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      A thin tendril of grey smoke followed Gabriela into the bathroom.

      The smell of burnt tobacco mixed with her distinctive perfume and provided an unmistakable bouquet, the scent of their lovemaking. Luca lay in bed and watched the cloud dissipate. He wondered how she could poison her lungs that way, but he said nothing; it was ten o’clock on a Saturday, and her post-coital cigarette couldn’t shake his sense of peace. The sun coming through the window threatened to lull him back to sleep as five minutes passed, and then ten.

      He got the feeling under control and jumped out of bed just as Gabriela emerged wrapped in a bright red towel. She pouted.

      “Let me guess. You have to run.”

      He nodded. “Need to get to the gym.”

      “But my husband will be back tonight. Who knows when we’ll see each other again.”

      “I know. And it breaks my heart. But I can’t let myself get out of shape.”

      “Missing one workout won’t hurt.”

      “I’m not as young as I was. Once you lose your discipline, your body is as good as gone.”

      “I suppose that’s a line you use on your students.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. But in their case, it’s not true. Most of them are guys in their fifties who think they’re going to get in shape because they have a session with a personal trainer a couple of times a week. Missing one workout in their case would be easily offset by missing one of their gigantic luncheons. I don’t even know why they bother.”

      “You’re a lying weasel… I’m convinced you don’t have a single male client.”

      He gave her a mock-stern look. “I never fool around with my clients, no matter who they are.” This was also true…as far as it went. His clients were all female, all very well-off, and he never slept with any of them. But he wasn’t above insinuating it might be a possibility…and sometimes, that was the lever that kept them coming back to class week after week.

      “So you only screw random women you meet at the gym?”

      He stretched up and kissed her, wishing she were a couple of inches shorter. “Only if they’re perfect.”

      “Only if they’re married and won’t cause you problems, you mean.”

      A couple of inches shorter and a little less perceptive.

      “I already told you. Leave your husband and I’ll marry you tomorrow.”

      That drew an actual snort. “Yeah, not gonna happen. The millionaire’s wife only leaves him for the personal trainer with the heart of gold in bad movies. And you aren’t even close to having a heart of gold.”

      “I’m hurt,” he said. But he had to concede her point. No one would willingly give up the lifestyle she enjoyed. Photos of her apartment, the entire fortieth floor of the. massive neo-gothic monstrosity local residents had taken to calling “the chateau,” could be used to indoctrinate young Marxists into the injustices of the way wealth was distributed in the modern world. The master bedroom was the size of most apartments in the country…and that wasn’t counting the gigantic bathroom and his-and-hers walk-in closets. Also, how many apartment buildings in the world still had elevators with attendants to push the buttons for you…and TVs to pass the time during the tedious trip?

      She laughed and stepped into the next kiss, bending down so he didn’t have to stretch. “Just stop. Do you have to leave right away?”

      “Yeah. And I couldn’t give you a decent performance anyway. You wore me out.”

      Gabriela looked satisfied at the comment, even as she raised an unbelieving eyebrow. He went on talking as if he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. “But I’ll probably be back in shape by the time your husband takes his next trip. How about calling me then?”

      “I’ll think about it,” she replied.

      Gabriela’s face went blank. Luca knew what that meant: she was checking messages on her retinal implants. He thought it was pretty bad manners, but most of the people who had enough money for implants didn’t care who might get offended…also, they loved to flaunt both the tech and the wealth it represented.

      “I’ll be going, then.”

      “Yeah. See you,” she replied distractedly.

      As the door closed behind him, Luca smiled. If there was a perfect woman for him, she was the one: jet-black hair over a dancer’s lithe body, with features that were beautifully refined without being overly delicate. Of course, she’d gotten her boobs done, hubby the supermarket heir had probably insisted, and likely her lips, too, but most of the women he met at the gym were not exactly natural beauties either. Argentina’s dating scene put a premium on physical perfection, and no one was too concerned about how it was achieved. He’d lost count of how many men he’d known who confessed to getting—or wanting but not being able to afford—abdominal implants.

      Even better, Gabriela liked her sex. She wasn’t into anything particularly imaginative or off-color but, within her limited palette, he could tell she absolutely loved every second with him…and that was a bigger turn-on than anything she could have done with handcuffs and lube.

      Best of all, of course, was that she was married, and that, to her he was just a bit of fluff, a poor guy with few prospects who she happened to take a liking to at the gym. That was what kept him around. He didn’t want to get mired in a complicated relationship, and no matter how hard the women at the gym pretended to want nothing more than a good time, when he told them that he wasn’t looking for a relationship, it usually turned out to be a lie.

      Luca often laughed at that. Even he wasn’t vain enough to believe that any woman would suddenly change her entire outlook on dating because he was so irresistible she just had to keep him forever. He knew the secret now: women used the “I’m not looking for anything serious” line the way men used any number of trite, untrue utterances to make themselves appear more attractive.

      Married women were on a different wavelength. Other than the central betrayal on which everything else was built, a relationship with a married woman was refreshingly open and honest in his experience.

      Too bad there weren’t more of them around his usual haunts.

      He whistled as he walked down Libertador, Buenos Aires’, most emblematic avenue. The gym was only a few blocks away, and he always had a change of clothes in his locker precisely for occasions such as this one. He’d let her do the driving because…well, because his hydrogen-powered BMW would have raised a few questions about how, exactly, a personal trainer could afford to drive a car that was, after Argentina’s barbaric, protectionist import taxes were thrown in, worth five times his supposed annual earnings.

      But he didn’t need the car. The gym was right around the corner.

      Saturday was a day to work on shoulders, but not before breakfast.

      “Hey Luca,” the woman behind the counter said as he walked through the door.

      “Hi Connie,” he replied. “Buzz me through?”

      She pressed the button, which opened the magnetic gate, and he walked through. Though he wasn’t an employee, he was treated as such by the gym because of all the business his training clients brought in.

      The tiny kitchen stood behind a No Admittance sign. He pulled the fridge open and found the shake he always left there for emergencies in the sealed metal bottle. A quick whir through the blender and, three or four gulps later, he was in the employees’ dressing room, staring at himself in the mirror. As always, he studied his face as opposed to his body. He knew exactly what his body looked like: lean and well-defined, muscular without being bulky.

      His face, on the other hand, was changing. Grey was beginning to appear, sprinkled like a harbinger of doom, in the dark brown of his short hair. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. At thirty-six, it was to be expected, and perhaps it would make him look more dignified…but it was still a sign of aging.

      The wrinkles beside his green eyes were another matter altogether. He hated them with the passion of a thousand spurned lovers. Worse, they became more pronounced when he smiled, which he tried to do often, to show off perfect white teeth.

      The slight bags under his eyes weren’t a problem. He hadn’t slept much after all, and that memory brought the smile and the wrinkles.

      Well, short of getting plastic surgery—which always left you looking like a wax figure—there was little he could do about that.

      He sighed. Time to get some work done on those shoulders.
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        * * *

      

      The message came through on his most private channel, the one that almost no one knew existed, and that only the most critical messages ever arrived through. He ignored it. He finished his workout, walked home, stepped into the shower and, only when he was certain no one could listen in, blinked his eyes to activate his implants.

      A message light appeared in his line of sight and he moved his retinas to instruct the system to open it. The fact that he even had implants was a closely guarded secret…no one would have believed him if he told them that he’d gotten them done on a personal trainer’s earnings. Or maybe they would just have thought he was being kept by one of the rich women. Or, more likely, by one of the rich guys. After all, a woman could get what she wanted without spending on prohibitively pricy technology.

      Either way, it would invite questions he preferred to avoid.

      Romina’s blond hair and pale skin filled his view. Her round face wore the good-natured expression that came so naturally and held on so stubbornly even when there were problems. He studied the opening image before playing the message, wondering how anyone could look so fresh on a Saturday morning. He knew she had a life, and wouldn’t have been sitting at home the previous night, so why did she look like she was just back from a walk in a flowering meadow? Saturday mornings were supposed to be haggard.

      He played the message back.

      “Hey Luca,” she said. “I suppose you’re at the gym right now. Or maybe just finishing off last night’s lucky lady, but I’m afraid the vacation’s over. We have a client lined up, so call me when you can.”

      He toggled the callback command. His assistant’s face popped up immediately. She was using a camera for the call, so he could see her face. On her end, she would only see an avatar.

      “Hi Romina,” he said.

      “You sound tired.”

      “Hard workout today.”

      “Yeah, right. Nothing to do with last night, of course. Listen, I got a call from a guy who wants you to do your thing.”

      “Great.” A few more jobs and he could retire. “Where’s he based?”

      “New York.”

      The silence stretched as Luca thought about what that could mean. “I assume he’s going to have the procedure done somewhere else.”

      “No. He doesn’t want to move.”

      “Damn. The Americans really hate it when people do illegal things to their minds.”

      “I know. But he’s offering ten million. Five upfront and five when the job’s done.”

      “Holy shit.” His usual fee was one million dollars, enough to live well for a few years in Argentina if one didn’t go overboard, and didn’t do anything silly like pay taxes on the money.

      “Yeah. But he insists he can’t move. It all has to happen in New York, or he’ll get someone else to do it.”

      “Who sent him?”

      Romina rolled her eyes. “Do you really think I’d let anyone through without screening him? He’s definitely not a cop. No Interpol or Department of Humanity ties to this one. Completely clean.” He waited silently for her to answer his question. After a few moments, she relented. “Zhu sent him.”

      “Oh.” Zhu was a byword. His background checks made the guys who investigated potential CIA agents look like kindergarteners. Amateur kindergarteners.

      “All right. Tell me more.”

      “Just a rich fat man in New York. I sent you his file, but you won’t get much out of that. He wants to meet you.”

      “Of course he does.” They all did. It was the real reason Luca stayed in shape obsessively. One look at him in a tight T-shirt and no client ever doubted that he would deliver what he promised. He offered an unusual service, nearly unique…ninety percent of the deal was closed via word of mouth; once they contacted him, most clients were already more than convinced that they needed to take desperate measures.

      But there was always that final ten percent, the push needed to get that deal over the finish line and convince the client that he, Luca Pairetti, was the only person who could do what they needed without anyone being any the wiser.

      He had no intention of losing this deal at the final hurdle.

      “All right. When do I have to fly out there?”

      “He sent a ticket. Suborb rocket on Monday morning.”

      Romina smirked: she knew how much he hated to fly suborb. It was fast, convenient and, of course, fabulously expensive…but he still hated it. The acceleration on launch always made him feel that they were all going to die, and the few moments of free fall made him wish they had. Still, for most of his clients, getting from any major city on the planet to any other in forty-five minutes via ballistic rocket was worth any minor discomfort they might experience. Their time wasn’t just money…it was GDP-level money.

      “All right, send me the ticket.”

      The info flashed on his screen. Dammit. Six AM liftoff meant that he would need to be at the pad at O dark hundred. At least it was just ten minutes or so from his house by automated cab.

      “He has the usual list of demands,” Romina continued smugly.

      “Anything unusual?”

      “Not really. Basically, the idea is don’t tell anyone anything or he’ll eat your family.”

      “Yeah,” Luca replied. “Standard stuff.” But he wasn’t really paying attention. He’d called up the supporting file and was looking over the information when he stopped dead. “Is this right?”

      “What?”

      “The weight. Four hundred and fifty pounds. Can the guy even move?”

      “Yes, but barely. I suppose that’s why he’s calling you in… If he waits any longer, you won’t be able to help him much.”

      Luca swallowed. The thought of all that weight, the flabby, folded skin drooping every time something moved. He felt the walls closing in on him, felt difficulty breathing and asked himself for the millionth time why anyone would do that to themselves. The file said the man didn’t have any specific conditions that caused him to gain weight—just unhealthy lifestyle choices. How long did you have to neglect your body to even end up like that?

      He scrolled through the pictures. There were none of the lurid shots he was used to of pasty obese skin exposed like some kind of treasure. This guy always appeared decently clothed and mostly, sitting. They’d even had the foresight to send him a series of pictures documenting his descent into near immobility.

      The first photos in the line were of a pale-skinned, red-headed man in his early twenties. While he wasn’t exactly thin or athletic, he was no worse off than a million other pudgy college students in the mid-2020s. The world had grown competitive, and if you wanted to graduate anywhere near an employable level in the U.S., you had to sacrifice almost everything else on the altar of study.

      The next ten shots showed an interesting duality. As the man’s surroundings got more and more opulent—high-end electronics replaced generic brands in the background, brushed steel and glass replaced plastic siding—he got bigger. Like a fish growing to the capacity of its tank, Luca thought.

      “I suppose he wants to look like an Olympic sprinter at the end of it, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m worried about the skin folds. That’s a lot of weight to take off.”

      “True, but remember it happened over fifteen years. He’s still pretty young, not quite forty. There might still be some suppleness there.”

      “Four hundred pounds worth?”

      “You can deal with that problem if it arises.”

      And that’s why Romina was the perfect assistant, and the only other person—other than clients and contacts who could put them in touch with clients—who knew what he did. His family, what little there was of it, thought he worked on oil platforms without internet access, which accounted for his disappearance for months at a time.

      “You’re right, as always. I don’t know how I’d survive without you.” That, at least, was literally true. In his line of work, his life was in Romina’s hands for months on end. But there was no one he would have trusted with it more readily. She was as solid as they came.

      “You’d probably just pick up some starry-eyed little girl to take my place.”

      “No. You’re irreplaceable and you know it. If you weren’t, I’d never put up with your sick sense of humor. If I were the marrying kind, you’d be first on my list.” Her face clouded over and he regretted the joke immediately. They’d had one night together and he suspected it had meant more to her than it had to him, despite her protestations to the contrary. “But I guess now that you’ll have a million dollars to play with, you’ll never look at me again, will you?” Their standard agreement was that she kept ten percent of the take. A million dollars was still a lot of money, even after the 2029 crash.

      She brightened. “Yeah. I think I’ll buy myself a younger version of you. Then I won’t have to worry about you spending all our money on potency cocktails.”

      “What do you—”

      But Romina, laughing, had cut off the comm. He chuckled and got down to business. The first thing he needed to do was to talk to a friend of his in the U.S., to find out how much it would cost to get the experts and the hardware he needed into the country. It wasn’t going to be cheap, not if he wanted to keep things quiet.

      And if he didn’t keep things quiet, they would all end up in jail.
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        * * *

      

      He waited with dread. It was an irrational fear, of course. Neither SpaceX Taxi nor Roscosmos had suffered a single major accident on a commercial flight. Not one, ever. The rockets they used were universally over-engineered. That made the tickets expensive because all the inefficiencies were passed on to the customer, but it also made the flights bulletproof. If you could afford it, not only did you reach your destination much faster, but you also had nothing to worry about.

      Luca worried anyway.

      The flight attendant was tall, auburn-haired and perfect.

      “Thanks,” was all he said as she tightened the five-point harness around his torso. Normally, a woman like that would have rated his best smile, especially as he was seated, so there would be no way for her to see that he was much shorter than she was.

      But today he let her move on to the next passenger without engaging. He was that nervous.

      Nerves, however, didn’t stop him from watching her walk away. One nice thing about Roscosmos was that one moved out of the realm of real-life people into a fantasy land of plutocratic excess. The drink the woman had just taken away was a case in point—he wasn’t an expert on high-level alcoholic beverages, but he assumed it was something normally out of his not-inconsiderable price range—but the stewardess herself was a much more potent example.

      Most airlines—the ones that flew jet airplanes and transported all but a miniscule fraction of air traffic—had long since caved to public pressure regarding social justice and affirmative action. Their rosters now swept the complete arc of body types and genders.

      Not Roscosmos. Their flight crew consisted of a handful of women who, had the pay not been so good, could have quit to become supermodels, and three men who were even better looking than the female contingent. The navy-blue uniforms and red, white and blue scarves, the colors of the Russian Federation, appeared to be tailored to highlight their bodies in a tasteful, yet obviously sexual manner. It worked; the hyper-rich wanted to be surrounded by pretty things, and if that offended the masses, so much the better.

      The rich leather of the seats smelled new, but Luca couldn’t enjoy it because the countdown on the corner of the screen above him had reached fifteen seconds. He counted down with it, dreading the coming crush.

      At five, he had to fight down panic. If he lost it, no one would come help until the burn ended. Even white-glove service had a limit, and that limit was defined by the physics of the situation. The acceleration of these rockets was around three times that of gravity so nothing was loose in the cabin, especially not flight personnel.

      When the engines lit, it felt like being kicked by a mule, if said mule had a foot as big as his back. The rockets they used for this flight were big, and they did their job, taking the craft and its fifty or so passengers up to the apogee of its ballistic trajectory.

      He closed his eyes, but the crushing weight didn’t let up. It pressed down impossibly hard, made it difficult to move. He felt like he was submerged in a greatest-hits compilation of all his worst nightmares—strapped down and unable to move. Even his arms, free of the restraints, felt heavy, bloated.

      Luca sweated. He squirmed. All that achieved was to remind him that the straps had been tightened by a woman who knew her business.

      He gasped. Fortunately, the cabin had only one class—First—and no one else would be able to see into his little cubicle. Also, no one would hear him over the sound of the engines. So he allowed the gasp to become a moan, but it didn’t help. He just couldn’t release the tension wound up inside him like a collection of springs.

      His eyes opened of their own accord, driven by the need to make sense of things. The dim light, so tastefully understated when the capsule was stationary, felt dark and oppressive under the weight. And though he reminded himself every ten seconds that the sensation would only last for a few more minutes, his gut refused to believe.

      This was it. He stuck there forever. Crushed by huge weight in a tiny, darkened space where it was a struggle just to move his arms or lift a finger. Forever.

      The scream, at least, he managed to stifle as it bubbled up. That would probably have called attention to him, and he didn’t want the flight attendants, already too tall for comfort, to laugh.

      Teeth gritted, Luca struggled to remind himself that the torture was about to end, that he was about to escape from his own version of hell. He would awake from the nightmare, and would be lithe and free…not heavy and trapped. He fought to keep his eyes from staring obsessively at the clock, now counting the minutes to the end of the burn.

      He failed on both counts.

      But, though each second took a minute, and each minute an hour, the time did pass, and the clock reached zero.

      Weightlessness hit, and with it, nausea, as his inner ear struggled to understand which way was which. Knowing this was coming, he’d barely sipped his fabulously expensive drink. He’d also skipped breakfast.

      Luca reveled in the discomfort. It meant the acceleration was over… And though weightlessness made him nauseous and deceleration wasn’t fun, neither was anywhere near as terrifying as the initial jump. And in this sense Roscosmos was better than SpaceX. The Russians used a combination of gigantic parachutes and thrust, which employed nowhere near the same level of Gs as the American method of powered descent.

      Nevertheless, even as he reveled in the fact that the elephant that had been seated on his chest appeared to have decamped, Luca knew that the worst of the experience wasn’t over. It wasn’t even close to starting. He would feel much worse before this project was done, he knew.

      He chuckled. The irony was that he was going into a pitch meeting to ensure he would experience weeks, if not months, of a life that would make the sensations of the past few minutes seem like a foretaste…hors d’oeuvres before a seven-course dinner.
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      New York, like any other big city, was always at its best after a late spring rain shower. Even the maglev train that linked the suborb terminal in the Meadowlands with the metropolis smelled fresh and clean. Patches of early morning sunlight broke through the dispersing clouds and shone onto the gleaming mile-and-a-half-high form of the Unity Arch, still the world’s tallest structure, at least until the space elevator anchor points began to go up.

      But that was a few months away. Now, Luca feasted his eyes on the light reflecting off the tremendous building that spanned all the way across Lower Manhattan with one foot in Jersey City and the other in Brooklyn Heights two miles away.

      “First time in New York?” the man sitting diagonally across from him asked, out of the blue.

      “No. I’ve been here a few times.”

      “Oh, sorry. It’s just the way you were looking at the arch…”

      Like a tourist, Luca thought. He shrugged it off. It was a natural enough assumption. “It’s just hard to believe that something like that can stand.”

      The man was in his late thirties, balding and overweight. He wore a grey business suit, and a sheen of perspiration that Luca judged was probably a permanent feature of his brow.

      “Yeah, I guess.” The guy’s eyes flickered towards the magnificent monument for a fraction of a second, and then he appeared to lose interest in the conversation as he realized that Luca wasn’t just off the turnip truck, and that was unlikely to be impressed by whatever spiel the other man liked to press on the noobs. That made Luca smile inwardly. It meant that, even though he’d spent most of the past five years in Asia and the Caribbean, his American accent remained just as polished as when he’d been an actor.

      Luca, on the other hand, hadn’t lost interest in the man. His practiced eye took in the salient points at a glance. A large gut overhung his belt and lost itself in an upper torso that showed more fat than strength. The man’s arms and legs were fleshy, without being powerful, and he sagged in his chair.

      Most people, those with a less-practiced eye might just see another commuter, one little different from the rest. Perhaps they would even be right in doing so.

      But Luca couldn’t help himself. He looked at all overweight men as potential clients, and thought about how long it would take to get each one into some semblance of shape.

      Let’s see. He needs to lose forty pounds right off the bat, and we’d have to go slow on the arms and legs, even though they need a lot of work. Maybe we can work on the gut and the legs concurrently by taking long bike rides, but that upper body needs a gym routine immediately. A little discipline on the food front—not too much, exercising for real burned a lot of calories—and you’d be seeing results pretty soon.

      So, say…four months to look good. Six to look amazing. Also, the hair…just accept that you’re going bald and crop it near the scalp and you’ll have something quite presentable.

      It would never happen. The man would continue to live exactly as he was, eating more than was good for him and treating the gym like a communicable disease. He didn’t have time for his health; climbing up whatever corporate ladder he belonged to, aiming for some soul-sucking mid-level job was more pressing. He thought he was making progress, leaving the little people behind.

      Of course, the sixty-year-old diabetic version of him might beg to differ…but by then it would be much too late.

      The ten-minute ride on the high-speed train ended, leaving Luca with little time for more study. He descended with a sense of sadness, not only for the man who he’d left sitting there, probably heading to work further uptown, but for his numberless peers, millions of whom would be heading into New York over the next few hours.

      It was still seven AM—the time difference between the East Coast and Buenos Aires had shaved an hour off the commute. He smiled because that meant he had time to shower and make his meeting with time to spare.

      The client had invited him to an address in the Meatpacking District. The developments there were all around twenty years old, but the area was still trendy enough. Via his implants—they were much less of a rarity in New York than in Buenos Aires—he booked a room for the day and that night at the Standard Hotel overlooking the High Line. He’d already changed his return flight to the following morning; he had no intention of living through that ordeal twice in one day…and one of the nice things about Roscosmos is that they didn’t niggle about ticket exchanges. A couple of subvocal commands completed the operation.

      Luca arrived in the lobby a few minutes after his reservation was confirmed, and strode to the front desk.

      He handed his passport to the girl at the counter and, after ignoring the faux-sixties high style décor as she punched the info into the system, took an elevator up to his room. The one thing he desired most was to wash the flop-sweat away. He’d shaved upon waking, five hours before, and was still presentable.

      Once at his ease, he walked to the address the client had supplied enjoying the streets of New York’s unique mix of old and new, of things replaced and recycled which never failed to charm. His direction was generally North, and he even went as far as Union Square before turning back west.

      The building was an old warehouse, obviously refitted in one of the successive waves of gentrification. There was only one doorbell in the entryway so, at precisely nine o’clock, that was the button he pressed.

      The door opened to reveal a dark man in his twenties, burly and clad in livery.

      “You are Mr. Pairetti, I think?” the man said. He had a thick Hispanic accent, although it was impossible to guess at his origins.

      Luca smiled and answered in Spanish. “Yes. I’m here to see Samuel Walker.”

      “Come this way.” Some kind of Caribbean accent, or maybe northern Venezuela, then. Luca followed. “He’s really anxious to meet you.”

      “I’m anxious to meet him, too.”

      The interior of the building made him change his opinion about its original purpose. It hadn’t been a warehouse but a factory, and the partitions were still present within. Brick and steel beams split the modern palace into enormous rooms tastefully decorated with black leather-and-chrome furniture. Light grey floors of polished concrete made their footsteps echo as they crossed one cavernous space after another. Huge windows high in the walls brought the daylight in, complementing the pinpoint lighting beautifully.

      “Nice place,” Luca said.

      The big man shrugged. “Nice enough in summer, I guess, but this part of the house gets really cold in winter.”

      The offhand way in which he referred to the building simply as a house made Luca suspect that either the man had been in service for quite a long time or the training went very, very deep.

      Four rooms later they arrived at a large industrial elevator, a cage deal with a gate that opened vertically. They rode it to the upper story and emerged into a suite of rooms that contrasted completely with the stark industrial minimalism of the factory floor.

      Thick, dark carpeting covered the floor and the walls were paneled in rich wood. He didn’t bother doubting its authenticity despite the massive cost genuine materials would represent. It was real because it was there. That was the way it worked in these places. There was no need to look closer.

      The roof here was lower, bringing to mind a mere Victorian mansion as opposed to a major basketball stadium, and the décor, though still uncluttered, was now busier. Artwork and sculpture—again, no need to check; it was all stuff by major artists—stood in strategically located positions around the house. His guide didn’t bother to tell him what anything was…he only spoke when spoken to, and then, sparingly.

      They finally arrived in a library-cum-study, a room where the paneling gave way to floor-to-ceiling shelves of physical books, bound to order in monogrammed green and red leather.

      “Ah. Mr. Pairetti.”

      There was no mistaking his client. Samuel Walker’s red hair and bright eyes were immediately recognizable, but even without them, a man of his size and weight would have been impossible to confuse with anyone else. He sat on what appeared on first glance to be a Chesterfield sofa, but which had a few extra seams in the leather. Luca’s experience with billionaires and with spectacularly overweight men told him that the couch probably had any number of hidden mechanisms to make it easier to mount and dismount. It was likely reinforced as well.

      Luca walked towards the client and held out a hand. “I’m so glad to meet you.”

      “Me too. Please take a seat.” Luca sat down on a matching brown leather chair which felt like it had been created for his contours. “Thank you for flying over on such short notice. I know it must have been a bit inconvenient but, as you can probably imagine, I’m a little tired of feeling like this.”

      Luca smiled. “No trouble.” He felt the man’s eyes scanning his body, which he’d clothed to its best advantage in a charcoal suit that was just a little tighter than he would have preferred. Every client was looking for the same thing: if he didn’t meet their expectations, the deal could fall through.

      “Can you help me?”

      “According to your file, yes.” He held the man’s gaze. “But I need to ask you a question straight up: is there anything missing in the information I got? Any preexisting condition, any medication you need to take that causes you to gain weight. Anything at all that I need to know? I won’t give your money back if it turns out you lied to me.”

      “No, nothing.”

      “All right.” Luca relaxed. The man’s eyes had said he wasn’t lying. Now he could really get down to business. “Second question: why don’t you go with a different option? Medication, gastric bypass. Just a serious diet. They’re all cheaper and some of them are quicker.”

      “Because all of them mean that I have to go through the process. I’d much rather pay my money and receive my reward than suffer through side effects of some drug or feel that gnawing sense that I’m not getting enough to eat.”

      Luca nodded. That was the correct answer, the only real reason to do it this way. “Fair enough. I can definitely help. It will take some time, but it’s doable.”

      “And I won’t feel a thing?”

      “If that’s how you want it, no. You’ll just wake up with the body you’ve always dreamed of.”

      A long silence ensued. Walker, according to his bio, had built his fortune from scratch in record time, using nothing but his wits and a tiny bit of seed capital inherited from his mother. Luca could almost imagine the gears grinding together inside the large head as Samuel evaluated everything about him, down to the molecular level.

      Luca stood his ground. Being weighed and measured was part and parcel of his job. It happened every single time he applied for a position. There was technology behind what he did, and several case studies, not to mention the word-of-mouth recommendation that had brought him this far. All of it was vitally important.

      But at the end of the day, the product he was selling was Luca Pairetti, and the bottom line was that if the client didn’t trust him implicitly, he could never be offered the job.

      Walker broke the silence. “All right. You’re hired.” Once again, they shook hands, but this time, it was with an air of ceremony.

      “Thank you.”

      Samuel gestured and a woman who’d been standing half-concealed by a fern—so still that even Luca, who observed everything, had missed her completely—sprang into motion and opened the top of a cubical chest beside the Chesterfield. It was close enough that Samuel could have opened it himself if he’d wanted to lean over and stretch…. But that apparently wasn’t in the cards. “What’s your poison?”

      “Just water.”

      Walker raised an eyebrow, and Luca had yet another occasion to thank the stars he’d trained as an actor. He wasn’t a teetotaler. Far from it, in fact. A night out, even with the most beautiful woman, wasn’t complete without a few drinks. But Samuel would prefer to believe that the man in charge of his body treated his own as a temple.

      The water arrived in a long glass, clear and fresh as a mountain stream. He sipped at it and waited for the client to speak. Men such as this liked for conversations to move at a rate they could control. Considering the circumstances, Luca didn’t begrudge it. He almost wondered what he’d do if their positions were reversed.

      After sipping his own drink, a whisky on the rocks, Walker asked his two liveried servants to give them privacy.

      “I trust Héctor and Consuelo with my life on a daily basis, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell them what we’re going to be doing here,” Samuel said. “They’d worry.”

      “There’s no risk.”

      “Other than going to jail, you mean.”

      “Well…yes. But There’s enough grey in the legislation that anyone with a good enough lawyer can tie the courts up indefinitely and eventually get off.”

      “I have several good studios worth of lawyers. But I’m still worried. What can you tell me about the process?”

      “I thought Zhu had filled you in.”

      “He did, but I’d like to hear it from you. By the way, I already wired you the first half of your payment…so even if I chicken out, you’ll be well compensated for your time. Humor me.”

      “Of course.” Luca took a deep breath before launching into a speech he’d given only a handful of times in real life but which he’d practiced so many times he could recite it backwards if the need arose. “Have you heard of neural reconnection?”

      “Isn’t that what doctors use to put your brain back together if someone hits you with an axe?”

      Luca smiled. That had been a recent well-publicized case, but it certainly wasn’t the reason the technique existed. “Yes, that’s the one,” he replied. “The procedure, and all the hardware around it, was developed as a stopgap to replace neural mass lost for any reason: tumor surgeries, degenerative diseases, etcetera. After heart disease and most kinds of cancers became chronic conditions in the 2020s, neural issues started to represent an ever-higher percentage of death and disability…and of the healthcare costs associated with it.

      “Fixing those problems became a hot research topic, hot enough that millions got poured into it and the field attracted some good minds. In the end, the solution they arrived at was to replace any damaged or missing tissue with synthetic wetware that could bridge the electronic gaps of the missing synapses.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” Samuel said.

      Luca tried to see if the man was being ironic, but wasn’t really able to tell. He continued. “The problem they ran into was that, in order to be able to replicate the functioning of missing neurons, they had to understand what had been there in the first place. That meant visualizing, in three dimensions and on a time scale, exactly what each connection inside the brain was doing at every single moment in time.

      “So the problem became one of scanning and modeling…and bringing huge amounts of processing power to bear.”

      “It seems to have worked. I saw the axe guy on the news, and they were saying he would make a full recovery.”

      “Yes. It worked. But there was a side effect that no one ever mentions.”

      “What?”

      “If you scan someone’s entire mind for a few days and then run it on a computer program designed to emulate the working of the brain itself…you can’t tell that program from the original person. They react exactly the same to similar stimuli and they have exactly the same memories. Scientists spent months trying to think up a test that would tell them apart. They failed.”

      “It’s like a backup of your mind.”

      “Exactly.” It was clear now that this was a test. Zhu, or someone, had put Walker up to speed on the particulars. The client just wanted to see…something about the way Luca delivered the pitch. “Full brain scanning was made illegal immediately in the U.S. because both parties were terrified of it and they let President Hopper invoke a couple of National Security clauses to get it under cover pronto. I assume the military is still playing around with it, but as far as civilian uses, it was off-limits.”

      “But it wasn’t shut down everywhere, I hear.”

      Luca smiled. “You’re right. Before the clampdown, all the research was being shared worldwide, and a lot of it was published in journals. When it all suddenly stopped, it didn’t take long for researchers to realize what had happened. These are smart people, after all.

      “So some bright minds in China and Russia, and probably in Italy, even behind their self-imposed separation, just took the data they already had and extrapolated. Then they kept working to come to the same results that the Americans had already arrived at.”

      Luca paused to observe his client. If Samuel already knew all this, he was doing a good job of pretending to be fascinated. He continued. “And that’s where things began to get interesting. They didn’t stop with simply creating backups that they could run on a bunch of supercomputers. They went the other way, finding out how to upload the scanned personality, abilities and memories onto a real human brain.”

      “The backup clones!” Samuel said, excited, referring to the latest piece of hyper-expensive, semi-legal medical insurance. “So, that’s how they do it.”

      Evidently, they really hadn’t told Samuel the whole story. Interesting, but ultimately none of Luca’s business.

      “Exactly. The backup clones were an easy first step because the brains onto which the patterns were being imprinted were exactly the same as the ones from which the data was extracted. But with a little tinkering…”

      “You can have one person’s mind running a second person’s body.”

      “Yes. And that’s how it’s done.”

      Samuel shook his head in disbelief. “All of that so people can lose weight without dieting?”

      Luca laughed. “There are several uses. Most of them are much more involved, and quite a few of them are much more illegal than what we’re doing. This is just one of them, an afterthought to a process that was developed for something else.”

      Samuel nodded. “I can think of a dozen interesting uses right off the bat. Hell, you can kidnap some guy who has the right retinal patterns and fingerprints to get into the local bank and replace his mind with yours, and then walk in and take whatever you want. Or something.”

      “I try not to ask about other uses…I figure the less I know, the better. In fact, I chose my hardware supplier precisely because they aren’t involved in any of the other stuff.”

      “You believed that?”

      Luca shrugged. “They haven’t gotten me into any trouble so far.”

      “All right. I suppose I pay you to take care of those things. Next question: do you guarantee that the mind who will be running my body will be yours, not some hired hand?”

      “With all due respect, there isn’t a hired hand that can do this. In fact, there are only four or five people on Earth who do what I do, and two of them are women who won’t supply this service to a man. This isn’t like a call center.”

      “Understood.” Luca began to see why his client had been as successful as he was. He took decisions quickly, got to the bottom of issues without wasting time. “What happens next?”

      “I need to learn your life.”

      “Learn my life?”

      “I’m going to be impersonating you for months, maybe more than a year. What happens if someone realizes there’s something wrong?”

      Samuel shrugged. “I assume you tell them to get over it. In my voice, and with access to my passwords and things, that shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “And if they decide to try to get you declared insane or incompetent because of sudden inconsistencies? Or if someone suspects the truth? Your fortune makes for a tempting target, especially for lawyers looking to score fat legal fees regardless of the outcome.”

      “Yeah, I see what you mean. Good point. How long will that take?”

      “I’ll need a month. Though it might sound stupid, the most important piece is learning your speech patterns and your accent. Other things, like a basic knowledge of your business holdings, the background history of the people around you and even knowing who to delegate things to are actually secondary. They take a ton of time to memorize, but that’s not really where this can fall down around us.”

      “That sounds reasonable.”

      “And we’ll need to think up a plan to explain why you’re going to be much less involved in the day-to-day running of your empire.”

      “That’s easy. I’ve already told everyone who matters that I’ll be taking a few months off for my health. Can you believe not one of the ass kissers asked me why I would need to do that? Aren’t my yes-men supposed to tell me I look fantastic?”

      “Only if they think they can get away with it,” Luca replied.

      “And now you’re doing it, too. I just paid you five million dollars and you can’t even lie to me? I hate the modern world. It’s impossible to find decent lackeys.” This last was delivered with mock histrionics. Luca made a mental note about that. Those were the kind of realistic cues that would make the charade believable. Then, the big man shook his head. “Well, there’s one good thing about it, anyway. No one is really going to question whether I actually needed to do this.”

      “That helps quite a bit. The other thing is, what kind of body type are you aiming for? I’ve brought along a folder of photographs based on your height and body type, and we can discuss the time it would take to reach each.”

      “Don’t bother with those. I want to look like you do.”

      They always asked for the same thing. Luca suppressed his sigh. “The problem with that is that it’s going to take a lot more time to tone everything once the weight comes off.”

      “Yeah, I kinda figured. How long?”

      “I’m thinking the total process could take fifteen months.”

      Samuel emitted a low whistle. “That’s a pretty long time to be out of circulation.”

      “Like I said, there are other options which are much quicker and which mean you’ll get down to a reasonable weight, a baseline from which you can exercise to bring the rest of the weight off, in six to eight months.”

      The client thought about it. “No. Let’s do it right. I’d rather not invest all that time and money and then have to keep working to get into real shape.”

      “All right. Then we’d need to set up a bank account that I can use to live on a daily basis. I really don’t want to have to log into an account with a billion dollars in it to buy groceries.”

      Samuel chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose I don’t really want to give you access to that kind of freedom with my money either. I’ll have someone set that up for you, with everything in my name, maybe a couple of hundred thousand dollars in it. It might be too much considering you won’t be paying rent or taxes or transportation cost, but I’d much rather you had it. I’m kind of attached to this body, and I’d hate to have something happen to it because you don’t have money for cab fare.”

      “Well…”

      “Yes, I know. If anything happens to my body, we’ll admit to having a backup copy of my brain and get the body repaired…or clone a new one. I’m not completely stupid. But I’d still rather be safe than sorry.”

      “I’ll deliver an itemized expense report at the end of the process. You’ll be able to look over it before paying the second half of the bill.”

      “Sounds very businesslike.”

      Luca nodded. “The people I deal with expect the highest level of professionalism. New customers come only by word of mouth…so I deliver the very best service in all regards.” He smiled. “I like to help the word of mouth along.”

      “All right. So far, so good. What else?”

      “Well, this house has certain advantages, like the fact that you live apart from everyone else, but it’s not ideal. I’d much rather be out in the countryside, somewhere with fresh air and open spaces where, in a couple of months, I can take your body out for a walk…and hopefully, eventually, out for a morning jog every day.”

      Samuel shuddered. “Man, I don’t know how you can even think about going for a jog. Most days, I can hardly stand, and crossing a room is just about the limit of my endurance.”

      “I know. That’s why you hired me.”

      “Well, I can’t go out into the country. That would raise eyebrows and probably generate more visits than you really want to deal with. My mother would never believe me if I told her I was actually fine and then popped off to a horse ranch. But there’s a solution that might work. I have an apartment on the West Side right over the Park. I can tell everyone that I’m moving there to be close to things that I’ll need as I get back in shape. Gyms and doctors and stuff. You can run circles around the Reservoir to your heart’s content.”

      “What about security? Bodyguards, and the like.”

      A massive shrug which made all the fat shake. “I’ve never used them.”

      “Have you been outside much lately?”

      “Good point. But you’ll have to take your chances. No one who knows me would buy it.”

      “All right. I can make that work. There’s one last question, and I’d like you to think about it before answering.”

      “Shoot.”

      “You told my assistant, and you just repeated it to me, that you want to be out of commission during the entire process, essentially switched off. I normally recommend that people upload and stay conscious. There are some incredible virtual worlds in Asia where you can live forever for a small fee, and, though I’ve never used them, the Italians offer complete separation from the rest of the internet. If we have any emergencies, we can reach you easily. I’ll even drop the cost of the upload from my fee.”

      “No. Thank you, but I want to sleep through this. I don’t want to watch. I just want to wake up one day and find that I can suddenly run a marathon. So, thanks but no thanks. Keep me switched off until that day comes.”
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        * * *

      

      The apartment was perfect. Big enough that you wouldn’t forget that it belonged to a billionaire, with a twelfth-story view of Central Park at the south end of the Reservoir. That meant he could just walk out of the building and take a run whenever he wanted. More importantly, though, especially for the first few weeks during which he wouldn’t be able to run at all, there was a gym—Crunch Fitness—located a comfortable walk from the building, on 83rd West.

      Luca spent his month of study ensconced within the apartment, meeting Samuel for one hour a day in the client’s factory house and spending the rest of his time practicing Samuel’s accent and mannerisms using videos of speeches and memorizing the personal lives of his closest collaborators. It was work he’d done often—boring, perhaps, but easy enough, especially since he could spend the rest of his time wandering around New York.

      One Monday afternoon, he was walking out to get some air and stopped to talk to the doorman, who’d been informed that Luca was one of Mr. Walker’s cousins, and that he’d only be there a month before Samuel himself took over the apartment for an extended stay.

      “Hey Tomás,” Luca said, making certain to put the accent on the second syllable. Many Americans, he suspected, wouldn’t make that concession to the doorman’s Hispanic roots, so it would automatically generate goodwill.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Pairetti,” Tomás replied. He wore the traditional New York doorman’s uniform, in his case in green and brass, and was a little darker than Luca himself, and no taller, which immediately made Luca warm to him. He commiserated with being an average-sized Latin guy in a country of overfed giants. “Going out?”

      “Yeah, I need to clear my head.” Luca didn’t talk to anyone in Spanish anymore. He needed to practice Samuel’s accent. “Why don’t you catch a ball game?”

      “Soccer?”

      “What? No. Baseball. Both teams are actually playing at home tonight, so you can choose. As if there’s really a choice.”

      “I’m sorry, what do you mean?”

      “I mean that only an idiot would go watch the Mets when the Yankees are in town.”

      Luca had no clue what the other man meant, so he pulled his phone out, and searched for Yankees. They played in the northern part of the city, and the Mets out east. “You need help getting tickets?”

      “No, I’m good,” Luca replied.

      He searched as he walked, and it was quickly apparent that, probably because it was much easier to reach Yankee Stadium from Manhattan, the game they were playing—against a team called the Braves, which struck Luca as uncharacteristically lacking in political correctness for something American—had no reasonably priced tickets remaining. So, on impulse, he bought the cheapest seat to the Mets game, which cost twenty times less than the cheapest remaining Yankee ticket.

      Then he set about navigating the subway system to get to a place called Queens, which he’d never even heard of before that day.

      It went without a hitch and he was soon seated in a bleacher seat about as far from the center of the action as you could get and still be inside the stadium. Furiously googling the rules, Luca got a quick primer on what he was watching.

      He didn’t really follow the game, however. As soon as it started he was distracted by the players themselves. The man on the dirt circle in the center of the diamond playing field was so overweight that Luca immediately assumed that he was a club employee helping the real players with the warmup routine. The crowd seemed to be cheering him, though, which was a little puzzling.

      It actually took him a few minutes—an entire inning, Google informed him—to realize that, yes, the man was the pitcher, and apparently, he was thirty-eight and still considered something of a star.

      From that moment, Luca’s entire attention was focused on that man and a couple of others who looked like they would be more at home in a program for recovering overeaters than in a professional sports league. And yet they were millionaire athletes, performing at the very highest level of their sport.

      They weren’t obese, but those overflowing guts…he thought of the wiry strength of the soccer players back home and shuddered. Of course, there was also muscle under some of the flab—his expert eye could tell at a glance—and their upper body strength appeared phenomenal.

      But it was still amusing to watch a man who looked that way attempt to run from base to base.

      And then he realized that he would soon be the one people would stare at because he was fat. He’d be about twice the weight of the big men he was watching, and people wouldn’t be shy about staring. He’d have to go through the pitying looks, the raised eyebrows, the assumptions, the women turning away…and he wouldn’t be able to tell anyone that it wasn’t his fault, that he was really in excellent shape.

      And that reminded him. His body would soon be going into storage, a supposed coma victim in a private clinic which wouldn’t ask any questions. He’d wake stiff and flabby and probably wishing he was still Samuel…whose body, by then, would be in excellent fettle.

      “Ah,” he said to himself, “but there are certain advantages to the situation.”

      He stood and, following his nose, he arrived at a vendor who was selling an assortment of sausages. He bought a couple of bratwurst hot dogs with everything on them and enjoyed the hell out of them. After all, he didn’t need to take care of a body that would be in storage for a year.

      Three days later, he was on a plane to Buenos Aires, head shaved, lying in a hospital bed hooked up to a very expensive piece of computer equipment which Anton, his “private doctor”, methodically attached to points mapped on his scalp.

      “Nervous?” Romina asked. She’d dressed up for the occasion, in a black and white skirt and heels.

      “Not really. Kiss for luck, though?”

      “When you get back, bring me a ring and we’ll discuss it,” she replied. But she still leaned forward and gave him a peck on the cheek, just a little too close to the lips to be considered really chaste.

      Now came the part that always made him feel like he was living in a spy novel. They were going to suck his thought patterns, his memories, everything that defined him out of his body and store it in a multi-peta hard drive. Then they’d physically carry the drive to the U.S., where it would likely be x-rayed upon entry, after which they’d download the data onto another mind. And yet, he hadn’t lied: he was completely unafraid.

      Familiarity must actually breed contempt. At the very least, it bred calm.

      “Ready?” Anton said.

      “Yes.”

      And the lights went out.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Luca,

      Sorry to leave you a handwritten note, but I didn’t want to send anything this sensitive over email.

      Anton made the exchange and, by the time you wake up, I’ll have the pertinent memory disk safe and sound in Argentina, along with the baseline backup of your own memories in case something goes wrong.

      The nurse we left in charge of you is called Janice. She’s worked with Anton before, but isn’t aware of the nature of your condition. Still, she knows enough to expect a certain amount of disorientation when you wake, and has dealt with similar symptoms successfully before.

      If the envelope isn’t sealed in our usual way, that means that either Janice or Anthon has read the missive. They’re the only people who will have been in the apartment after I leave (of course, if you happen to wake up in the custody of the FBI, all of the above is moot. Just tell them you have no idea what they’re talking about.)

      Hmm. I hope they don’t read that bit above.

      Anyway, have fun being fat. I know you’ve always dreamed of needing to sleep on a reinforced bed.

      Just kidding. I’ll miss you.

      Romina

    



