frightening.

      “Sophie isn’t here,” said a voice from the computer monitor.

      Ephraim looked up. The screen still showed Sophie’s profile pic, so whoever had answered — definitely not Sophie — hadn’t turned on video. The vocal intrusion was startling. He hadn’t heard the call connect.

      “Who is this?” Ephraim asked.

      “It’s Jennifer.”

      “Hi, Jennifer.”

      Ephraim had met Jennifer. She was Sophie’s personal assistant, but she doubled as a mother hen. Ephraim kept telling Jennifer he wanted (hell … needed) to speak with Sophie, but he didn’t think she was passing his messages forward.

      Nope, she was acting as gatekeeper. Because if Sophie was getting his messages, why wouldn’t she call him back? They’d been through a war together. They’d shared trauma and victory and life and death. Sophie should want to talk to him.

      They were each other’s support system. So fuck Jennifer and her cockblocking ways.

      “It’s Ephraim,” he said when Jennifer took too long to respond.

      “I know who it is. Even if your ID hadn’t come up, I can see you.”

      That startled Ephraim too, but then he remembered his camera was on even while hers wasn’t. He killed it.

      “I need to talk to Sophie.”

      “I told you, Sophie’s not here.”

      “Where is she?”

      “That’s not really any of your business, Ephraim.”

      “When will she be back?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’re her assistant. Check her schedule.”

      “I don’t have it handy. Try later.” The way she said it, Ephraim obviously wasn’t supposed to try later at all. He was supposed to take a hint, and stop bothering them.

      “Maybe in a few hours?”

      “Days. She’s gone for days.”

      “How many days?”

      “What do you need, Ephraim?”

      “Is Sophie on a job? Is she filming something?”

      Jennifer sighed.

      “Just tell me that much,” Ephraim said, hearing the begging in his voice. “Is she working?”

      “Of course she’s working. She’s a productive member of society.”

      Ephraim frowned, resentment bubbling. Since they’d returned and made headlines together, Sophie seemed determined to forget it all. She’d immediately begun acting more normal than normal, probably to distance herself from the madman Ephraim Todd was turning out to be.

      “Okay. Then please send me to her inbox so I can record a message for her.”

      “Just tell me the message.”

      “I want to record it myself.”

      “I’ll tell her you called,” Jennifer said, then killed the connection.

      Ephraim tried to call again, but Sophie’s account was suddenly set to Do Not Disturb.

      Well.

      That was that.

      With nothing else to do, Ephraim opened a new browser window and typed the words that were sure to get him arrested.
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      Search:

      CELEBRITY SEX SLAVES.

      And lo and behold, the Internet delivered. Ephraim found two pages of results for that exact term, but almost all of them were sarcastic commentary on something Ephraim himself may or may not have blurted out the first time he’d met a crowd upon his return to the mainland.

      “Dammit,” he mumbled, scanning them.

      The Riverbed rescue helicopter had taken him and Sophie to Madagascar. From there they’d made their way stateside, to Riverbed HQ in New York City. Things in NYC had gone fine until the news of Eden’s destruction hit the media and the dots were connected.

      Smelling sensational blood, a crowd of press and lookie-loos had formed outside Fiona’s office. The police had intervened when things got rowdy. Ephraim may have decided to speak to the crowd around that time. He may have said things. Stupid things. Then he may have repeated those stupid things to the cops, the FBI, and ultimately to GEM. At the time, what he’d said had made sense: Eden was evil; Ephraim was a hero. Only in retrospect was it obvious the crowd wasn’t inclined to see things that way.

      Saboteur, the next day’s headlines had read, topped with Ephraim’s photo.

      Now, safe but branded as a pariah, Ephraim scrolled down the page.

      Past the wiseass links joking about Eden’s sex slave trade (and one real-looking scam site that turned out to be link bait for porn), Ephraim found
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