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      “Mr. Todd? I’ll just need your thumbprint, please.”

      Ephraim turned. The pretty blonde stood beside his seat, tropical scenery blurring outside the window behind her. Ephraim had noticed the Eden representative leading the group earlier with a pretty blond man, the two of them like albino twins. Upbeat mannequins come to life.

      She held a tablet. Looking at it, Ephraim’s heart hammered. He was suddenly sure she could see right through what had felt like a bulletproof disguise.

      Ephraim tried to smile. The woman smiled back with too much gum and tooth; her affect almost plastic.

      “My thumbprint?”

      The woman shrugged, apologetic. “Identification. For the manifest.”

      She wore the yellow polo shirt and tan shorts that passed for the Eden uniform. The blond man had been wearing the same, both of them smooth-skinned, overly chipper, and very Caucasian. Eden’s clientele supposedly came in all colors, but ever since Ephraim had boarded the tram he’d felt surrounded by white people. Only Altruance Brown, seated a few rows up, stood out with his dark skin, seven-foot frame, and the fact that he stood at least two Ephraims, shoulder to shoulder. At least another black man on the tram made him feel less alone.

      The woman extended the tablet. He scanned its surface, then his gaze strayed behind her to a panorama of the ocean and neighboring islands. Ephraim could see the copper sculpture protruding from the top of the Reception Island Welcome Building. A recently-arrived group of visitors milled around it, dressed to the nines. And yes, there was a full range of skin colors. See? No racism on Eden. All’s well in Paradise.

      Calm down. Your paperwork is in order. On the official record, you’re supposed to be here.

      “I gave you my ID when I signed the nondisclosure agreement.”

      She lifted the tablet an inch higher, undeterred. “If you would. Please.”

      Ephraim forced himself to breathe. He still couldn’t believe that Fiona had talked him into using his own name. It seemed like suicide to him, but that was Fiona — she always had to be right.

      He scanned the rep, counting details, searching his mind for calm. Her smile was broad, straight, and bright. Her blonde hair had a hint of red. She had subtle freckles across her nose that Ephraim hadn’t noticed before and her dark blue eyes matched the ocean he’d been watching on the flight in while trying not to vomit.

      Ephraim pressed his thumb to the glass, hoping the tablet couldn’t read heart rate and that the woman wouldn’t feel his trembling hand. He was sure the screen would flash red and a siren would scream, but nothing happened.

      The woman reclaimed the tablet and hugged it to her side. “Thank you. Would you like a copy of any of your signed documents?”

      Maybe?

      It was all hocus-pocus. But the other guests would surely want records, so Ephraim said, “Please.”

      She nodded. “I’ll have them sent to your address on file. I can even print them out if you’d like.”

      Ephraim tapped his temple, indicating his ocular recorder. “It’s okay. I flipped through all the pages earlier and snapped MyLife records of everything. If I get bored at night, I can play them back, zoom in on sixty pages of legalese, and enjoy it all with a glass of Pinot.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      Ephraim didn’t want to have to say he’d been kidding. That was obvious, right? But the woman was a tad too pleasant, like a grown-up cheerleader.

      “Anyway,” she said, “welcome to Eden. Officially this time.”

      “Thanks.”

      “How do you prefer to be addressed? As Mr. Todd? Or as …” She peeked again at the tablet. “Eff-ryum?”

      “It’s pronounced EEE-frum.” Then, unnecessarily, “It’s biblical.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      Ephraim smiled briefly, then looked out the window. He could barely take the woman’s ceaseless gaze. After a beat, she resumed.

      “The tram will be arriving shortly, so if you’d like to snap any ocean views with your MyLife, the rise we’re mounting now is one of the best.” She gestured through the window, perfunctory. “I’m Elle, by the way. That over there—” She pointed to her twin, who was taking thumbprints on his own tablet. “—is Nolon. We’ll be your concierges for the duration of your stay. It is our job to serve you. So please don’t hesitate to ask if you have any questions.”

      “Okay.”

      Elle gave Ephraim a final smile and moved to the guest in the seat behind him.

      At a loss and feeling conspicuous, Ephraim stood and moved down the length of the long, low-slung tram. It looked, inside and out, low and sleek, bullet-shaped, serpentine and chrome. There was almost no sense of movement, as if the vehicle was gliding on silent springs or a cushion of air and magnetism. The interior was as plush as Eden’s brochure promised the entire resort to be. Rows of seats were broken up by diagonal, semi-private vestibules lining both sides of the wide car. Each one featured a large, soft seat with a powered footrest, a private entertainment console (screen and headphones), cup holders, and individual climate controls.

      Ephraim looked at the private compartments. The idea of vanishing into one was tempting.

      No. Be social.

      He turned from the angled lounges (all empty) to eye an area farther back where other guests were mingling. Supposedly — according to his intake forms — Ephraim was taking his Eden trip on his company’s dime, tasked with conquering his chronic stress and social anxiety. He would need to pretend that he was at least trying to do what his employers wanted, lest Elle or Nolon single Ephraim out and make him sing karaoke. Anything to make their client happy.

      He moved into the throng. A tuxedoed waiter greeted him and inquired if he’d like a drink. And yes, that sounded downright necessary.

      “Certainly,” said the waiter. “And what would you like, sir?”

      “Surprise me,” Ephraim said. It sounded far less carefree out loud than it had in his head, but the waiter smiled, nodded, and walked away — presumably to make something fantastically decadent.

      He moved to the window and stared across the water at the cluster of islands and inlets. As the tram neared the resort’s edge at Reception, he could look toward its center and see what almost passed for mainland. Ephraim tried to forget that only open ocean waited on the other side. Rather than being on terra firma while on Eden, he might as well be on a giant raft.

      And he wondered: Are the manufactured islands anchored to the sea floor? They’d have to be, right? They can’t just be floating.

      He didn’t want to think about it. He'd fabricated a cover story, but really did have paranoid anxiety — something his therapist and Fiona Roberson had both quizzed him about before sending him on this mission. Like outer space, open ocean made Ephraim agoraphobic. The sheer abundance of nothingness was crushing.

      He focused on the land ahead to anchor himself. Details caught his eye, and slowly his fake interest became the real thing.

      I’m really on Eden. It’s finally happening.

      A place of legend. A place (said Eden’s commercials) where dreams come true.

      What he wanted — as well as what Fiona wanted — was here.

      Ahead, a copper flame seemed to rise from the reception building’s roof; the renowned Eden symbol, now in front of Ephraim’s face. He noticed the careful way the islands had been laid out, almost causing the MyLife memory of Eden as he’d seen it from the air to replay on his cornea. The archipelago’s construction, seen from above, had seemed more like an artist's rendering than anything as functional as buildings, spas, and beaches.

      As Ephraim’s eye wandered, he saw the bright white clouds and entirely white buildings against the deep blue sky. But as he focused, more became obvious. There were people on the rooftops and the ground, moving slowly between unmarked buildings that the pamphlet hadn't mentioned. They seemed to be workers, but they were dressed entirely in white — right down to their covered faces.

      Ephraim watched the strange staff, feeling a curious sensation of seeing something that hadn’t been visible until they’d suddenly become impossible to unsee. There were dozens of them, almost vanishing against the light background. They were too far for details; worker ants moving in the distance, covered from head to toe.

      Footsteps approached from behind.

      “So,” said a woman. “I guess you’ve seen the ghosts.”
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      “First time on Eden?”

      Ephraim turned. The woman was pretty, with red-brown hair in a layered cut that, despite her presence here in the sea-salt air, looked professionally styled. At first, she struck him as maybe forty years old, but it only took a handful of seconds to see through her careful veneer of makeup and subtle cosmetic treatments. She’d fool a camera at ten yards or more, but up close Ephraim could see that she was closer to fifty than forty. Forty-seven, to be exact, if he remembered his tabloids correctly.

      Ephraim nodded. The woman stuck out a hand, strewn with rings and bracelets.

      “I’m Sophie.”

      “I know.” Then he rolled his eyes at himself. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Haven’t the magazines told you? We love attention.”

      Ephraim knew what she meant, but felt a need to atone. He didn’t usually get star-struck and wasn’t, technically speaking, stricken now. He was nervous and having trouble remembering all of his lies.

      “Women?”

      “Celebrities,” Sophie corrected.

      “But also women?”

      Sophie looked like she was deciding whether to be offended, but Ephraim already had her pegged. He’d always been good at reading people, and Sophie Norris was no exception. She wanted attention; it was probably the reason she’d gone into acting. But most people were probably too busy trying to sleep with Sophie or kissing her ass. They wouldn’t make jokes like the one he’d just risked. But judging by her slow smile, he’d struck a bullseye.

      “I’m Ephraim.”

      She extended her hand. They shook.

      “Why are you here?” Sophie asked.

      The four simple words prickled his skin. But it was only a question, nothing with subtext. He simply had to spin his cover story and she’d believe it. But Ephraim hated to lie. Jonathan had always said that was his brother’s failing — the reason he’d always got them busted as kids.

      “I’m on executive leave,” Ephraim said.

      “How nice.”

      “Mandatory executive leave.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes. They were green and gorgeous. “I wish someone would force me to book an Eden trip.”

      Ephraim shrugged. Apparently, she wasn’t going to make him explain his Eden sentence — good news for the man who hated lying.

      “So why are you here?”

      “Don’t you know? Movie stars expire at fifty. It’s like Logan’s Run.”

      Ephraim sensed a trap. It wasn’t smart to mention anyone’s age, right down to their old movie references.

      “So someone is forcing you,” Ephraim said.

      “Nope. My decision.”

      “I was referring to the filmgoing public. Those bastards.”

      Sophie smiled. Her eyes flicked away. As she laughed, her hand brushed his arm.

      “My company thinks I’m stressed out and my performance is slipping.”

      “Hmm. And what makes them think you’re stressed?”

      “My wife left me. She took our two kids and left the country. Things have been … intense.” But was that the right story? Was his fictional wife supposed to have left the country, or only the state? Embellishment wasn’t smart. A guy might forget what he’d said if he strayed from the script.

      Sophie ran a sympathetic hand down his arm. “Ooh,” she cooed. “I’m sorry.”

      Ephraim gave her a severe look. “Wait. Don’t tell me you convinced her to go. Because that’s not cool.”

      Sophie looked uncertain. He was flubbing. Ephraim’s dry sense of humor confused people in the best of times, and this was hardly one of those.

      “I’m kidding.”

      “Oh.”

      “Because you said you were sorry. Get it?”

      “I was just⁠—”

      “Maybe this is where I should mention that they also want me to work on my social anxiety. And to think the company says people have a hard time relating to me.”

      Sophie laughed a little. Ephraim allowed a lull, looking out the window at the white shapes that had recently grabbed his attention. He pointed.

      “You called those workers ‘ghosts’?” he said.

      “That’s what I call them, anyway. I’ve been here twice, but the funny thing is, the first time, I never even noticed them. Then it was like they popped out of nowhere, and suddenly I couldn’t stop seeing them. It’s like one of those Magic Eye puzzles. I was here with a friend the last time, and she didn’t see them until I made her stare long and hard at a group of them on a roof. They’re invisible to most guests, but once you notice them, they’re everywhere. My friend called them ‘ghosts.’ It stuck.”

      “Are they just workers? Maintenance people?”

      “Seem to be. You’ll notice them changing trash bags, picking up public areas, setting up, stripping down, painting, fixing, cleaning, running treatments behind the aestheticians. But they’re like ninjas. Silent.”

      “Why are their faces covered?”

      “I asked someone once. Apparently, the hoods they wear are an enhanced reality display.”

      “Like a MyLife recorder?” Ephraim gestured at his eye as if Sophie might not understand, but of course she’d have one of her own.

      “Sort of, except a MyLife doesn’t block you from seeing other things — playbacks, paint lines, whatever. I heard the ghosts wear full hoods that let them see exactly enough to do their jobs … and no more.”

      “What sorts of things would someone not want them to see?”

      “Us, maybe,” Sophie said. “We have to sign nondisclosures, so you can bet the workers do. I know I want my privacy while I’m here, so that’s probably part of it. But maybe they don’t want non-essential staff to know too much about their treatments, either. You know how secretive Eden is. I couldn’t have told you how the spas handle minor treatments before coming here the first time, and I still can’t tell you about what happens with the big ones.” Sophie cocked her head, a sly smile crawling onto her face. “Well. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Not yet? Does that mean you’re considering …?” Ephraim trailed off, unsure if the question was intrusive. If Sophie was talking about the Tomorrow Gene, it meant Ephraim was a little closer to learning what Fiona had sent him here to find out — but it was discretion, not fear of revealing his secret-agent status, that stilled his tongue.

      “Let’s just say that if you see me in a week or two, I might look a little different.”

      Sophie was playing, so Ephraim decided to play back, just a little.

      “How different?” he asked. Because that was one of the things nobody knew for sure, but about which there were endless rumors.

      Sophie gave him an enigmatic look.

      “Wait and see,” she said.
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      After he tried his drink (a minty concoction that he immediately poured into a plant — he should have ordered a Coke), Ephraim forced himself to circulate. Doing so was a curious blend of difficult and easy. He was naturally an introvert but became an extrovert when pushed. So, he did the pushing, deciding that introversion helped no one.

      Eden guest groups, Fiona had told him, were supposedly like summer camp for adults. You only had roommates if you wanted them, but the dwellings were arranged in semi-social clusters. Guests were supposed to have fun together, not by themselves — and “having fun with others” was nearly a requirement for Ephraim’s false identity, seeing as he was supposed to be a wealthy executive with a need for better mental health.

      So, Ephraim circulated. He shook hands. He practiced his cover story. He was now a man with his real name but a different history.

      In addition to Sophie — who said she was vacationing on Eden to “spend all the money I can, and my bookkeeper can go fuck herself” — there were plenty of celebrities. There were a few people whose names Ephraim knew but whose faces he didn’t, like Fulsom CEO Andrew Dubois. And there were plenty of faces he knew with names he had to dig for, like successful actors who often played bit parts. They wouldn’t be as flush as someone like Sophie Norris — but then again, you had to be rich to visit Eden. Not necessarily famous.

      And even the rich had a hierarchy. The merely wealthy would book rooms on Eden and enjoy a week in luxury, but the ridiculously wealthy would rent mansions on the beach and stay. Maybe forever. More than one famous person had become a recluse on Eden, poking their heads out every year or two, always with their personal clocks turned way back.

      The fountain of youth is on Eden, people said. And based on what Ephraim had just seen, it almost had to be true.

      Ephraim met Pierra Page — a stunning Latino actress with breasts so deliciously on display that even Ephraim, who was usually more discreet, couldn’t keep his eyes front and center.

      He met Richard Dean — an accomplished actor of both stage and screen whose refined British accent made Ephraim feel like a bumbler even at his most eloquent.

      He met Titus Washington — a huge brick wall of a man with a Neanderthal’s jaw. He’d seen Washington in a few films, often made-up to look like a monster. In person, he was polite and soft-spoken. His build remained impressive even now that his hair and beard had gone white. (“But I won’t stay this old for long,” Washington joked in his canyons-deep voice, his enormous hand swallowing Ephraim’s.)

      He met the boy band Leaving Las Vegas, whose five members did look as attached at the hip as the media suggested. Ephraim wanted to ask them what treatments they’d booked, seeing as they were barely out of their teens. Were they here for a base-level spa experience, like Ephraim’s false identity was? Or had they come for the top-secret Tomorrow Gene treatment, wanting to turn themselves into babies?

      Finally, Ephraim met Altruance Brown, arguably the world’s best athlete. Out of everyone, Altruance struck Ephraim as the most grounded — shocking, since he was easily one of the richest. Altruance towered above even Titus Washington and had hands the size of dinner plates. His voice was a mellow bass in a smoky jazz club. He had soft brown eyes, a kind smile that emerged reluctantly, and none of the pomp he showed on the basketball court.

      A waiter passed with tiny vials of liquid on his silver tray. They reminded Ephraim of the wax bottles he used to buy from the retro candy shop near his childhood home. He loved to bite off the tops and suck down the nectar.

      “Already?” Altruance asked, watching the tray pass. “A little early in the trip to get that freaky, isn’t it?”

      They’d settled into two of the lounge vestibules on the speeding tram after rotating the chairs and walls to make two single compartments into a double. Ephraim was kicked back with his feet up. Altruance was too big to do the same thing without blocking the aisle, so he was sitting up, his tight coils of coarse black hair inches from an overhead compartment.

      Ephraim looked at the tray of vials. He turned his hands palms up and said, “What is it?”

      “Lucky Scream. You ever done it?”

      Ephraim shook his head. He’d heard the rumors, same as the whole world. But before now, he wasn’t sure the drug even existed.

      “Maybe we try it later. If you get to feelin’ crazy. But, man, on the ride in? There’s people here ain’t never even been to Eden before.”

      “I’ve never been here before,” Ephraim pointed out.

      “Exactly. And you never done Lucky Scream, but you’re smart enough not to mix first with first for me to laugh at. You know about Scream?”

      “Just rumors.”

      “You know how it gets its name?”

      Ephraim shrugged.

      “If you’re lucky, it makes you scream.”

      “And if you’re unlucky?”

      “Depends on the person. Supposedly everyone reacts differently. I heard people say they go on trips. See funny shit.”

      “Like old people falling down?”

      “Like shadows that come alive. Like demons.”

      “Oh. That kind of funny.” He thought of the “ghosts” he’d seen earlier with Sophie and wondered if they qualified as funny.

      Here’s a machine that needs dusting, but there’s no need to see the famous model prancing naked beside it.

      The ghost workers lived an enforced NDA — one that was experienced rather than signed. In its way, the idea was nightmarish. And Ephraim hadn’t even taken a hit.

      “Depends on your mood, people say,” Altruance continued, his large hand covering his drink — more an eclipse than a taking. “If you’re happy, it can make you happier. But lots of people on this tram, they have never been to the island. They only know the version of Eden they see on commercials. Take Scream now, you’re asking for a freak-out.”

      Ephraim felt a chill. Was it emotional exhaustion as he tried to balance his cover story with the truth? Fear of discovery? Anticipation — being closer, perhaps, to unraveling the mystery of Jonathan’s disappearance than he’d ever been before? Or was it all this talk of ghosts and demons and visions?

      Ephraim had suffered from breakdowns before, even if his fictional wife’s leaving hadn’t caused the one on his entry form. He felt suddenly fragile, like a newly sober alcoholic tempted by an abundance of drink.

      “Have you done an Eden commercial?” Ephraim asked.

      Their heads turned to a flat screen farther up in the cabin. It had been playing Eden’s famous ads nonstop. Maybe it was a loop and maybe it wasn’t. There was no way to tell. They’d been traveling for fifteen minutes and the thirty-second spots hadn’t repeated.

      “Not yet. But I imagine they’ll ask me afterward.”

      “After your treatment?”

      Altruance nodded.

      “If you don’t mind me asking …” He stopped. It was the same question he’d kept himself from asking Sophie.

      “I don’t mind.” Altruance nodded. “Yeah, I’m going to get the Tomorrow Gene.”

      “But you’re only … what? Thirty-five?”

      “Thirty-seven. But man, that’s ancient in sports.”

      “So you want to … what? Have them make you twenty again so you can do it all over? Win a bunch more NBA championships?”

      Altruance laughed. “Man, I don’t know where to begin telling you how wrong you are.”

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s personal.”

      “Told you I don’t mind,” he said with a flick of his giant hand. “But hell, I started getting attention for playing ball when I was fifteen. You know what it’s like, to be called the next legend? My moms, my sister, my coach — hell, me myself — none of us wanted to ease up once agents and scouts started watching. It was nothin’ but practice, 24/7. Got worse when I started up with baseball. There’s the intense on-season schedules, and the postseason and all the off-season workouts. Not that I get much of an off-season. I was tired as hell by the time I started in the pros. You think I’d want to do it all over again?”

      Ephraim looked at Altruance. The question was apparently rhetorical, but Altruance Brown owed everything he had to hard work and the intensity of his practice.

      “I want the treatment to turn back my clock, yeah. If the Gene is everything people say it is, then you bet I want my body put right back to its twenties. But this time I want to grow up proper. No practices. No games. None of it. I just want to live my life. Be a man this time, not a fuckin’ legend.”

      “You’re still Altruance Brown. You’ll get mobbed whether you look thirty-seven or twenty.”

      “Maybe for a while, but people forget in time. And if they don’t? Hell. I’ve already thought about staying here.”

      “Staying on Eden?”

      “Sure. They got a whole resident island. I already asked for info. The place they keep full-timers is called the ‘Denizen.’ I think it might be that island—” he pointed out the window at something barely visible, “—right there.”

      Ephraim looked, curious. If Jonathan was somewhere on Eden, the resident island would be a logical place. “Are they going to take us there on the tour?”

      Altruance shook his head. “No tours of the Denizen. You can’t even go there until you’ve paid and signed a lease or mortgage. You can’t even look at homes before you buy them. It’s all pictures and virtual walk-throughs. Just try swimming to the Denizen from the Retreat or any of the other restricted islands. Security ain’t gonna let you past the first buoy.”

      “Why would they care?”

      “Because it’s residents only. Privacy is a huge fucking deal on the Denizen, with all the money that moves there. And the shit you hear. Man, I wouldn’t test Eden’s security. I get the feeling they mean business.”

      Wearing an uncomfortable smile, Ephraim said, “What, are they going to kill me if I try to go somewhere I shouldn’t?”

      Altruance didn’t laugh like he should have. Instead, he shrugged.

      “We’re in international waters, bro. Out here, the Evermore Corporation makes all the rules.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            WELCOME TO EDEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ephraim excused himself, checked the trip clock, and saw that the tram had five minutes before its arrival at their first stop on the Retreat island. That’s where he and most of the others would be getting off. There was a second stop, apparently, terminating on the Strand, where higher-paying guests would find more privacy.

      He went into the bathroom, leaned toward the mirror, and adjusted his contacts. He used the facilities, washed his hands, then spent ten seconds panicking that he’d disturbed the counterfeit resin on his fingertips by washing. Once Ephraim determined to the best of his ability that the resin was in place (it was nearly impossible to see) and calmed himself, he started panicking about cameras in the bathroom — or perhaps a rudimentary AI parsing what it saw from behind the mirror.

      What is the strange man doing, checking his eyes and fingerprints? Why is he sweating so much? And why do my sensors detect a rise in his pulse, a heightening of his blood pressure? Let’s look up his records. And yes, his real name is Ephraim Todd. But what’s this about the authorizing party? What’s this about the company he works for? Time to call security, who can do anything they want to the intruder. Because we’re in international waters, Bro.

      Ephraim blinked into the mirror anyway, then ran his fingers through cool water spilling from the tap. He swiped the fingers across his forehead, took a moment, then wiped the water off with the back of his hands.

      Nobody’s after you. Nobody has reason to suspect anything. Besides, this is a resort spa, not a top-secret hangar for nukes.

      Barely pacified, Ephraim left the bathroom. He looked toward Altruance’s giant, protruding feet farther up, then decided he’d feel calmer without more Eden rumors getting tossed in his direction. He liked Altruance a lot, but the man was a whole layer deeper in Eden’s business than Ephraim planned to go.

      The possible revelations (which might not be revelations at all) both alarmed and excited him. On the one hand, maybe Jonathan was on Eden — maybe he’d flown to the Denizen or another of the quiet islands and simply resolved to stay. But on the other hand, how the hell was Ephraim going to find out, if security was as on-the-ball as Altruance made it sound — lack of nuke facilities notwithstanding?

      Ephraim strolled the length of the tram, trying not to think. He overheard Sophie Norris talking to a dark-haired, bubbly actress Ephraim recognized. Sophie was saying, again, how much money she planned to spend on Eden, how she was tired of her damn keepers telling her how to manage her own damn money, and how much she planned to abuse her freedom while on Eden. To show them. Because fuck them.

      Ephraim wandered away from the crowd of wealth and celebrity, facing a screen installed at the far end of the tram.

      Alma Couch was on-screen, the eternal paragon of graceful aging. Ephraim wouldn’t know Alma’s age without looking it up, but she’d been famous fifty years ago or more — enough to have been one of his aunt’s favorites. Today she must be eighty, at least. But Alma stood tall and proud, effortlessly elegant, and was rumored to have been one of Eden’s first clients for a procedure one generation prior to the Tomorrow Gene.

      Alma looked good but still old, Ephraim thought. Supposedly, she'd had her skin rejuvenated but her insides regressed by decades. But who knew for sure; it was all hearsay. Alma Couch had returned from a highly publicized trip to Eden as a hiker — something she’d previously not been. As a new hiker, she’d climbed Kilimanjaro. Then she’d started entering 5Ks, small triathlons, half-marathons, marathons, ultramarathons.

      While I was on Eden, the Evermore Corporation made my body new again, Alma told the world.

      And now, watching her image while on the way to Eden himself, Ephraim had to wonder how true that might be.

      Onscreen, Alma’s backdrop were the familiar panoramas that graced most of Eden’s well-known commercials; white sand beaches, the famous copper flame atop the Reception building, mansions in the public areas, the parade of happy clients lounging on massage tables, kicked back in pedicure chairs, reclining in mud baths, and wrapped in towels. A soundtrack of serenity filled the aural landscape, punctuated by crashing waves.

      And Alma said, her voice like velvet, “Wouldn’t you like to have the one thing … that changes everything?”

      “Mr. Todd?”

      Ephraim spun around. The blond man, Nolon, had sneaked up behind him.

      For a moment Ephraim felt caught for no legitimate reason, his attention split between the newcomer and the commercial he’d just darted from like a teenager caught watching porn. Wallace Connolly had come onscreen, and Ephraim felt himself desperately wanting to watch. Caught or not, Wallace was the man who’d captivated the world.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you,” Nolon said.

      “I wasn’t startled.”

      Nolon didn’t look convinced, but he was polite enough not to argue. “I’m just checking in with all our guests to make sure every need is attended to.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “My name is Nolon.”

      “Ephraim Todd,” Ephraim said.

      “Do you have everything you need?”

      “Yes. I’m good.”

      “Have you enjoyed meeting the other guests?”

      “Yes. They’re very nice.”

      “Did you meet Gus Harmon? I understand he’s a favorite of yours.”

      Ephraim’s brow furrowed. He was a big Gus Harmon fan, true, and part of Ephraim was already itching to head back into the crowd to find him. But he was confused, too — not by Gus’s presence, but Nolon’s insight.

      “How did you know I liked Gus Harmon?” he asked.

      “You mentioned it,” Nolon replied, smiling.

      “When?” To Ephraim’s recollection, he’d said nothing about Gus Harmon. And until this moment, he hadn’t met Nolon.

      “I don’t remember. I read it somewhere when reviewing your dossier. Perhaps it was on your intake form.”

      “I don’t think I put ‘I like Gus Harmon’ on my intake form.”

      “Maybe you mentioned it while we were on the Reception island.”

      “But you said you read it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How could you read it if I said it?”

      “I’m speaking carelessly. I’m sorry. I meant that maybe I heard it.”

      “Which was it?” Ephraim heard his tone and forced himself to calm a notch. What, were they spying on him now? Searching his viewing habits to see which stars he enjoyed most to mess with his mind? Is that how they’d punish him for what he was doing if they found out?

      “Never mind,” Ephraim said.

      Nolon was unperturbed. “Well, then. Do you have any questions? Anything at all?”

      “No. Thanks.”

      Nolon turned to walk away. Then Ephraim called out, “Nolon.”

      “Yes, Mr. Todd?”

      “Is Eden in international waters?”

      “Technically yes, sir. That was Wallace Connolly’s original need with Eden, during the days of Precipitous Rise. He wanted to be able to create without interference from the laws of sovereign nations.”

      “Technically in international waters?”

      “A small sector of what is now Eden used to be under the purview of Mauritius, but Mr. Connolly managed to negotiate a deal. Eden today exists within a small bubble in Mauritius’s EEZ, where it no longer extends precisely two hundred miles out as it used to.”

      “What’s an EEZ?”

      “Their Exclusive Economic Zone, sir. It’s a minor thing and nothing to concern yourself over.”

      Ephraim considered pushing further, but the trip clock was in its final minute and the tram was decelerating.

      “Is there anything else, Mr. Todd? Anything I can help you with at all?”

      Ephraim looked at the screen. At gray-haired and bearded Wallace Connolly, promising to change the world. Oh yes, he had questions. About a million of them.

      “No. Thank you, Nolon.”

      The tram slowed a hitch and Ephraim staggered.

      “Welcome to Eden,” Nolon said.
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      Gus Harmon was exactly as Ephraim expected. He was a bit overweight, pleasant, stubble-faced with curly brown hair and black-framed glasses. He also smelled like weed and seemed to have spent most of the tram ride in the next car up getting baked with a trio of famous rappers.

      Despite Nolon’s strange awareness of his fandom, Ephraim really did want to meet Gus but wasn’t sure how to do so without looking like an asshole. Gus broke the ice for him. They were disembarking, and he practically staggered Ephraim to the ground, then doubled-over in deep, heavy giggles that sounded like huh-huh-huh. He made a comment about being half in the bag, then asked a waiter if he had cookies. Ephraim liked him immediately.

      “Fuck,” Gus announced. This was apparently his introduction. He extended a hand for Ephraim to shake. No names were exchanged. It was enough.

      “I love it out here,” Gus said. “They’re going to make me pretty, and I’m going to spend two goddamn weeks on the coral reef. Reef. Reefer. See what I did there?” Then, more chortles.

      Elle and Nolon moved to the front of the disembarked group, looking like two halves of the Gemini. The group hushed as the pair smiled, waiting patiently.

      “Shh,” Gus told Ephraim. “Don’t talk. Time to be serious and shit.”

      Ephraim took in the view and the warm ocean breeze, tinged with salt. The whole area was understatedly opulent. The tram station was little more than a circle of polished flagstone with a rough bamboo fence around the edges, but pretty people stood arranged in two lines near the edges, their arms strung with leis. Gus hadn’t yet made a joke about getting leid on the way out, but Ephraim figured it was forthcoming.

      “Welcome to the Retreat,” Elle said. “For most of you, this island will be your home during your stay. Others will go on to your quarters on the Strand, but most of the action happens here.” She gestured around the island like a game show host.

      Nolon took over. “Ten islands comprise Eden as a whole. There’s Reception, where you completed your intake paperwork and where our representatives will be happy to assist you, should you encounter any problems with the details of your stay. There’s the Retreat, where you are now, and the Strand — our more secluded area. You will also, if you’re bold and lucky — spend time on our party island, called ‘the Fête.’ Eden, by virtue of its founding and nature, is a no-hassle zone. Most of what you’d wish to do — whether it’s technically permitted on any mainland or not — is permissible here. There are obvious exceptions, but we doubt you’ll encounter them.”

      Nolon gave them a giant smile.

      “You will visit the Reef island for many of your higher-end treatments. A few of you may also visit the Pearl — home to our most exclusive packages.”

      “I’ll bet that’s where they fuck your genetics up,” Gus whispered. As an afterthought, he added, “You know. Because after they fuck your genes, they give you a Pearl necklace.” He giggled again. Titus Washington shot him a look.

      “We also have four islands that are off-limits to guests,” Elle said, picking up where Nolon left off. “There is the Denizen, which is strictly for Eden’s permanent residents. There are no visits to that island, no exceptions. And finally, there are Islets 09, 17, and 23. Those are our backlot — where the magic happens.”

      The group began walking, Elle and Nolon in the lead. As they left the flagstone circle, each guest was given a lei. It didn’t take long; there were only fifteen or so. If anyone was going on to the Strand’s terminus, they must be returning to the station after the tour. For now, the tram’s guest contingent walked while their guides kept talking.

      “Eden is the largest artificial archipelago in the world, and all but the three islets are larger than the previous contenders in Dubai at the time of construction,” Elle narrated as they moved through a grassy area with no apparent path.

      This section looked especially resort-like to Ephraim, who’d never been to a resort and only had clichés to inform him. He spotted a sand volleyball court, a row of green clay tennis courts, and a tiny crescent of beach with deep azure ocean beyond. White-sided buildings surrounded them, but he had no idea which were spa facilities and which were quarters. None were marked. And at least as far as Ephraim could see, there were no ghosts.

      Someone raised a tentative hand. Ephraim hadn’t met whoever it was. Nobody famous. A businessman who, in his suit, hadn’t changed into suitable island garb.

      “Yes?” Elle called out, pointing.

      “Why is Eden artificial at all? Why didn’t Connolly just buy an island and build Eden there?”

      Nolon nodded as if anticipating the question. It looked as if he had too many teeth, and they were all perfect and white.

      “When Precipitous Rise technology was new, the world was excited by its potential for ‘next level’ genetic engineering. The advances in agriculture made it possible to feed hundreds of millions of people. All of a sudden, genetically modified produce didn’t seem so terrible. It’s one thing for GMO plants to be a bit larger and have better crop yields, but when tomatoes and corn could suddenly mature in days rather than months? Well, yields went through the roof. World hunger was about to be history.

      “But problems started when scientists asked what other genomes they could play with, rather than just crops. The western world didn’t like the idea of ‘grown meat,’ but even the animal rights folks couldn’t find a way to argue against it, and suddenly cultures that even the biomass of prepared insects couldn’t satisfy had an easy source of protein.

      “And so, doctors in Malaysia asked, ‘What about transplant organs?’ And transplant organs were grown, and they saved many lives. But Mr. Connolly was the first to toy with human DNA. Wrapping telomeres, removing insertions in the genome, filling out deletions — the full line of genetic rejuvenations Eden has since made famous. And that’s when the World Health Organization suggested banning Precipitous Rise except for certain licensed practitioners who were limited to certain allowed applications.”

      “I still don’t see why⁠—”

      “Not to be too dramatic,” Elle cut in, with a smile that said this part of the story was always best with maximal drama, “but in order to have his experimental freedom, Wallace Connolly needed to be in a place where laws didn’t apply. He had to develop his processes in international waters. Most of the world’s natural islands — those at least 200 miles from the shores of sovereign nations — were either far too small or already claimed. And so, the first Eden labs, before ‘Eden’ was a thing, were on a ship. Then an abandoned oil-drilling platform. Connolly was a big proponent of the seasteading movement that followed Precipitous Rise, as others scrambled to find their law-free zones. But there was only so much room on a rig, and sinking reinforced concrete to the ocean floor was ridiculously time-consuming, expensive, and slow.

      “That’s why Eden was eventually built, via land reclamation and with tons of imported backfill, on the Saya de Malha Bank, on the Mascarene Plateau. Water was shallow enough to build without pillars, and we’re far enough from tectonic boundaries that we’ve yet to have any issues with tsunamis or earthquakes. There were worries about pirates at first, but we’re friendly with Madagascar and Mauritius. How many of you flew through Agaléga to get here?”

      Hands raised. Not all, but most. Ephraim had flown direct, on Fiona Roberson’s Gulfstream. He’d assumed that was how everyone reached Eden, but apparently not.

      “There you go. Agaléga is a Mauritius island. And weren’t they terrible, pirate sorts of folks?”

      A laugh rippled through the group, but the logic didn’t follow for Ephraim, possibly because Fiona had extended his antennae before he’d left America. A defenseless little pseudo-nation had arisen in the middle of the ocean and wanted to host the world’s richest people? Eden’s flag, if it had one, should be a big bullseye for the world’s pirates. But even now, twenty years after Eden’s grand opening, there hadn’t been so much as a scuffle in its history. Who, exactly, was defending this island? It wasn’t like the U.S. Navy was eager to help.

      Ephraim raised his hand. He could have sworn both Nolon and Elle looked right at him before quickly looking away, but regardless his question went unasked.

      “This way, everybody,” Nolon said, leading them on.
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      “The Gardens,” Elle announced with a dramatic sweep of her arm. They’d already spent several minutes walking with the lush green area in plain sight, but the flourish drew awe from the group anyway.

      Elle paused, and the crowd stopped with her. Ephraim felt something amiss but wasn’t sure what. Nolon moved to stand beside her, and the feeling disappeared. The two were like twins. Seeing them apart, even though Ephraim had only been seeing them for an hour, felt off.

      “This is one of my favorite spots on the island,” Elle told the group. “I’d definitely suggest making some extensive MyLife memories here.” She tapped her temple. “I know I have.”

      The observation wasn’t exactly hilarious, but the group mumbled a polite laugh. Obviously, everyone had a MyLife, but other than deliberate snaps, who selected what it recorded? The NDA stipulated areas where MyLife recorders had to be deactivated (something that would be enforced with scans and deletions when they checked out), but it wouldn’t be everywhere by a long shot. Guest memories were some of the most popular parts of Eden’s commercials — like memories of Pierra Page’s ass, which Ephraim had been documenting for most of the tram ride in.

      “Looks like a place where you’d do chanting and shit,” Gus whispered to Ephraim, surveying the serene gardens. “Do you think The Change owns Eden? Because, dude, I do not want to join a cult.”

      Ephraim wasn’t sure if he was expected to respond. Gus continued, making the point moot.

      “I’m super gullible when I’m baked,” Gus said. “Promise to stop me if they try to get me to sign over my worldly belongings to Papa Friesh?”

      “I don’t think The Change has anything to do with⁠—”

      Gus cut him off,. “Shh! Important shit’s happening. Listen to what Elle’s tits are saying.”

      Ephraim looked. Elle’s Eden uniform wasn’t remotely revealing, but Gus was giggling inappropriately anyway.

      “The gardens are understood, by mutual consent, to be quiet areas,” Elle said. “We have extensive Zen gardens and walking paths throughout Eden, with this central Retreat garden having most of the visitor favorites. You’ll find guests here early in the morning, walking those paths to clear their minds, or perhaps sitting on that ridge there to look out across the ocean. The views are stunning, and best enjoyed quietly. While here, we ask that you please keep your voices down. If you come to the gardens with another person, whispers are best.” Elle turned her head, waylaying a woman walking past. “Isn’t that right, Carrie?”

      Ephraim and the others looked at the woman. She had long, wavy brown hair and flawless skin. She was runway gorgeous, maybe mid-twenties. She was wearing a white gown, somewhere between a spa robe and a nightdress, mostly opaque but not entirely. Sunlight glinting off the white wall of a building behind the woman gave her a long, lean, toned body a semi-silhouette.

      “Carrie is out at all hours,” Elle explained to the group. “She visits Eden so often that she’s singlehandedly keeping us all employed.”

      Carrie laughed. Even her laugh was beautiful.

      Everyone smiled. Nolon motioned for the tour to move on, and then both he and Elle gave Carrie a small wave goodbye.

      They crossed the grass, moving on to an immaculate path that wound around an elaborate, twenty-foot-wide fountain with three tiers. Ephraim took it all in, more spellbound than he should be given his mission. Then someone poked him on the shoulder.

      Gus. Apparently one of Ephraim’s favorite actors had now become his new best friend.

      “Dude. Who did that woman look like to you?”

      “Which woman?”

      “The hot one. With the tits you could see through her robe.”

      “I don’t know. Should she look like someone?”

      “Did you ever see Time’s Up?”

      “That the one with Mel Samovar?”

      “You’re thinking of Time’s Arrow. I’m talking about Time’s Up.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Dude. It’s a classic. You need to see it.”

      Ephraim waited.

      “And?” Ephraim finally prompted.

      “Well? Didn’t that girl look like Carrie Whitney from Time’s Up?”

      “I haven’t seen it. But I know who Carrie Whitney is. And that’s not her.”

      Gus put on a knowing expression. “Looked exactly like her, dude.”

      “Carrie Whitney is at least sixty years old.” Then, trying to compare the brief glance he’d had of the Carrie in the garden to the grande dame movie star, Ephraim said, “Maybe it’s her daughter.”

      The group stopped again. Because he was focusing on Gus, Ephraim almost knocked Sophie Norris to the ground. Sophie laughed, running a stabilizing hand across Ephraim’s shoulder.

      “This building here is one of our many oases,” Nolon was saying at the group’s head. “Oases offer at least one — but possibly many — of the ‘more traditional’ spa treatments. Oasis treatments are mainly for relaxation, since their benefits are insignificant next to even Eden’s base rejuvenation treatments. But if you’d like a facial just because it makes you feel good, you can get one at one of the oases. Plus manicures, pedicures, mud and mineral springs treatments, massage, and a few others. Any kiosk will give you the full rundown, and you can just pull them up on your heads-up display at any time by accessing the Eden directory. If you do it that way, on your MyLife, it’ll even paint you a line to follow.”

      Nolon looked at Elle, and Ephraim sensed that Nolon was about to tackle something uncomfortable.

      “Please just remember that MyLife recordings fall under special purview in the Eden NDA,” he said. “I hate to talk legal when you’re here to relax, so this is the last time you’ll hear it — but I wouldn’t be mentioning it if more than one guest hadn’t considered sharing his MyLife recordings after leaving the islands. We want you to have full experiences, and MyLife is my sixth sense, as it probably is for you. But as the expression goes, ‘What happens on Eden stays on Eden.’ There are strict penalties for sharing anything, even screen grabs. And your activity will be monitored to ensure compliance.”

      Ephraim could have sworn Nolon looked directly at him. His paranoia was running away with him, just like Dr. Scully had repeatedly told him it had a way of doing.

      Be cool, Ephraim. You’re just a guest with nothing to hide.

      With business concluded, Nolon clapped and gave the crowd a handsome smile. “Now. Who wants champagne?”
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      They waited for their champagne under a slatted roof patio in the lee of the oasis building. Ephraim looked toward Gus to see if he’d noticed Nolon’s comment about being “monitored,” but instead of Gus, he found himself facing the broad back of Altruance Brown. Gus wasn’t in sight, and Ephraim’s impression was that the two men had been swapped. It was as if Gus Harmon had grown a foot and a half, transformed fat to muscle, and deeply tanned.

      Altruance was watching another of Eden's commercials on a massive screen mounted on a wall strewn with climbing ivy. On the screen was a well-dressed black woman, perhaps in her mid-forties. Flute music played in the background as she stood in a field of what might have been blowing wheat, on a bluff overlooking the ocean.

      She smiled. “My name is Laura Carter, and I’m fifty-nine years old.”

      The woman faded, and a white man replaced her. He also appeared to be in his forties, with salt-and-pepper hair at his temples. He had the look of a hero in a semi-romantic movie. The kind of older man young women tended to drool over.

      “My name is Wilson DeMeritus, and I was burned over sixty percent of my body.”

      The next shot was a runner, arms pumping, shown from the waist up. Somewhat out of breath he said, “My name is Taylor Rodriguez, and I was born unable to walk.”

      The runner dimmed, replaced by a waist-up shot of a man with long gray hair and gray beard. Wallace Connolly, founder of Evermore and Eden — a face everyone in the world knew. He stood on a bluff, a bright blue horizon behind him. His hair lifted a bit in the tropical breeze. In the background was a low building with twisting metal spires pluming from the top, copper-colored and shaped like flames. Reception Island, where Ephraim had entered Eden.

      “The hand you are dealt is no longer the hand you must play,” Connolly said in his famously soothing voice. “For over twenty years, I’ve led Evermore on a singular mission.” He held up a hand, one finger aloft, indicating that mission. “To change destinies.”

      Connolly spread his hands, and the scenery bled away to a new background, a wide room with laid-back lounge chairs circling its edges, a smiling attendant in uniform perched on a stool beside each one. In the center of the room was what looked like a massive shower head raining down from the ceiling into a pool about the size of a hot tub.

      Connolly seemed to look directly into Ephraim’s eyes with his cool green ones as he said, “Isn’t it time that your destiny was one of them?”

      “You don’t have to watch the commercials,” Ephraim told Altruance. “You’re already here.”

      Altruance blinked at Ephraim. He’d been standing right beside the giant, but the big man hadn’t noticed him.

      Connolly finished with Eden’s trademark line, “Wouldn’t you like to have the one thing that changes everything?”

      The screen went black. Ephraim turned to Altruance, who appeared spellbound. “What does that mean, anyway? The one thing that changes everything’?”

      “Maybe it’s youth,” Altruance said. “If I had to guess, I’d say ‘the one thing that changes everything’ is the ability to turn back the clock so you can do it all over again.”

      Ephraim forced a laugh. Many of the rumors about Eden, filtered through Fiona’s lens and inked with this little errand, had stopped astonishing him. Now they were flat-out bothersome. Precipitous Rise might have made it possible for farmers to mature grain in a tenth of the time and revolutionized organ transplants before the World Health Organization hit the brakes on innovation, but despite all the suggestions and voodoo beliefs surrounding this place, it couldn’t make old bodies young again. Could it?

      Even if it could, why did Fiona distrust it so much? Why did she want it so badly? And why, if people like Altruance were willing to pay untold sums (plus, rumor claimed, untold sums forever after) to have the legendary Tomorrow Gene treatment before they were even told exactly what it was, did the very idea leave Ephraim with goosebumps?

      “You can’t believe that, Altruance. Life is life. You get old and then you die. That’s the deal. That’s the contract we made with God.”

      Altruance shrugged.

      “I guess we’ll find out,” he said.
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      The Patio.

      The Portico.

      The Palace.

      After a while it seemed after a while that all of the spots on the tour began with a capital P and were preceded by “the,” possibly (but not necessarily) also capitalized.

      Ephraim's attention degenerated. As champagne made its way around (Ephraim partook) and Lucky Scream was passed (he refrained; the idea of an unpredictable drug, now of all times, was terrifying), the group of strangers thawed, and then mixed in earnest. As it did, everyone wanted to talk about their lives, histories, and hopeful futures. Ephraim's cover story became increasingly difficult to keep straight.

      The group had been polite but standoffish on the tram, but everything Elle and Nolon showed them carried an unspoken assumption that this group would be spending time together — possibly with Elle and Nolon as their leaders. They’d live alone unless they’d come in pairs, in lavish standalone homes, most on the beach. But groups tended to stick together on Eden — and that meant that Sophie, Altruance, Pierra, Gus, and all the others were Ephraim’s friends for the next little while by default.

      So everyone got a little lubricated — just a bit in most cases because they hadn’t even seen their accommodations, let alone settled into them. Almost everyone got friendly, and Ephraim was asked the same questions again and again.

      What’s your name?

      Ephraim Todd.

      Thankfully, Fiona had managed to keep his name intact while changing everything else about his identity. Good thing, since Ephraim doubted he could sort the lies otherwise.

      What do you do?

      I’m with Riverbed Corporation. I’m their Chief of Operations.

      But he wasn’t COO, was he? Or was he? Was it Riverbed he supposedly worked for? Couldn’t be; it’d give him away as Fiona’s errand boy since Riverbed was her company. Or wasn’t that the point and Fiona had her own cover story? Maybe it was. He’d flown in on a Riverbed jet, after all.

      What brings you to Eden?

      Honestly, I’ve been having a hard time at work. I’m an asset, I guess, but I’m slipping. Riverbed is an understanding company, though. They know I can’t help it; life has really piled some shit on my shoulders. They sent me here to unwind, relax, and find my center again.

      Whenever Ephraim said that last bit, he got a sympathetic look. And then, usually: What has life piled onto you?

      Ephraim would answer with the stock I’m sorry; I’d rather not talk about it, which worked because people stopped asking questions. It also worked because Ephraim couldn’t remember which details of the story were verifiable versus those that weren’t. He was reasonably sure Fiona had fabricated a wife for Ephraim (Jasmine) and two small children (Avery and James), but he wasn’t supposed to mention the building they supposedly lived in, near Riverbed HQ in Manhattan, because another of the guests might
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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