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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Andersson Dexter. It’s been a while.”

      Dex looked up at the sound of a familiar voice and his face broke into a smile. He jumped up from behind his desk and in a couple of long strides had rounded it and come face to face with his visitor. Virtual face to virtual face, of course, as this surprise visit was taking place in Dex’s office in Marionette City. Still, even if it was only a simulation, Dex was happy to see his old friend and mentor, Zahara Zhang.

      “Zizou!” He opened his arms in a hug-or-handshake shape and waited for Zhang to choose one. She stepped into his embrace and gave Dex a quick squeeze. “What brings you over here?”

      “Would you believe me if I said I just wanted to say hi?”

      Dex’s former boss rarely gave away much on her face, and she didn’t now, but Dex knew she wasn’t really trying to fool him.

      “Nope,” he said, sliding back into his overstuffed brown tweed chair and leaning back. He smiled as the chair squeaked slightly at his weight. His office space was an unusually robust simulation; enough to almost make him feel like it was real. He gestured at the visitor’s chair across the desk and Zhang sat. “So, what’s up, Cap?”

      “I haven’t been your captain in a long while,” Zhang said.

      “Old habits die hard,” Dex answered, “and while I’d be perfectly happy to shoot the shit with you all day, I don’t recall that exactly being your style.” He leaned forward, a hint of a frown creasing his avatar’s forehead. “Is everything okay?”

      Zhang nodded, then shrugged. “I think so? It’s just… something particularly weird has happened. And I have to admit that the first person I think of when I think ‘particularly weird’ is you. So here I am.”

      Dex could tell that Captain Zhang was going to tell her story in her own time, and her reluctance to just be out with it aroused his curiosity more than her vague explanations. He knew her well enough after working for her for years that pushing was pointless, so he opened up the lower right drawer of his desk and removed a half-empty bottle of whiskey and a pair of short glasses. It was a flavour-only formulation, neurostim not being Dex’s first choice for mood alteration. Besides, he was working.

      He lifted the bottle in a silent question and Zhang nodded. Dex poured two rounds and passed one across the desk. Zhang took it and clinked her glass against the one in Dex’s hand. They each took a sip, then Zhang set her glass on the desk and reached into the inside left pocket of her suit coat.

      She pulled out a folded sheaf of papers and passed them across the desk to Dex. She’d forwarded him the file on an encrypted private channel, but the program which generated the illusion of his office rendered all of Dex’s online activities into their analog counterparts. His avatar took the papers and Dex skimmed the contents.

      “I’m no lawyer,” he said, “but if I understand this at all, you’ve just come into quite the inheritance. An entire disk block of rez space in the Cuba Quarter? That must be worth a fortune. Congratulations! And condolences,” he added after a short but awkward pause.

      Zhang nodded, her lips set in a tight line. “Thanks, but condolences aren’t exactly required.” She pointed at the name listed on the documents. Irina Nightingale, Zhang’s late benefactor. “I have never heard of this person before in my life.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, how about someone the squad helped?” Dex suggested. “Maybe it’s not for you, specifically, but what you represent?”

      Dex had refilled their glasses as they went over the obvious — a long, lost relative or someone Zhang had known under another name. Of course, she had already thought of those possibilities and her own investigation had come up with no connection to Nightingale.

      Zhang nodded, but said, “I couldn’t find any record of Nightingale in any of our files. Besides, why name me personally in the will, if that’s the reason? And how would someone even get my name? I can’t even remember the last time I dealt directly with one of our cases.” A look crossed her face and Dex guessed that she had been inadvertently including him in that “our.” He had worked as a member of the detective squad overseen by Zahara Zhang until he had been transferred to his current unit, which dealt with cases that took place in the virtual world.

      That thought tweaked something in his brain and he detoured the conversation. “You think this is something to do with M City?”

      Zhang followed the abrupt change of tack easily. “Not specifically. Why?”

      “Well,” Dex said, “isn’t that why you’re here? I mean, I know I’m the greatest detective that ever was, but surely there are still detectives on your patch who can look into this for you?”

      Zhang laughed at Dex’s false immodesty. “We are somehow managing to scrape by without you, it’s true,” she said, then her smile faded. “The real truth is I didn’t want to give this to the squad. I know how this works, and since I haven’t managed to figure out the connection it means there’s something… complicated going on here. And complicated usually means personal, and personal…”

      Dex lifted his glass in acknowledgment. “Say no more. I’ll look into it. And, Cap, thanks for trusting me with, well, wherever this ends up.”

      Zhang nodded. “Feel free to bring Lewis into this, too.”

      “You know I can’t keep much from her for long,” Dex grinned.

      “Besides,” Zhang said, taking the whisky bottle and pouring them both a top-up, “if you can’t trust your revolutionary collaborators, who can you trust?”
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        * * *

      

      When Dex linked out of M City and refocussed on the physical world he felt the worse for wear. He’d gotten used to long hours online and was even starting to feel comfortable in the repurposed closet he used as a home office. When he was online he didn’t need much space — he’d never gotten the hang of moving in a three-D rendered simulation online while still walking around the physical world, so he liked to find a comfortable spot and just sit when he was online. His old apartment was tiny, built for one, and he used the only chair in the place for the job. But now, that was no longer an option.

      He stood and shook the kinks out of his body and slid open the door after knocking on it. If Annabelle was home he knew she’d appreciate the brief warning that he was about to reappear in their shared space. Dex stepped into their living room and didn’t see her there or through the open bedroom door, so he deduced that she must be out.

      I’m the greatest detective that ever was, he thought to himself and chuckled. The apartment he shared with his partner in crime and life was a palace compared to everywhere else he’d ever lived, but it was still small enough to know immediately if there was anyone else home. There obviously wasn’t.

      Dex performed his usual post-online routine: toilet, glass of water, food brick, look out the window. Evening was setting in, the sinking Mediterranean sun casting a luminous glow over Nice. It was beautiful, so beautiful that Dex wondered for what must have been the millionth time why anyone would ever have thought to create a virtual world in the first place.

      He breathed deeply of the slightly salty air, remembering that he was profoundly lucky. Only a few years previously he’d lived in a grimy, grey, cell-like apartment, in a grimy, grey city. It had been a grimy, grey existence from which Dex knew he’d escaped due to no real merit on his part. He’d fallen in with a good crowd, was all. Luck had more to do with it than anything else.

      It was dreadfully unfair.

      He was so caught up in his thoughts that he physically jumped when he heard the soft snick of the lock slide back.

      “Hey,” a tired-sounding Annabelle said as she came into the apartment. She looked sweaty and a bit dishevelled and it had been months since she’d changed her hair, but she looked wonderful to Dex. He kept to the other side of the apartment, waiting for her to come to him if she was going to. Ever since Omnitrack determined that all employees had to physically go into their offices to work, Annabelle had been forced to go out into the physical world more days than not. It was, to put it mildly, not her favourite thing to do.

      “I just got back myself,” Dex said, keeping himself still. “You need anything? Food?”

      Annabelle shook her head and took a few steps into the apartment. She approached Dex, kissed him lightly, then backed away again. There was a time when that would have been far more contact than she could handle after a whole day out in the physical world, but there was also a time when the idea that the two of them would share a home full-time was beyond laughable.

      “I’m not hungry. Just beat.” She flopped onto the chaise longue and closed her eyes.

      Dex let her sit for a moment, then slipped into the bedroom. He quickly changed into a clean outfit and called from the doorway, “I could use a walk. I’ll get out of your hair for a little while?”

      Annabelle murmured something unintelligible that Dex took to be the sound of agreement. Then she said clearly, “Want to meet at Monte’s in a bit? Say half an hour?”

      Dex smiled to himself. “You bet, kiddo. See you there.”

      Dex quietly left the apartment and spiralled down to the ground floor. He really did want to stretch his legs, but half an hour would be enough. He could take the long way to his favourite bar and link into M City from there. It hardly even seemed odd to him anymore — sitting in a real world bar full of other real world humans, but focussing on a virtual bar to meet the avatar of the woman with whom he shared a home.

      It was just modern living.
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        * * *

      

      One of Le Rétro’s human servers brought Dex his glass of rum and water, setting it on the table in front of him with a smile.

      “Not meeting anyone today?” the waiter asked. Dex was a regular and usually sat in the main bar area with one or more friends or colleagues. Tonight he took one of the small one-person booths along the wall which catered to people who intended to log into the  ’nets. Thanks to the everywherenet backbone that a consortium of the largest companies maintained, there was hardly anywhere a person couldn’t log in, so most places expected at least a portion of their customers would be only partially present.

      “Had to get out of the house for a while,” he answered, “but my date’s waiting for me online.”

      The waiter gave Dex a knowing smile and said, ”I’ll leave you to it, then.” Dex took a sip of his drink, unfocussed his eyes from the bar in which his body sat and linked into Three Card Monte’s.

      From one ginmill to another, he thought as the M City bar and his longtime hangout seemed to materialize before him. His avatar instantiated at a table, and not long later a virtual drink, ashtray and pack of cigarettes appeared. It was all an affectation, no different from his avatar’s charcoal suit and the felt hat he dropped onto the table. He’d just lit a cigarette when Annabelle walked into the bar.

      Her avatar was a reasonable replica of her physical world appearance, without the tiredness. She made a bee line for Dex’s table, and in contrast to her greeting at the apartment, favoured Dex with a long, deep kiss. She settled in to the bench seat next to him and snuggled close.

      “What a shit of a day,” she said once she’d had a deep draught of her own virtual drink.

      “What happened?” Dex asked but Annabelle shook her head.

      “Nothing special, just the same old crap.” She turned to look at him. “Was there really ever a time I actually liked my job?”

      He laughed, though it wasn’t particularly funny. She had liked, maybe even loved her work at Omnitrack once. But in the last few years things had gotten more and more difficult, not just for Annabelle, but for everyone who worked for the major firms.

      The worst part was that Dex was entirely certain that it was because of him.
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      “It’s not like we didn’t know that creating a distributed version of the  ’nets that the firms can’t control was going to piss them off,” Annabelle said. “Of course, they are going to fight to hang on to their business interests. That they were completely fucking up M City in their little wars to take over each other’s markets was what got this whole ball rolling in the first place. You know that.” She took Dex’s hand in hers and leaned in. “They started this.”

      “I know. I just—“ Dex sighed. “I just wonder if I could have found a better way, some solution that would have protected M City without making everything so shitty for everyone out there.” He gestured to the door of Monte’s but he was sure Annabelle knew he was referring to the physical world.

      “Dex,” Annabelle softened her voice. “I appreciate your sense of personal responsibility, but it’s edging a little close to megalomania. If I remember correctly, I was the one who helped write the package that took this away from the firms, not you.” She spread her arms in an all-encompassing gesture. “And I don’t regret it for a hot second.”

      Dex lit a cigarette and pondered. She was right, of course. “I guess I always knew that there would be consequences, unintended side effects. I just didn’t think it would be this.”

      This was more than employers forcing people to physically go into work. It was what had become a deep division between those who were loyal to their employers and the system of anarcho-capitalism which ruled most of the world, and the people who were actively resisting the status quo. Resisters like Dex, who worked as a freelancer based in M City, and like Annabelle, who held a regular corporate job but moonlighted with online or freelance work, or spent their personal time in M City.

      The virtual world had developed a robust society complete with businesses, communities, and social groups. When that had been threatened, a diverse cross-section of people joined together to keep their online space alive. It had worked — perhaps too well. The mega-firms which controlled business in the physical world had recognized this as a threat to their supremacy and economic battle lines were drawn. Ordinary people trying to make ends meet were the first casualties.

      “It’s going to get worse before it gets better, Dex.” Annabelle finished her drink and another materialized on the table. “This was never going to be a once-and-done. It’s just the start.”

      “Yeah, I know. I only hope it does get better.”

      She took his hand and squeezed. The sensation progressed through Dex’s implants and his real hand felt almost as if she were really there next to him in Le Rétro.

      “Enough depressing state-of-the-world talk,” she said, leaving her hand on his. “I’ve been so swamped at Omnitrack, I haven’t hit the squad boards in months. What’s new in Mack Larsen’s Band of Merry Avatars?”

      Dex groaned. He still held an unjustified dislike of his boss, and seeing his old captain again had only reawakened those negative feelings. “Nothing interesting,” he said, reaching for his drink in both the physical and virtual bars. “You haven’t missed much. At least Larsen hasn’t taken a page out of the corporate playbook and made us all start going into that chrome and glass monstrosity he calls a squad room.”

      Annabelle laughed and shook her head. “I’ve never understood why you hate that building so much.”

      Dex shrugged and looked around at Monte’s with its low-lying cloud of blue smoke, dark wood panelling and lurid red leather booths. “This is more my style.”

      “You are such an anachronism,” Annabelle said, “but I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

      Annabelle ordered a plate of virtual snacks and Dex felt his stomach growl. “Give me a minute?” he asked and Annabelle nodded.

      Dex left this avatar running in Monte’s but refocussed on Le Rétro. He flagged down the server and ordered a refill and a food brick. He didn’t mind paying for the space and ambiance with a drink or two, but it bugged him to pay double for the moulded nutrient supplements he had a case of back at the apartment. He rationalized it as a small price to pay to keep his relationship with Annabelle functional.

      He had grown to appreciate M City on an aesthetic and practical level, but would honestly have been happy enough to never leave the physical world. Annabelle, on the other hand… Dex often replayed the context of their last serious argument. If she could live her entire life permanently in a simulation, she would choose that in a second. He knew that nothing would stop her — not him, not anything. It was only a case of the technology being out of reach that kept her physically embodied. So, he accommodated her need to escape the physical world, to meet her at least half way between pixels and flesh.

      His order arrived and he ate half the mushy food substitute in a couple of bites. He washed down the meal with his watered-down rum and re-animated his avatar.

      “Better?” Annabelle asked.

      Dex nodded and picked up one of the deep-fried morsels from the snacks plate. He could taste it, and nearly feel the crunch in his mouth. One day he might even get used to the sensation.

      “So, how was your day?”

      “Pretty damn interesting, actually,” Dex said. “Guess who came into my office today?”

      Annabelle raised an eyebrow. “Some long cool drink of water, looking like trouble on two legs, with a desperate tale to melt your jaded detective heart?”

      “I think she’d punch you in the face if she heard you describe her that way,” Dex said, laughing. “It was Captain Zhang.”

      Annabelle’s mouth literally fell open. “Zizou. In your office? Is she trying to get you back from Larsen after all?”

      “Sadly, no. It’s a… personal matter.”

      “Okay, now you’ve really got my interest piqued. I mean, I’m not going to ask you to break confidentiality or anything, but…” Her eyes were wide. “Can you tell me?”

      Dex grinned. “As tempting as it would be to make you froth at the mouth in curiosity, the Cap said I could loop you in.”

      Dex gave her a brief run-down on the captain’s mysterious stroke of good fortune.

      “And she has no idea who this person is?”

      “Nope,” Dex confirmed.

      “Any chance it’s a mistake,” Annabelle asked. “The wrong Zahara Zhang, maybe?”

      Dex shook his head. “The paperwork is very clear. It’s Zizou, all right.”

      “Well,” Annabelle said, grinning. “It doesn’t sound easy, but at least you won’t be bored.”
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        * * *

      

      When Dex got back to the apartment, Annabelle was in bed. She must have heard him come in, since she called out, “Come on in. I’m just reading.”

      Dex got himself ready for bed and slid in next to her. She was still online, her eyes unfocussed. He waited on his side of the bed, knowing she might or might not come over. It was fine either way — just having her weight next to him was a tangible proof of her comfort with him. After a few minutes she blinked a couple of times and looked over at him.

      “I’m beat,” she said, with an apologetic smile.

      “Me, too.”

      She leaned over and gave Dex a quick kiss, then lay down and the lights dimmed. “I love you,” she murmured into her pillow.

      “Love you, too, kiddo,” Dex said as he closed his eyes, a contented smile on his face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dex had his virtual feet up on his virtual desk when the phone rang. The shrill tone startled him, and he scowled at the annoyance. He lifted the heavy black handset and said aloud, “This is Dex, go.”

      “You were right.”

      The voice of Mack Larsen, Dex’s current captain, never failed to put Dex in a foul mood. Even when Larsen was complimenting his work.

      “Sir?” For some twisted reason, Dex might have been even more annoyed at Larsen being nice to him. There was something about the captain that inherently pissed Dex off and while he knew it was irrational and inappropriate, he couldn’t help himself.

      “Tapping into the feeds from Sim’s Stims worked a charm. We’ve got those hoods dead to rights.” Dex knew without looking it up which case Larsen referred to. In the wake of the organized vandalism of the virtual world at the hands of some the large companies, a few enterprising low-lifes had started a copy-cat extortion business. Larsen’s squad had been investigating an online stim supplier whose storefront had been repeatedly attacked with some poorly executed but still bothersome malware. After a couple of attacks, the ransom demand had arrived.

      Dex had suggested that the supplier allow the squad to monitor a live feed from their instantiation. It was a pain and an invasion of their privacy, but they’d been willing to try. It had only been a few days since they began monitoring, and now Larsen was calling with the good news.

      “Glad to hear it,” Dex said. “You sending over some goons to roust them?”

      Dex could somehow hear the grin in Larsen’s voice. ”Thought you might want to get your hands dirty.”

      It would be a lot easier if I could learn to like this man, Dex thought. He really isn’t that bad a guy.

      “Yeah. I would, at that,” he said aloud. “Thanks, boss.”

      Larsen sent the details about the culprits to Dex’s system, which appeared as a manila folder materializing in Dex’s in tray. He picked it up and flicked through the photos and papers stuffed inside. “I’ll get right on this.”
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        * * *

      

      Dex linked over to a public portal in the Zubers block. The information Larsen had sent over showed that the would-be shake-down artists frequented a music and stims hangout in the area. A quick look at the user list for the area showed that they were online and nearby. Dex found the bar and entered, keeping his avatar hidden. He scanned the room and found his quarry at a back booth, the two avatars laughing and sharing a stim pipe.

      Dex accessed his onboard system and found a nasty little bit of code Annabelle had written years ago. Dex didn’t understand how it worked, but he knew from experience that when he sent it to another avatar it would appear as a benign, but annoying image — like an insect or bit of fluff. Most people instinctively brushed it away, and when their avatars touched it, the payload was injected into their systems. It wasn’t permanent — the rendering system was designed to be self-correcting and the effects would wear off in a few minutes, but for a moment, any affected avatar would be paralyzed.

      Dex made his avatar visible and strode toward the now-frozen hoodlums.

      “Not so much fun to be on the boot end of the kicking, is it?” he growled. “But if you lie down in malware, you can’t be too surprised when you wake up with broken pixels, can you?”

      He almost wished that the frozen effect had worn off, because there was no reaction to his words. He figured that he was getting through, though. This little trick usually worked a charm. He sat down at the table across from them, and leaned in.

      “What is wrong with you, anyway? With everything going on in here, the last thing we need to be doing is turning on each other. You really think that the graft you can get from shaking down a mom-and-pop stim joint is going to elevate you into the financial stratosphere? If the firms end up destroying M City in their turf wars, do you honestly thing a few extra euros will make any difference to you? All you’re doing is making it easier for our real enemies to destroy us.”

      The avatar on the left, a blue-spotted humanoid with feathers, began to stir. “You got us, old man,” a high-pitched voice came out of the jerky, pixellated avatar. “But you’re wrong. Wrong about the firms and wrong about M City. You want to think that we’re all alike, that all of us who live online want the same things, but you don’t know us. You don’t know who we are, what we want. If you think there’s some kind of united resistance, some allegiance to your precious “Mission” in here, well. Then you’re even dumber than some stim jockey who can’t even secure their code.”

      Their paralysis had completely worn off now, because both avatars dematerialized. Dex sat at the table, staring at the empty space where they’d been. He was pretty sure that his message had gotten through and they wouldn’t be bothering Sim’s Stims any more. This had been a warning, a harmless demonstration of what else could be possible, and they knew it as well as he did. But what Feathers had said got to him.

      Because it wasn’t wrong.
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      Dex walked out the door of the stim joint, and pointed his avatar in the direction of his virtual office in the Chandlers district. If he walked the whole way it would take him close to an hour, and he could have linked back instantly, but walking always helped him clear his head. It didn’t seem to matter whether the feet beating the streets were physical or not.

      As he walked past the storefronts, public art, and social spaces, Dex noted that most of the simulated buildings had a small red flower displayed somewhere — on the “open” sign, in a window, as graffiti. The symbol indicated that the space was protected using the system that Annabelle and others had developed to distribute the code that generated M City among the people who inhabited the virtual world, rather than relying completely on the firms which provided the network. In recent years, the red flower had become nearly as ubiquitous as the double gold coin symbol indicating that goods could be purchased though anonymous cash transfer.

      Seeing all those red flowers, a person could be forgiven for thinking that M City was a united community. If Dex only counted the people who ran independent businesses based online, it might even be close to true. But the vast majority of M City users were just regular folks. People who, in the physical world, held regular corporate jobs, with employer-supplied housing and other basics. Dex had been one of them once. Annabelle was still one of them. She held a high level position, so her housing allowance was larger than most and she earned enough on top of the benefits to supplement her food or housing rations if she wanted to. Most people weren’t so fortunate and had to make do on the basics.

      Since net access was an essential service and almost every job required networked implants, going online was as easy as walking across the street. For most people, hanging out online was cheaper than socializing in the physical world. Basically, unless you were rich, you hung out in M City.

      Dex stopped paying attention to the stuff of the virtual world and looked around at the avatars. At the people. There were a lot more users in the area than he could see reflected in the various bodies on the street. His penchant for walking was unusual, but even so, he passed several other avatars moving around the old-fashioned way. Most were of the same ilk as Dex’s — human-looking, attired in something the owner likely considered to be aesthetically pleasing. Of those, the vast majority were of a type that most would find attractive, though there were always a few who broke the mould — avatars styled to look like children or old people, some clearly designed to appear intimidating or even frightening. There were also the ones which were more fantastic: animals based on real or fantasy creatures, robots, aliens, some things Dex couldn’t even begin to explain.

      It was a typical cross-section of M City life, as ordinary as dirt.

      After about fifteen minutes of introspection, Dex abandoned his walk and linked back into his office. He filed his report for Captain Larsen about his little chat with the putative extortioners, suggesting that a similar conversation in the physical world by the local goon squad wouldn’t go amiss. He knew that Larsen would likely already be in touch with the relevant team, but it never hurt to make a complete report.

      It make him wonder. An amateur-hour shakedown wasn’t in any of the firms’ usual repertoires, and he didn’t really think Feathers was on anyone’s payroll. But he didn’t know. They could be anyone.

      All the avatars he’d passed on his walk were essentially anonymous. Any of them could be spying for one of the firms or for the everywherenet consortium. And even if they weren’t spies, who was to say where someone’s allegiances lay? Loyalty to an employer wasn’t entirely outdated, and enough people would be motivated to ensure that their meal tickets weren’t revoked. Feathers was right — there might be a battle going on, but unless you knew someone well, there was no way to be sure which side they would be on.

      Dex was spared having to think about this too hard by the bleating of his telephone. The sound was uniquely annoying but he loved it. He loved all the subtle touches of anachronism that Annabelle had put into the instantiation of his office. Each time Dex looked out the window at the simulated view, whenever he heard his chair creak when he leaned back, and every time the phone rang, he was reminded of how much Annabelle loved him.

      “This is Dex, go,” he said roughly into the black handset. He might be full of warm thoughts about Annabelle, but that didn’t affect his professional demeanour.

      “Andersson Dexter,” the silky smooth voice at the other end of the line said, “why is it that I have not seen your face in… well, it seems like an age?”

      “Biagini,” Dex grinned and lost his professional surliness. “Surely you aren’t tired of your latest sweetheart already?”

      “That’s sweethearts plural, I’ll have you know. And of course not, but there is something to be said for spending time with the one person alive immune to my charms.”

      Dex laughed. Nearly everything René Biagini said was an exaggeration at best — well, probably not the plural sweethearts. But René and Dex were close only in a platonic way, and notwithstanding Biagini’s inability to avoid flirtation, both intended to keep it that way. Biagini would have been happy to add a professional element — he was Zahara Zhang’s local counterpart. But when Dex was transferred to Larsen’s unit, Biagini had to accept that it was not to be. It was yet another area over which the two men bonded.

      Dex flipped through the files in his inbox. His report to Larsen complete, the only thing left on his plate was Zizou’s mystery inheritance and he was still mulling it over. He knew his method was inefficient, but his years of experience told him that there was no point to diving in without a plan. His mind needed to chew over a tough case, his subconscious performing its background machinations before he could get started.

      “I suppose I could be induced into taking a break.”

      “Lunch at Le Rétro?”

      Dex grimaced. Since moving in with Annabelle, he’d become much more cognizant of the amount of money he spent on physical world luxuries. He’d been at the café only the previous day and felt guilty about returning again so soon.

      “How about the plaza by Liberté?” he suggested instead. “Save a few pennies.”

      “Sure,” Biagini said. “See you there in thirty minutes?”

      Dex grunted his assent and broke the connection. It really had been a while since he’d caught up with René. He wondered why that might be.
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        * * *

      

      Dex spiralled down to the ground floor and walked out into the bright afternoon sun. He squinted against the light and saw that he’d beaten his friend to the park. It wasn’t terribly surprising, since it was literally outside his front door. As usual, there were more people relaxing on the benches and lawn here than there had been avatars on Dex’s Zubers walk, but only a few more. Early evening tended to see much more use of the community space, with groups of Dex’s neighbours playing games, sharing meals, or even holding impromptu concerts. Dex sometimes joined them on his cheap mandolin, but he realized that he couldn’t remember the last time that had happened, either.

      What was up with him? Had he somehow reverted to his old, unhealthy, loner behaviour? He certainly didn’t feel like he used to back in the bad old days.

      “Are you online?” Biagini’s voice startled Dex but he recovered quickly and the two shared a warm embrace.

      “Why did you think I was online?” Dex asked as they disengaged and sat on a nearby bench.

      “You had the thousand metre stare,” Biagini said.

      Dex nodded. “Thinking.”

      “Mmm. An interesting case, I presume.”

      “Yes and no,” Dex said. “I do have an interesting case, but that’s not what was on my mind.”

      “Oh?” Biagini’s left eyebrow shot up, but he didn’t elaborate any further. It was a method of enquiry which worked surprisingly well.

      “René, tell me something. Have I been… Do I seem…” Dex trailed off and Biagini did the eyebrow trick again. Dex laughed. “It just occurred to me that I haven’t been doing a lot of the things I used to do. You know, for fun. I don’t remember the last time I came down here to jam with Zeke and Noemi. Chemical Celeste hasn’t played a gig
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