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What makes an addict an addict varies from person to person, but we all had one thing in common: we were running away from something. My colleagues in the re-education programme smiled, they had been here several times before. So had I, although I swore to myself that this time would be the last time. I knew I would keep taking trank until I died, as did everyone here. The important thing was to get official government rehabilitation again, so that I could buy it legally.

Trank is the drug that changed the world. Since then, only scum use substances other than trank. Trank is a smart drug. It can be combined to produce the effect of any other drug of the past: NDRI, GHB, THC, MDMA, LSD, NMDA, PAM, and a long etcetera. It wasn't taught in my school days, but nowadays the history of trank is compulsory learning, and they often show informative documentaries on public holos. In pharmacies, where they sell it to anyone with valid papers, they have all the information you need. Since its development at the beginning of the 22nd century, it meant the end of the fight against drug trafficking: a drug that was easy to produce, without physical dependence and without long-term side effects. A drug for social use, clean and controlled by the state. Trank could make you feel good or make you feel nothing at all. It all depends on how you use it. Those of us who attended that course knew that, in fact, we were probably better experts than the officials giving the lectures. For years we’d been abusing and trying combinations that were not described in any manual.

So there I was, looking face to face with seven other people able to pay and get their papers in order. We looked at each other curiously. From the looks of my companions, none of them were scum, but rather the opposite. I knew some of them, by coincidence at some social event here or there. In Paris, those at the top knew each other. And I, in spite of everything, was somehow in this “class”. In the past, these programmes were intended to detoxify addicts. In theory with the aim of reintegrating them into a drug-free world. In our case it was a re-education plan to get high better, more efficiently, the only way to get permission to buy trank in pharmacies again. It was prohibited on the black market. Those of us who were here were rich and famous in one way or another, but we all had the same problem: At some point it got out of hand and we lost the right to buy trank. Before I was eligible for the rehabilitation course, I had been almost half a year without a licence, the longest period in the twenty years since I came to Paris. I never thought I would have been able to do the crazy things I did just for a single dose.

That bastard Singleton kept smiling every time I looked at him. I'm sure he remembered what I remembered, despite all the illegal trank we'd been on. The illegal trank wasn't aligned with your DNA, so it often didn't have the effect you were looking for. It was like trying to run on an ice rink. Yet I inflated my debt mercilessly. I had gone from sleeping with my models to pimping them.

Without trank nothing is fun. At any venue or social event, the mood is shared because of it. Without it, you're out. In the last six months, before this course, I lost most of my professional projects and a lot of my models stopped talking to me. Some with more than one reason to do so. Alcohol and sex are poor substitutes for something as powerful as trank. Without trank, to relieve my anxiety, I became unbearable, especially to myself. I had a hard time raising the necessary money for the trank re-engagement programme. For almost everyone here, these days were part of a routine that they went through once or twice a year. Singleton was undoubtedly the most notorious character. His parties were a colossal riot. He could afford to transgress almost any rule. At the last party I was invited to, I ended up getting caught up in one of his legendary orgies. They say you always discover something from sex about yourself that you didn't know. Regrettably, in my case, I had already tasted everything they had to offer. My escort had not. I lost a model and gained a friend. Singleton was a character worth knowing, especially if you could get him to remember you after the party. He remembered me, and between sessions he would ask me about my last Vivid Dream and all that. A gentleman, although my last, fuzzy memory of him was far less gentlemanly. I had the good sense not to ask questions about the model who never called me back.

The best part of the programme was undoubtedly the practical part. It was mandatory to work out and test each of the main combinations and explore each of the effects of trank. I hated psychedelic trips, luckily I had plenty of trank to compensate for the anxiety they generated. Although there were eight of us, four men and four women, it didn't matter: the sex that accompanied the social effects of the drug always ended up degenerating into a mix, where parity and gender were irrelevant. Thanks to trank, everything looked different. It was a week, an intense week.

Once I got permission from the government to use trank, I was able to go back to my usual life. I wanted to work again. I left the clinic and took a taxi to my apartment, thinking about the first steps I was going to take as the empowered addict that I was. Most of my models had other plans, so I thought I should scratch the calendar and call those girls who were yet to be explored. Back to the origins, to what had made me Ariel de Santos. Without my work, I didn't exist. I only had to turn on my pad for reality to return mercilessly. Dozens of missed calls and messages of all colours. Creditors were knocking at the door. I got out of the taxi and waved to the doormen of the building. I crossed the gigantic marble lobby and, ignoring any of the people staring or pointing at me, took the service lift. I liked to take the slower one, the one that stopped at every floor, the one that took almost ten minutes to reach my floor. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the number indicating the floor increase, while I read the messages I had had pending for days. The service workers already knew me and left me alone. I was broke and too lucid to avoid ignoring the obvious. Arriving on the 32nd floor, I walked the dozens of metres to my door from the lift, hoping I wouldn’t bump into anyone. No one was waiting for me. I opened the door, praying I wouldn't find that black envelope at the entrance. For the last four years of my life I had not missed its appointment. There it sat. Waiting for me like every month; I was late for the payment, it was the twelfth of July. I used to receive the letter at the beginning of the second week of each month. I opened the envelope. The photograph was new, I hadn't seen it before that moment, it showed the girl from the front and myself, somewhat blurred, behind. The note, handwritten, only specified a sum of money, an account and the same irony as always: "A bit young, don't you think, Mr. de Santos?” Disgusted, I crumpled up the note and the photograph and threw them on the floor. 

The apartment was just as I had left it. In the darkness, only my reflection in the glass of the huge bay window in the living room interrupted the illusion of floating above the city. My thoughts fell before me, an endless rain. You never really win. No matter how much it seems like it, no matter how much you explain it to yourself every morning in front of the mirror, people don't know the bitter price of victory. Winning was just another false step towards the abyss. That abyss of undisputable reality, from which come all images and sounds that make up our nightmares. Those reflections that we sometimes think we see in the mirror and that, when we look carefully again, are no longer there. Triumph was the ultimate metaphor for nothingness; there will always be a new goal to reach, until we fall into the ultimate abyss. I shaved, looking for that hidden glow. The guy I saw in front of me smiled wryly; like every morning when I persistently searched for the stranger inside the mirror. It was payday: my creditors had given me just one day as a deadline. I had exhausted my promises and smiles. I had only flesh and bones left. My blood was not worth much. I had endless debts to face and all I could offer them was a commitment to pay, a project on account, promises with my signature. My life would be theirs for a few more years. 

A new session. An unknown girl. A project. What more could I ask for?
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"Good. Take a deep breath. Calmly, don’t rush. Listen, remember, feel: you are with him, on the bed, beside him. He is asleep in front of you. Feel the softness of your sheets on your feet and hands. Feel the breeze coming through the window, his fragrance. Make yourself comfortable, watch him sleep, placid and happy next to you. Breathe slowly, evoke his scent on the pillow, the warmth of his body next to yours. His breathing, the feel of his feet on yours. Enjoy his smile when he wakes up and sees himself next to you. Breathe in. Enjoy that memory. Keep it in your memory, enjoy it. Fix it, stretch it. Good, good, good. Now open your eyes slowly, very slowly".

Tears slowly welled up in Andrea's eyes. Her face lit up and the magic began. After so many months without work, it brought me back. She transmitted a warm tenderness. I could take her through her memories and provoke sensations, real feelings, in her. She wasn't pretty, but her gaze conveyed life in such a pure way that it touched me deeply. That's what I did: captured emotions, shaped them and transformed them into a product that others could sell. It was not the girl's features that I transported into the dreams of my clients, my job was to adapt her appearance and her voice, and transform them into those of loved ones, or fantasies, of those who paid me.

For many years the art of digital image manipulation had been so perfected that one could hardly discriminate fiction from reality. However, true feelings were still difficult to fake. In a world where everything could be bought and sold, pure emotions were of great value to those who couldn’t have them or wanted more: the love of a woman, the embrace of a loved one or conversations with a long-dead parent. These were experiences that were reconstructed with a knowledge that was half art and half science: Vivid Dreams.

The session was over and I held a handkerchief to her face. She trembeled with contradictory emotions. I wanted to go deeper, to dig into the source of that pain, that orphaned love. But I knew I shouldn't if I wanted to keep the necessary distance to work with her. I had a piece of her soul; I could mould it to my whim, I could easily get drunk on her hugs and whispers. I wasn't interested in Andrea, only in the source of those feelings.

“You're very quiet," she said, breaking the silence, after snorting a line of blue trank, the kind that relaxed everything, physically and mentally.

She wiped her tears mechanically, avoiding ruining the texture of her skin. She could not afford programmable make-up and used cheap products that would scare any professional model.

“It was very good," I replied in my dry, bitter voice, the one I used to avoid getting close to people.

I didn't want to talk to her. I was back from a dark period in my life and I couldn't bear to go back to that game: sex for success. So easy, so sterile. Discouraged by so many disappointments. I treated my models as if they were toys, precisely to avoid remembering that they were human beings. Sometimes I believed my own excuses, most of the time it was enough to blame myself for being so hard on myself, for not knowing how to enjoy what life had to offer.

Andrea left the studio in silence, watching me curiously, analysing why I was so quiet, wondering, probably, if it was her fault. She had no way of knowing that I was back in the world after passing through purgatory, still anaesthetised by the return to reality. I didn't want to spoil it. We said goodbye formally until the next session, professionally. Not even a lingering glance or a nervous smile. Nothing. She walked to the lift and disappeared behind the door. I breathed a sigh of relief.

I was alone in my loft. From the street I was just a tiny light on the top of one of the most prominent towers of the megalopolis that Paris had become in the 23rd century. I couldn't see the stars, but I could see the hundreds of square kilometres of the city in all directions. Nailed to it, like a divine stake, the great MoHo tower, from where I could contemplate, like a demigod, almost fifty million souls beneath my feet. Andrea was gone and my anxiety had returned. I switched on the holovid. Advertisement. KH-303PRO translucent pods for the deepest immersion in virtual worlds. Thousands of deaths in a poor South American country, affected by a patented virus whose vaccine, owned by Symiodari, was going up in price overnight. Veluss and the new project of humanity. I laughed at all those cretins in a plastic park pretending to be happy on another planet. A new Arcadia attack on Zaarak headquarters. News. I had become a news junkie. The war in North Africa was still going on. It wasn't a war, it was a border. When did it stop being a war? Nobody, that I knew of here, had any idea how or why it started. They didn't give a shit, I knew the reason why. How could I forget? Poor bastards with nothing to lose trying to get into Valhalla. They were the suburbs of southern Europe: Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya. It didn't matter, same uniforms, same purpose: not to let anyone into Europe. Thanks to that they could live, like watchdogs, serving the master in the north. The news continued to narrate the progress of the definitive barrier: a third concrete wall, fifty metres high, that would prevent the thousands of annual deaths by electrocution. I changed the channel. More death. More ignorance. More news. I knew it would never change anything. For any territory outside the four big economic blocs, the rest of the world did not exist. Outside, in the destroyed countries without flags, there was no hope: survival at the hands of warlords, or worse, commodity-hungry mega-corporations imposing their savage law without having to answer to anyone. I had spent half my life to get to where I was, in a frantic race, selling my soul. I used my pod to make that month's anonymous transfer. I paid, knowing I couldn't afford the next payment. Nor the rent. I looked at my reflection in the glass. I saw myself trapped in a tower I would never fully pay off, full of debts and promises in the air, trapped by my own fables, by my longing to be in a better place. At least now, though, I had trank again.
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Fate would have it that I would meet Richard Singleton again in barely a month's time. He was also trying to get back to normality, and there was nothing better than a party to start this new stage of his life. He was good at hunting for new friends, and I was one of his many trophies. His parties were his way of showing off his triumphs; this must have been the fourth time he invited me to one of them. The excuse: the renovation he had done to his attic. His house, an 18th century palace in the heart of the historic centre of Paris. The Eiffel Tower dominated the views, which could be admired from his grandiose attic. An exact replica of the one destroyed twenty years earlier by the EGIE terrorists. I always found it very beautiful, I never tired of looking at it. It impressed me, not because of its size, but because of the history that transpired from its forms of other times, where the ugly and the beautiful were intimately mixed.

In the security queue I bumped into some acquaintances, such as Eduard, a wealthy Catalonian, a client of mine, with whom I had met at several parties and who, I had observed, had exquisite taste in art. Although he might seem repulsive as a person, he had shown me, on many occasions, that the best was in what was not obvious. A great connoisseur of trends and fashions in Vivid Dreams, he had put me in touch with various producers and famous people, such as Singleton himself. It was easy to fall into the trap of thinking that you were talking to a profoundly hedonistic person. He was, but also dreamy and wise in his own way. He could also transform himself into a charmer and hold a brilliant conversation. If he had had a woman's face, it would have been much easier for me to play along, but he was far from my concept of a feminine beauty. A clump of brunette curls grew nonchalantly on his head, oblivious to his age, already well over half a century. His nose, large and slightly plump, ruled his face, marked by deep wrinkles on his forehead,  and which formed a triangle around his mouth, partially hidden behind a sparse, well-kept beard. His eyes, sad and large, were set off by his thick, angular eyebrows. His face was not vulgar, but it was far from beautiful. The times we had exchanged a few words, I tried to guess what was real about him, whether it was his distant sadness, buried under that gaze, or the marginality of his stories.

Those thoughts took my mind off the immediate. A flashing light and a beep brought me back. After passing through the retina reader, my true reality suddenly burst in. The guard spoke to me gruffly, in crude English:

“I'm sorry, you can't come in. This party is for Union citizens. This section of the city is restricted, for you. I have no choice but to call the police, please stay where you are," said the guard, tense, his voice too loud.

The position of his right elbow was enough of a clue that he was carrying some kind of weapon on his leg. Unperturbed, I replied in French:

“Please look at the list of special guests. I must be there: Ariel de Santos. I have a personal invitation from Mr. Singleton," I explained slowly and smiling.

I hated what was going to happen next, especially with Eduard next to me, who was already starting to whisper to those around me.

His eyes searched for my name on the list, the seconds for him longer than for me. Finally he found me. The poor guy blinked a couple of times and came to terms with the reality that a guest could be a foreigner, even from outside a bloc. Unimaginable for him, but he reacted apologetically. I was able to pass and he instantly forgot about me. Many of the guests were watching the whole scene, surprised. Those who had their ears and tongues perked up by the trank tried to find out all about me. Those who floated on a fluffy carpet thanks to the trank, smiled, taking delight in a scene where everything happened very quickly and had a happy ending. Some familiar, most not. Beautiful women, extraordinary men. Power. Money. If that confidence and leadership they breathed could be stored in jars, it would be big business: Olympus, the fragrance of destiny. It was a good name. Yes, I was among gods, titans and fairies. There were also some fallen angels, like Eduard, who pointed at me, sitting between two young girls not far from the security entrance, intrigued by my situation. The three of them were waiting for me on a sofa, surrounded by candles, cushions and Roman sculptures, real or copies. Mutilated and beautiful. They glowed in the moonlight and flickering flame.

The views were exceptional, the soft lighting rose from the ground, from hundreds of warmly coloured holovelas. Small lanterns hanging from a wicker and wooden roof provided the rest of the light. The sky was clear and covered with artificial stars. The real ones could not be seen for the atrocious pollution from which Paris was suffering. Nothing was missing that night. The full moon, together with the dim lighting of the party, created a magical atmosphere. I felt like I was at a campfire in the middle of nowhere. Water cascaded in invisible little waterfalls and ran under the ground, under long sheets of glass, which served as a stage. The cool humidity and luscious scent of moss hung in the air. It was easy to fall for the deception. The place was spacious and filled with all kinds of armchairs, sofas, cushions, chaise longues and carpets, so that every alcove of the huge attic seemed an oasis different from the rest, protected by translucent silks and vine leaves.

Eduard, impatient, asked me in a soft voice, in refined and sinuous French, knowing that I was paying attention to him:

“Are you going to sit with us or are you waiting for a formal invitation?“ he asked.

I knew well what he wanted: a chance to start a professional conversation, so I thought I'd tell that old story again. I sat down with them, next to one of their girls. We introduced ourselves with three kisses. Her perfume didn't smell cheap. Her name was Chlöe and she gazed at me with large violet eyes, dilated and sparkling with a spark of trank. She had full orange lips and clear, almost white skin. Her hair, a bright blonde, integrated a childlike face with fringes falling to one side. Still a child, a dangerous child in the shape of a woman, ready to open the lid of Pandora's box. She introduced me to her friend, Sara. Also blonde, taller and much less of a girl. Eduard always surrounded himself with beautiful, too-young women. Chlöe was watching me, aloof, but unable to help it; Sara with a budding smile, not blushing at all. I assumed that by now Eduard would have told them about me, and they would have watered their expectations a little with some more trank, so I just smiled.

“It's a beautiful night," I began without thinking, "I love Paris. It always brings back images of other times, more romantic times, don't you think?

They began to speak in unison, interrupting each other, but I paid attention only to Eduard. Watching them waiting, crouching, I waited patiently for the subject I longed for to come into range. I liked his game. I learned a lot from him, he was a master at dealing with people. I waited and waited, dancing with the topics of conversation, avoiding Sara and playing with Chlöe. He enjoyed analysing me and baited his girls for me, introducing me as the most sensual designer of Vivid Dreams in all of EcoSur.

Chlöe wanted to be a model. Sara already was. She tried to impress me with names of various fashion designers, magazines and even some Vivid Dream directors. I knew some of them, it wasn't bad. However, I would never have agreed to work with such a girl, she was vulgar and obvious, the worst qualities of a model.

“Well,” I explained, “I'm closer to the world of acting than the world of fashion. At the end of the day, what my clients see is not the girl I shoot, but the girl they want to see. The important thing is the expression, you can't fool the subconscious.”

“How do you do it?” Chlöe was interested, pouring a couple of pink drops of trank into her drink.

“I don't do anything, my models do everything. That's why their work is so important; but that's my point of view. After all, every professional has their own way of doing their job," I clarified. I was bored talking about technique.

“How modest you are, Ariel, you're a genius to me," said Eduard, stepping in for the first time. He had a beautiful deep, velvety baritone. It was another of his charms.

“Thank you Eduard. You know I'm not, but thank you. I still have a lot to learn. I can never thank you enough for opening my mind to the classics of Romantic painting. Did you know that Eduard is one of the biggest collectors of Romantic art in all of EcoSur?” I said, interrupting Eduard's game and causing them to turn their attention back to him. It was short-lived.

“Who are you working with now?” Eduard asked with an almost sombre depth.

For some reason it made me uncomfortable and he noticed, impassive, sipping his glass of whisky.

“A stranger, like always. You don't know her. She's a nice, petite French girl I met at a casting.”

“Those secret castings of yours," he laughed. I don’t bite. “We'll meet her soon, I hope," he said.

“Yes, she’s a natural. When she starts a scene, she consumes it. She reminds me a bit of Vicky when she started, do you remember the look in her eyes?” I asked.

Vicky was his lover after working for me as a model. Thanks to her we met, but it didn't end well, she aired personal situations, too personal. I guess that's what brought them both together: secrets. It reminded me of the reason for the game: my illegal immigrant act at the entrance.

“I assumed you knew about my past, that Vicky would have told you about it, you know, my strange accent and my charming smile," I said, forcing the North African accent, exaggerating it. I took the opportunity to leave them in suspense while I asked a waiter for a glass of something strong.

“Ah!” He exclaimed, surprised. “I knew you weren't French, but to tell the truth, I never thought you weren't European; after all, what you do implies an education, a vision, a..." I laughed heartily. My biography was public and I was sure Eduard knew it, after all, I had never hidden it, I had only changed my name to a more artistic one.

“Abu Muhammad Ali ibn Ahmad is the one who should receive the awards. Not me, he was the one who educated my senses.” I clarified.

I raised my glass and toasted in Arabic. I managed to surprise the girls with that. Speaking Arabic, there, so close to the Eiffel Tower, was almost provocative. Their expression would have merited a photograph, an old black-and-white portrait. If I had had a camera at hand, I would have done it.  Yes. What a pity. Africa. The word tasted bitter in my mouth. Bitter and sour, like gin sprinkled with a little overdone lime.

“Curious. I always thought the nomadic life encouraged commercialism, not a taste for beauty.” he replied with an air of cynicism.

“Beauty is all around us. When your job is to look for it, it's easier than when it's just in your way; you get into other habits, I guess.” I avoided looking at them, not wanting them to take it as an insult, though it was late.

“We’re getting too deep. I don't want this to sound like a pedantic dialogue. After all, we are surrounded by beauty, so why talk about it, let's enjoy it," he said, looking at the two women. I nodded and smiled at the younger of the two, who had become engrossed in our conversation.

“I like the violet in your eyes," I said effortlessly.

“Thank you" she replied, blushing.

This time, my smile was genuine. How wonderful. I sensed what Eduard was looking for in that girl. I looked at the other one, she too was enjoying the embarrassment of the very young Chlöe. She looked like an attack dog. Maybe Eduard was just looking, maybe...

“Ariel!” I suddenly heard from beside me. The face looked vaguely familiar, but those legs, those hands and the shape of the fingernails were unmistakable. I spotted the small tattoo on her right ankle.

“Lucy?” I asked, a little lost. Before me stood a Nordic goddess, very different from the Lucy I had met only a year and a half ago. Her face was almost unrecognisable, as was part of her body. "You look beautiful," I said, effortlessly. Then I turned to Eduard and his girls. Lucy was one of my first models. “You'll remember her from that campaign I did for the holidays in the Algarve. She was the daughter..."

“Oh, yes. I remember, I do remember, exceptional," interrupted Eduard with a frank smile.

“This is François, my fiancé. Ariel, and..."

“Eduard Lechamps, delighted," he stood up and kissed her three times.

It was the beginning of a pleasant, if insipid evening between awkward strangers. Lucy was still as vapid and shallow as before. Once I had acclimatized my senses to the lushness of flesh, I remembered why I had avoided sleeping with her. She held no grudge. Thanks to that fury, that incomprehension and sexual turmoil, I had been able to record the perfect daughter who awakened wrongful desires in every secondary angle, in every veiled glance. Of course, only older men with children could appreciate this. If it had been the mistress, the sister-in-law, it would not have been the same.

The conversation degenerated, without my being able to help it, into my own work. Vivid Dreams were an art for Eduard and a business for almost everyone. They had replaced photography and cinema. They had put an end to theatre and advertising, now everything was a dreamlike mixture between what you saw and what you wanted to see, between what you perceived and what you dreamt, whether you were conscious or not. There were various degrees, levels, techniques and styles, and it was widespread everywhere. Nobody remembered any more when stories were told with other people's faces. Holovid films were for the masses, but everyone who could afford it had some kind of neuro-implant. Even those two young girls would undoubtedly have one, firmly embedded in their brains. For inexperienced young people, the faces and bodies of the actors were most of their reality; for older people, memories replaced much of the actors' features, in the end creating characters that possessed the best of one's memories and the best of flesh-and-blood people. Watching a film before Vivid Dreams seemed like pornography: crude, artificial and distant. I kept some films out of curiosity, they were strange and unconnected, but, sometimes, they offered new scenes and created an unknown world that was impossible to reach through Vivid Dreams. Limited, but great. Sometimes they were more creative than what we do now, which only satisfied our memories and transformed us into limited beings, always enjoying the same thing.

I talked too much, encouraged perhaps by Eduard or by the curiosity I felt for Chlöe.

“People never tire of repeating the same worn-out sensations over and over again. It still surprises me.”

“You're a bloody perfectionist, I've told you that many times," replied Eduard.

“That doesn't take away from the truth. One day, Vivid Dreams will go out of fashion and I'll have to move on to something else.”

“You're not far off track," said Eduard, playing with the silence. We looked at him and he held it for a few seconds. “Neuroreplicas. That's the future," he added with satisfaction on his face.

“Neuroreplicas?” I asked in surprise.

I hadn't heard of it. Nor had anyone around me, except Eduard.

“Imagine if you could record a scene from the point of view of the person experiencing it; as if you could get inside his head and feel everything he feels: what he sees, what he hears, what he drinks, what he touches, what he smells. Even his pain or pleasure, beyond physical sensation, caressing synesthesia.

“Impossible, you can't record that digitally. It's light years away from what's available today," Lucy's fiancé replied.

I remembered that he had said he worked in something related to the aerospace industry. I nodded, but I knew that Eduard, more than anyone, was incapable of boast idly about anything if he hadn't already tried it. He loved to be the guy who could reveal the future for his stunned audience.

“What’s it like?” I asked directly, with no ulterior motives, accepting my ignorance. Intrigued.

“Imagine looking into a mirror, seeing a strange face, feeling an alien body with your own hands. The sensation is different from what you expect, because they are not your hands and yet you feel, you hear. You notice how your Adam’s apple is smaller, the smell of your body’s different, you are the woman reflected in the mirror, totally unknown. You touch your clothes. You caress your skin and you feel, but you think with your own mind. Regarding senses and sensations, you are that other person, but in your head you are still you. Oh, it's unbelievable!”He paused to look at his viewers, shaken by the short story. “It has its limitations, it's recorded in succession, like Vivid Dreams. You can't change what the subject of the experience does, but in return, you get new, genuine, unrecorded sensations mixed with your own. Like a woman's orgasm...” He smiled with his eyes, enjoying the moment, savoring it. “Well, all this is still a bit experimental, maybe still a bit unstable. I think there's more science than art in something like this," he stopped suddenly to observe Lucy's partner's reaction.

A hushed silence cooled the atmosphere that had previously been vibrant and nuanced under those dim lights. This silence was broken by our host, who came to greet us and ask how things were. Lucy and her partner got up to greet him, as did the two young women who wanted to meet the famous playboy. I myself had to get up to greet him and thank him for the invitation, transforming myself into the nice dark-haired boy, full of talent, that I owed so much to him. That's how it was, I always owed so much to everyone that I had grown accustomed to my role over the years. After a brief encounter, I returned to the table where Eduard was waiting for me; we both knew that we had left something half-finished. Something Eduard had been waiting for all evening.

“No, really, what's it like?” I asked, now impatient.

“Dangerous,” He said. “Terrifying. You lose your sense of who you are. It will never be for everyone, most people enjoy decaffeinated thrills, not daring to go further. That's why I think it's a business. Or it will be, if it's done right.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have only tried two sequences. Both terrible. Very badly done, violence, rough sex, but enough to understand the potential.”

“Sounds interesting. I know more than one person who would try it no matter what it costs. What equipment do you need to record something like that? And to read it?”

“Nothing extraordinary, it's cheaper than you imagine. However, there are other problems with the technology," he said dryly, toning down the last sentence.

“What kind of trouble?” It was clear by this point that he was about to make a proposal to me, and I didn't dislike it.

“The more intense the end result, the more dangerous it is for the ‘original’ subject. Some people have died while recording it," said Eduard, letting that word drop, unwelcome. I didn't like it.

“I guess that's why it's still illegal," I replied.

“Well, apparently technology started with snuff movies..." He looked at me uneasily. “you know..."

“Pfff," I snorted. I imagined the kind of people who would pay for something like that. People with a lot of money, that's why Eduard saw so much business. “But there's no need to go to such extremes, I mean, does the person recording that experience... suffer?” I probed.

“No, not at all. Just a pinprick and mild discomfort afterwards, usually. What is done is to inject a solution that captures all the electrochemical levels of the subject, as well as a small temporary implant that stores brain-waves and transmits the information to a computer.” Eduard was telling me all this off the cuff, repeating information he had read or been told. I sensed that Eduard knew less about  the technology than the young boy smiling playfully at us at the next table. Eduard continued his technobabble. “...Information is processed and then then inverted, which requires a complete neuro-implant that makes your own brain generate the right levels of hormones and other substances, while you ‘relive’ the experience with your own mind. It's much more complex than that, but the basis of the technology has apparently been developed and used in the military for years.”

In my years in the army I had never heard anything like that, but then again, I had just been a poor bastard on the lower rungs of the ladder. Nothing to do with alpha teams, nothing to do with military intelligence, which is where, I'm sure, it all came from. In a way my dream was to show the world as I saw it, but on the other hand, I doubted anyone would pay to see it, however beautiful it might look to me. From the experience of my own work, I knew the main kind of use it could have, recreational, in the worst sense of the word: sex, adrenaline and violence for the most part.

“A bit of a dirty business, or so it seems," I said, wrinkling my nose, feigning disapproval.

“Everything that's out there is just shit. If someone did something with taste, with talent, it'd be a big hit. A lot of money. Don't you want to try?” he asked, staring at me. He'd been waiting all night to ask me that question. Stupid me.

“It does sound tempting. What did you have in mind?” I myself was excited by the idea. At the chance to make history and money at the same time, who wouldn’t be?

“A series of stories, all starring the same girl, so the customer can buy it in chapters and choose the type of experience. We start with something spicy, but nothing far-fetched or extreme, very mainstream. Of course, with a cool setting and good actors.

“Do you have a story yet?” I asked, increasingly intrigued.

“Yes, I've got almost everything tied up, I just need a director of photography. It's funny, that term hasn’t been used for the last thirty years. Now the detail is important, because we will go back to witnessing with someone else's eyes, not to imagining with our minds or modifying everything by computer. The glorious return of cinema. Jump on the bandwagon and you won't regret it," he said enthusiastically. 

I had to bite my tongue not to ask about the money. I knew that if I did I was lost. I took a couple of breaths and avoided looking too much into his eyes.

“Send me the script and I'll give you an answer. I promise.” I said.

“You'll get it.” he smiled, knowing he had already won. 

He shook my hand, firmly and confidently, and disappeared into the dim lights of the party. I found myself alone and pensive. It was short-lived, though, as one of his girls, Sara, came back to me, Would she know anything about this project? I thought. I had decided I didn't like it; if she was part of the casting, we would be in trouble. Maybe she knew, but the subject never came up. We flirted for a while, until it became clear to her that I wasn’t what she was looking for. She left alone.

I took advantage of the party to do my work: talk to other producers, make deals and get back into the swing of things. I got some advances and new commitments. Having shared bedsheets with Singleton opened many doors. However, I couldn't get Eduard's proposal out of my head; how would someone else see my world? This was far more important than feeling someone else's body, the ability to see the world through someone else's eyes seemed like an absolute revolution. Would thoughts be filtered through this copy, could a profound vision of the world be shared through this ingenuity? The possibilities were staggering. Even if the first step was to make something primitive and commercial, it would be interesting to see the future possibilities. A challenge beyond fabricating lies with the same rehash of feelings over and over again.
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I met Carlos at my swimming club: he was tall, slim, with shoulder-length wavy black hair, a close-cropped beard and a rather ungainly appearance. He had a tender, if somewhat bland, face. At times he seemed to me to bear a certain resemblance to a playful dog. I imagine that, had it not been for the spontaneous conversation I struck up with him while waiting my turn in my swimming lane, I would never have met him. Besides swimming, we had other hobbies in common too, although it took me a while to find them. Meeting someone normal was the first thing that attracted me to him. In my professional, and personal, world, what is less abundant are simple people with ordinary lives. Carlos was the perfect example of the everyday in a world crowded with superficial problems. He worked as a software engineer at a big company, one of the really big ones: MohoCorp. He regularly bemoaned his job and his life in general, like the vast majority of people who seem to be bothered by such minutiae and the petty details of their jobs. In any case, for all his faults, he struck me as a nice guy when I first met him. I was barely ten years older than him, but he acted more like a boy than a young man. He had never been out of the big city and his main preoccupation, however much he might say otherwise, was with work. He lived on the forty-ninth floor of my building, owned by the same metacorporation he worked for. The same place where he ate, shopped for clothes and partied in the evenings. I was fascinated to listen to his sorrows, his complaints about the system and his deep philosophical discussions about the ethics of the world. He, of course, had no idea where I came from. He probably thought that my family had its origins in some exotic place and that my problems were not very different from his. In any case, he wasn't much of a listener and I didn't like to talk too much about my life. Win-win.

“It's frustrating. She doesn’t know I exist.” Carlos complained.

“There are plenty more women.” I replied dryly.

I didn't mean to be hurtful, but I got tired of his insistence on always chasing women who were only looking for a guy who was mildly amusing and had enough money. Carlos could be funny, shrewd and very intelligent. He was a quick learner and had an insatiable curiosity, but he could never be the kind of guy those girls were looking for. Nor would he ever reach the standard of living that kind of women needed.

“It's easy for you to say. You work with them, they look at you, they listen to you. I don't leave the building. Three hundred floors, two hundred thousand people and I don't find the time or space for it. My apartment is barely twenty square meters and I don't have the money to set foot in a park, or a penthouse to look up at the sky, do you know what that's like? And I'm lucky, I've spent half my life studying, my parents sacrificed so that I could have a future. I have a good job, I earn a lot of money. But it's not enough here. Every time I come to swim it's an exotic adventure for me. It's been two years since I've been to level zero, did you know that?

“Wow!” I blurted out.

I knew that Carlos, like many people, wasted his life on some very attractive psychologist who picked his brain like a chimp with flees, but I never thought he was a radical agoraphobe, scared of ground zero and didn't take trank. That also explained a lot. 

“I'm sorry. What you do seems as difficult to me as what I do seems to you, really. I'm sure you don't find it difficult to do your job, but my head would explode if I tried.” I said. That reassured him a little. “Have you always lived in the building?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

“No, my parents lived in Lausanne, but I came here because Moho offered the best job for my speciality. I shouldn't complain, I can afford to go swimming, I have free time. I could pay for company, but I'm reluctant. It sounds stupid, but I'd rather pay a woman to be able to talk to her.

“It's not stupid.” I replied, not entirely sure which of my possible answers would be acceptable to him. I added nothing. He continued to talk about his problems, like background music.

When I first met him, it took me a while to confide in him what I did for a living; I knew it would give rise to all sorts of questions, some stupid and some very legitimate, mine always seemed a very striking occupation to anyone who met me for the first time. And it was, almost unique in its way, surrounded by doctors, engineers, lawyers and all kinds of highly specialized professionals with stratospheric salaries, who had expensive educations and whose families were mostly flush with money. All accustomed to never stepping foot on level zero, far removed from reality, from absolute misery, and ignorant of anything that was alien to their lives. Even if I had wanted to, I would not have been able to tell Carlos even a tiny part of my former life, because it would certainly have undermined our mutual trust, and I valued his friendship very much. He was the only sincere, courageous, confused and restless guy on my agenda. That he was trapped in his own life brought us together, in that, we were equals. Only in that. He always talked about women and never about his work. That was one of his best virtues. Yes, he complained about office politics, but he never talked about his profession or what he did. Maybe he thought I wouldn't understand anything he did in Moho. Although he had not confessed it to me, I sensed that his youth, marked by the demands of his parents and the elitist ideals they had drummed into him, forced him to focus on his studies, and to overcome exhausting intellectual goals. His idealistic character and his shyness had probably done the rest. I had not seen him with any women the few times I had partied with him and I perceived that he had serious difficulties in relating to people outside his circle. A small, homogenous group, composed only of male co-workers. I set up a couple of blind dates with acquaintances, nice girls, who ran away after a while. They weren't the right type, not if they came from my world. He needed a type of woman I didn't know and probably didn't exist in that glass tower, full of people capable of cutting him to pieces if necessary. Outside, outside the building, on floor zero, as they said in France, I could have found more normal people: filthy, humble people, without such toxic ambition. There were almost fifty million people in Paris, but the towers, like ours, isolated us from the local population. Nearly all of us who lived in the gigantic metal and glass towers were from other cities, from other countries, and some, very few, even citizens from outside the Union. Most of those who lived in the towers had the same syndrome as Carlos, I had heard the name several times, but I always forgot it: Mugrophobia. Panic of local life, of disorder, chaos and the grey mediocrity of the poor citizen, their lack of ambition, their laxity and ugliness. There was no one ugly in the towers, everyone was always elegant, slim, athletic, without any blemish. Carlos included. If he walked just a kilometer down from his apartment to the ground and came with me to one of the places where I met my models, he would be raffled off. But I didn't dare to even consider it, he would probably think they were going to kidnap him to sell his organs. Perhaps he was right, but the real thing was always more dangerous than the simulation of society where he lived. At least downstairs, surrounded by the poor who swarmed around the armored vehicles of the fortunate tower dwellers, one felt humanity.

Observing the perfect but lifeless and expressionless faces of the beings inside the vehicles, I wondered how they justified themselves to deny the poverty around them. What prevented them from running over those poor wretches who made them late, with their begging pleas, to their important business meetings?

I hated those people, and they were my clients. I hated that superiority, a product of their professional success. I might have looked like one of them, but I wasn't. That was one of my secrets. The perfect tower dwellers paid exorbitant sums for the authentic. The real thing lived in the dirt, stank and could be dangerous; my job was to find it for them, record it and package it in a format they could consume. Most of my models had come out of the dirt, from ground zero. And for them, as well as for me, it was in their interest to keep it a secret. Because we knew that magic only works, if you don’t know how it’s done. However, Carlos went on and on talking about women, as if he knew what he was looking for in them. Just what I preferred. It prevented me thinking about my own problems.

“Changing the subject.” I said, interrupting his bitter speech about how he was ignored by interesting girls. "I wanted to ask you something: I've heard that there's some kind of improvement in vivid dreaming technology, something to do with chemical copies of the brain or I don't know what exactly, have you heard anything?”

Carlos was a bloody genius with computers, or so it seemed to me. Everything he didn't know about people, he knew about technology.

“The neuroreplicas?” he asked, confirming the name.

“Not sure. I've only heard vague things, but it's pretty incredible. I don't know if I believe it.”

“I haven't tried it myself. What I've heard is a bit scary, to be honest. The other day I overheard a group of people talking about it in Brin.”

That was one of many virtual worlds where people played, interacted and lived hooked into an alternative reality. There were hundreds of different ones. A hobby that Carlos and I didn’t share.

“With Andelain?”

I knew he would like to talk about this girl, who was the closest thing Carlos had to a partner. He had met her in Brin's Garden and, although they had been talking for many months, they hadn’t met in person, only through their avatars. It was a funny thing, I was tired of studying the exterior of women and he was in love with someone without even knowing her shell. However, he thought he knew her based on her behavior, of the few clues of information she gave. According to him, she was the perfect woman.

“No, with another group. There was one guy who had tried it; he literally said it was the most real thing he'd ever seen in his life. And this guy even has a dream-neuro. He told us that they are real sensations electro-chemically ‘copied’ to a synthetic single-use drug, combined with a paravirtual neural simulation.” Carlos was speaking, but I was already lost. He kept talking.

“He had felt the moment of a woman's birth by injecting that directly into her neuroimplant. He had tried snuff holos for virtual reality that made him feel something similar, but this was real. The guy who sold it to him said it was the real thing, that there was a unique biochemical imprint on every neuroreplica he sold. You could even buy what it felt like to die.”

I raised my eyebrows silently, imagining the other possibilities.

“Yes, I thought so.” Seeing my reaction. “Sounds nuts. It exists and it's out there, but you need a neuroimplant to use it. You have one, don't you?” He asked.

“Yeah, well, I wasn't thinking about me, I was thinking about expanding the business and getting into something new.” I replied carefully.

“As far as I know, it is not sold legally. There must be a reason for that.”
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