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 Chapter
One

The moment she walked into the
joint, Dex had known that she was there for him. It wasn’t just the
hard look about her, the one that says, “I’ve never been in a dive
like this before but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let the creeps
and low lifes scare me”. It wasn’t even the fact that she stuck out
like a naked face. Really, he knew because she walked in. Everyone
else would have ported in from a link, but she didn’t have a link.
And that meant she’d been looking for this place on the QT and that
meant she’d been looking for him.

That was the previous day. The
memory of the meeting was fresh but imperfect, so Dex paged over to
his viewer. His hands tripped across the space in front of him,
moving files and links out of his view. The space he was sitting in
was close, but there was enough room for him to easily wave his
arms around — he could have expanded his viewer’s size to maybe
even double without having to worry about whacking his neighbour.
He found the file he wanted and the video image of his meeting the
previous day imposed itself over his vision.

Dex, like most people, used one eye
for one task, the other eye for another one, with the whole mess at
about 80% opacity so he could still just see the physical world in
front of him. At work he didn’t really need to see at all, but you
never can be too careful. Just because he kept his own screen at a
reasonable size didn’t mean that someone nearby, playing with the
resolution, wouldn’t inadvertently punch him in the head while just
trying to delete some mail.

He flicked a finger to start
running the file, but then a chime sounded. Fuck. A call. He’d have
to answer it, since that was how he kept his job and got paid. He
quickly flicked his fingers in front of him, simultaneously hiding
the file, opening a program on the company’s system and answering
the call. “Barrett and Brar Upgrades, how may I help you make a
better you?”

Dex gave the required greeting,
then listened as the customer explained how his new neural
sensation enhancer was malfunctioning. Dex had to suppress a
chuckle as the guy at the other end of the call’s voice quivered as
he spoke. Dex ran through the troubleshooting procedures with the
caller, but early on down the litany of questions about
configuration and whether the customer actually had turned the unit
on, his mind wandered back to the meeting with the new client. And
his real job.

• • •

Andersson Dexter had been working
for Barrett and Brar for going on ten years now, but he’d been
working for The Cubicle Men most of his life.  He’d taken a
series of fairly dull jobs over the course of his adult life,
usually as a Customer Service Rep, just like most of the other
Cubicle Men did.  Being a Cubicle Man wasn’t a job; it was a
vocation.

He had been working for a low end
laser keyboard manufacturer, back before the touch screens everyone
used now had become common, when he first learned of the
organization.  He’d been walking home one night after an extra
long long shift, when he heard a sound from around a corner. In the
previous few months, the local boards had been reporting that there
had been a rash of street violence and Dex figured he’d stumbled
upon some local hoods trying to stake their claim to this patch of
concrete. Dex’s eyes flicked to the corner, where the sounds of
scuffling and a few loud bangs and whimpers drew his attention. He
tried to ignore the sounds and kept walking toward his
apartment.

He got closer and the sounds got
worse. Dex thought he heard something breaking and crossed the
street. He could see down the alley and saw a couple of young guys
beating on a pair of streeters. The victims weren’t even
fighting back; they almost looked like inert piles of rags, as the
young toughs kicked, punched and spat at them. Dex slunk back
against the wall of the building behind him, trying to disappear
into the shadows, when he saw a couple of other people arrive on
the scene and break up the fight.  At first he assumed it was
younger or stronger streeters coming to the aid of their
compatriots, but then he saw they were all dressed in what looked
like Security uniforms. But they weren’t Security from any firm Dex
could identify and he was familiar with all the local
outfits. 

Dex kept to the shadows, half
hidden behind a light standard and watched. The men pulled the
attackers away and restrained them. Then one of their number
methodically socked each one of the attackers in the gut. He must
have had some kind of weapon, a stunner or knuckledusters, because
each one of the attackers he hit fell like a stone. By the time the
muscle man got to the last guy, he didn’t even really need to hit
him, the guy was so scared. But hit him he did and the young
would-be tough joined his pals face down in the gutter, clutching
his gut. Dex waited until these new guys split and when he was sure
he wouldn’t be seen, Dex hurried back to his room. Once he was safe
inside and munching on a nutrient bar, he pulled up the recording
he’d made of the incident.

Since before he’d even gotten his
first real job, Dex had spent most of his disposable income on disk
upgrades, both locally stored and online backups. Most people
recorded their lives to some extent, at least a couple of minutes
on delay so they could always save an important or special moment.
But Dex wanted it all. He would never be able to afford enough disk
to keep it all, but as a rule he deleted only the most mundane of
daily moments, so he was easily able to call up the video of these
strange men.

He spent most of the night working
with the video. He processed it and uploaded it to the public cross
referencing engines on the ’nets, looking for any information about
the men who beat up the local hoods. He didn’t get very far — the
resolution was pretty bad since they were a good distance away and
Dex’s default resolution was fairly low to begin with — anything to
get more on the disk. He eventually gave up and after a few weeks
even stopped looking. He hadn’t forgotten, he just stopped caring.
It was too much work for something that was just a passing
curiosity to begin with. Then he got the message.

He was at work, asking another
idiot customer if the keyboard was connected to a power source,
when his messenger tinkled. Dex liked auditory notification, so
under the sounds of the customer’s curses he heard the sound of
windchimes as the message was received. He brought up the message,
which was text only. Dex scanned the message and whispered aloud,
“What the fuck.” The customer he was helping stopped his rambling
and asked, “Did you say something?”

“No, sorry,” Dex recovered, “Just
some background noise here. You were saying...” The customer kept
on with his tale of mismatched cabling while Dex re-read the
message.

“Andersson Dexter,” the message
began.

“You have been looking for us.
After analyzing your profile, we have determined that you do not
seem to be interested in our services as a client. Therefore we
must conclude that you are interested in our operations for other
reasons.

“We invite you to meet a
representative at the linked location at 1500 UTC tomorrow. We will
meet you there.”

The message was unsigned and the
return address was a popular anonymizer service. But Dex knew it
was the men he had seen handing out some kind of street justice.
And they wanted to meet him.

• • •

The link in the message was for a
location online that Dex was unfamiliar with, but it was in one of
the normal zones. He was confident that he could link into the
location and he’d be able to maneuver his avatar without having to
deal with altered laws of physics or anything out of the ordinary.
But he was still unsure. Dex spent the next day debating with
himself about what he should do. First thing in the morning, he’d
decided to ignore the message. He didn’t need the hassle. By the
time he was on the train on the way to work, though, Dex wasn’t so
sure. He couldn’t stop wondering what would happen if he kept the
date. Once he’d arrived at his work station he knew that there
wasn’t really any question any more. If he let it go, he knew that
he’d spend the rest of his life wondering what might have happened
and he had enough regrets already.

When the time came, Dex followed
the link in the message. He found his virtual self in a large open
building that reminded him of the time he’d been in the back of an
upgrade salon, only without all the stuff. There wasn’t even a
bench to sit his virtual self upon while he waited. Dex couldn’t
see any other avatar there and after he’d wandered around and
determined that he really was alone, two more avatars linked in.
There was one female and one androgynous looking creature and they
walked toward him. “Andersson Dexter,” the female-looking avatar
said, the voice a decent machine-replicated tone.

“Yes,” he said, one part of his
mind prepared to back out of the simulation at the first sign of
trouble. A weapon, for example. But these people gave no sign of
violence. Seeming to read his thoughts, the one who had first
spoken to him said, “Don’t worry. There’s no need to fear. We are
unarmed.” After all, Dex had done nothing wrong and as it turned
out, these people were only interested in those people who were
wrongdoers.

The androgynous one explained that
since law enforcement, if you could even call it that, was
practically left to the Security departments of the firms, they
only protected their own employees and only to the extent that it
benefitted the firm. There were plenty of people who were
essentially alone in the world and some crimes that would always go
unpunished because the victim was unemployed or the crime didn’t
actually inconvenience the employers in any way. It was a
complicated problem, the avatar explained, but the solution wasn’t
complicated at all.

They were part vigilante, part
private detective and part cop. The organization operated as a
check and balance on its members, ensuring that the individual
members didn’t go off half cocked. They had rules, procedures, even
shifts. But they operated under the radar, independent of any firm.
Their members all had other jobs to ensure they had access to
housing and healthcare, but they were expected to work at low level
jobs — their real work was being cops where there was otherwise
only anarchy.

It was a rousing speech and Dex was
impressed. He could tell that he was getting recruited and it
didn’t bother him. It didn’t really excite him, either, but they
had let slip that there was under the table pay and there were some
clear side benefits. The organization had access to some pretty
cutting edge personal electronics and he would get to do something
more interesting with his mind than ask consumer grade morons if
they’d tried turning it off and on.

Of course, he signed up.

• • •

That had been twenty years
previously and Dex had risen through the ranks fairly quickly. He
discovered early on that he truly liked the work and demonstrated a
definite aptitude for it. He first expected that he’d make a pretty
good goon, but as it happened he was actually more inclined to sort
out puzzles than sap guys on the head, so now found himself as a
Lieutenant in the detective squad. The organization took its
structure from historical police departments, though functionally
once people advanced out of the goon squad, they operated more or
less independently.

The organization was really a loose
group of individuals who pooled resources and shared information.
It didn’t even have an official name. One of the detectives who had
worked in Dex’s division years before was a fan of old superhero
comics, though, and for laughs started calling the squad the
Cubicle Men — nondescript people who work at faceless jobs in
cubicles by day and fight crime by night, that sort of thing. The
name stuck and soon spread throughout the Namerican branch of the
organization and by the time Dex joined everyone in his zone
referred to themselves by the lighthearted name.

The captains of each detective
squad often assigned cases, though each member of the team was free
to refuse a case or ask to work on a particular file. Or a
particular detective would get a reputation and clients would just
show up. Dex’s meeting the previous day was one of those, but he
would have asked to work on this one anyway, if it had come up for
grabs. The case was fairly unusual, after all, and Dex did enjoy
the strange and unusual. He looked at the still image of his client
while explaining to the customer on the call how to calibrate the
new neural enhancers. Her avatar was pleasing to his eye, he had to
admit, but that wasn’t why Dex was staring. It just wasn’t every
day that you got to investigate the murder of your
client.


 Chapter
Two

Dex finally finished his service
call and after completing the millions of required forms for
B&B, he opened the video record of his conversation with the
client. They had met online in the seedy bar that Dex was known to
frequent. Three Card Monte’s Bar, a common spot for Cubicle Men to
get together and talk shop, was off the map. Literally. There was a
public map of Marionette City, much like a directory or an index.
Of course, the vast majority of places an avatar could go were not
on the map — you could search for them if you knew what you were
looking for, but mostly it was word of mouth. A friend of a friend
gave you a link, or someone on a board posted
directions.

It was obviously by following
directions that she had found the place. Her avatar was wary as she
entered the bar, but she showed no sign of turning back. He hadn’t
seen it at the time, but watching the video Dex figured she was one
of those people who was fully aware of the reality that the
interface was a simulation. The realistic feel of the
three-dimensional virtual reality interface to the everywherenet,
popularly known as Marionette City, was both the reason for its
popularity and also its major flaw. People often forgot that the
rules were a little different there.

But she seemed to be holding her
own. She walked into the place and after scanning the crowd, made a
bee-line for Dex. Her avatar was probably patterned after her
physical world looks, since it was a popular female body shape that
season, with green hair falling just past the bottom of her ears.
Since it was almost as easy to change the shape of physical bodies
as it was to change an avatar, many people matched their real world
and online looks. The avatar’s face was pretty, in the pale shade
that was currently fashionable and had a number of silver studs
dotting its surface. On a physical face they would be the implants
conferring some kind of upgrade to the built in computer system
everyone wore inside their heads. Dex’s own face was covered,
almost all of them disk upgrades.

But she looked fairly average, as
she walked toward Dex, green hair sparkling in the false light. She
stopped at his table, opened her mouth to start to say something
then stopped. “You lost?” Dex asked.

“I don’t think so, Mr. Dexter,”
she answered.

He smiled without warmth and asked,
“You’re in trouble, then?”

The female avatar frowned slightly,
then said, “I have a... situation. I was told that I could get it
solved here.”

“You got a job?” Dex asked,
bluntly, his avatar sipping a short rum and ginger beer from a cut
glass tumbler while his physical body was slurping dishwater coffee
from a B&B mug.

“Yes,” she said, “but this doesn’t
have to do with that.”

“Still,” Dex said, putting the
drink on the table, “cops are usually one of the benefits of
employment. You can’t just go to your Security for this...
situation?”

She sighed and her avatar started
to look a little angry. Watching the video Dex could see the signs
of a user who was quite familiar with the technology at work in
rendering an avatar in Marionette City. Her avatar had complex
facial expressions that were not part of the default package. Maybe
she was a programmer or a UI designer. He didn’t ask, because she
made it clear that talking about her job was something she wasn’t
planning to do a lot of and it didn’t matter to Dex
anyway.

“Look,” she said, planting her
hands on the table and leaning over it toward Dex. “This is not the
kind of situation I can take to Security. Not only would they not
help me, I could maybe even get fired for it. So, no. I can’t go to
Security.” She leaned back and seemed to take a deep breath. “Can
you help me,” she asked, “or am I wasting both of our time
here?”

Dex picked up his empty glass and
watched as it filled itself. He took a sip and gestured with the
glass to the other chair at the table. “Have a seat.”

• • •

She said her name was Ivy Velasquez
and Dex wasn’t sure whether that was her real name or a name she
invented for his benefit. It didn’t really matter; the funds she
transferred to the organization’s escrow account were real enough.
She sat at the table in silence for a moment and Dex just let her
sit. He had found over the years that getting people to talk was as
easy as creating a void for them to fill. It worked for irate
customers who swore at you, too. It was amazing how powerful
shutting up for a moment could be.

As usual, the silence finally got
to her and she started to explain. “It happened about a week ago. I
was at home, it was my weekend. I went to log in to Marionette City
and I couldn’t. I wasn’t getting errors or lag, it was as if the
login process was wrong somehow. I checked everything to make sure
I was using the right schematic...”

Dex stopped her. “What do you mean,
the right schematic? You just log in automatically — it’s the same
authentication no matter how you get into the ’nets — hell, there
shouldn’t be a login sequence at all.”

“Yeah,” Ivy sighed. “I know. But,”
she looked around, even though they were talking on a private
channel, “I was logging in as a multi. I have another identity.
Well... had, I guess.”

Dex took a sip of his drink and sat
back. “Okay,” he said. “That explains a lot.”

Even though Dex didn’t say anything
else, she was already on the defensive. “There’s nothing wrong with
it, you know,” Ivy said, her voice taking on a strident quality.
“Sometimes people just change, or want to try something new, it’s
no big deal.” Her hands made a smoothing motion over her iridescent
white dress that looked like a nervous habit. Watching the video,
Dex paused and reran the sequence. He wondered, not for the first
time, if Ivy’s avatar was hooked directly into her physical
responses. It was fairly trivial to do and made for a much more
realistic experience. It just wasn’t that common, since it was an
undocumented feature of the three-dimensional interface. And it
made Ivy’s avatar look like she was lying, like she had something
to hide. Not the smartest move, Dex thought.

“Okay, it’s no big deal,” he said,
holding her gaze. “But I know that most employers have a no multis
clause in their contracts — they don’t want other identities
sneaking around on company property, so to speak. So, I can see why
you wouldn’t want to go to Security with this.” Dex swirled the ice
cubes in his drink then put it on the table. “What makes you think
this is a problem for me,” he asked. “I’m not a programmer — I
can’t debug your system.”

Ivy’s avatar’s eyes closed and
opened again slowly. “I don’t need a programmer,” she said. “It
wasn’t user error. When I couldn’t get in, I logged in as...” She
looked a bit sheepish as she gestured at her avatar body, “this and
I...” Her voice choked slightly. She regained her composure and
finished, “I found the... ah... the body.”

“Really?” He knew his response was
not as compassionate as it could have been, but Dex was curious.
“There were remains?”

“Yes,” Ivy said, sounding a bit
surprised that Dex would ask. “I finally figured out that reason I
couldn’t log in was that Reuben — that’s Reuben Cobalt, my multi —
was already logged in. I pinged him and tracked him down to an
empty area not far from here.” The bar was in a less developed part
of the topography of Marionette City, the better to avoid
unnecessary walk-in traffic. “I found him there... it was...” Her
voice choked again and Dex waited for her to get herself together.
“It was horrible.”

She started to describe what she
found, but eventually gave up and just sent Dex an image of the
scene. He paged away from the video and brought up the high res
image. He had to give her credit, she’d had the presence of mind to
capture the image before leaving the scene. The image showed an
avatar, or what was left of one, lying prone and limp — it reminded
Dex more of a deflated sex doll than a human corpse. Even so, Dex
could tell that the avatar would have been striking — a tall, thin,
male form, with almost silver hair short against his scalp. In this
state the hair looked a bit like dull wire, but Dex guessed that it
would have shone with luminescence when animated.

But it wasn’t just the lack of
movement or “life” that made it clear that the avatar was
fundamentally broken. It was the cuts. Dex didn’t know what else to
call them. It wasn’t just the clothes, it was the whole form of the
avatar’s body that looked like it had been ripped apart. Dex
magnified the image and could see lines of code at the edge of the
tears, as if the very essence of the avatar had been destroyed. He
paged back to the video and skipped ahead to Ivy’s explanation of
what she’d found after taking the remains offline.

“He was recoded,” she said,
obviously fighting to keep the emotion from her voice now. “Whoever
did this broke into the coding of the avatar, wiped the memory and
recoded him. They put him into a loop and I...” Her voice cracked.
“He tore himself apart.” She put her head in her hands and her
avatar’s body shook slightly. Dex put a hand on her shoulder and
she jumped at his touch. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I’m just not
ready...”

“It’s fine,” Dex said, pulling his
hand away and reaching for his drink. He silently finished it off
and when it was done he didn’t refill the glass. “We’ll need to
talk more about this,” he finally said to her. “Here’s a direct
link to this place and my messenger address.” He sent her the links
and stood up. “I know they wiped the memory, but I’ll need anything
you have left from Reuben. Did you ever communicate between, ah,
this identity and that one?”

“No,” she said. “I was... I wanted
to leave this one behind.” She looked at Dex and he thought he
could see tears in the avatar’s eyes. “I hardly even answer to Ivy
anymore. In my heart... when I think of myself... It’s
Reuben.”

The video ended. Dex had left her
there when he linked out of the bar. There was no point in him
hanging around; there wasn’t anything he could do for her there.
Besides, that place had seen its share of people alone, crying into
their virtual drinks.

• • •

When Dex’s shift at B&B ended,
he left the building and walked the block or so to the train stop.
He used the time to check some messages and sign in to the
organization’s network. His messenger popped up a text alert
reminding him that his stock of nutrient bricks was getting
dangerously low, so he got off the train a stop early and headed
into the neighbourhood grocery. He picked up a bulk carton of
Econoline, the cheapest brand on sale and as he walked to the door,
his eye fell on the booze display.

His messenger hadn’t alerted him to
a drop in the rum supply, but Dex had never gotten around to
recalibrating the notification to his particular specifications. He
didn’t want to have to worry, so he picked up a litre bottle of
Jamaica’s Best. It was synthesized in a factory near Shanghai and
wasn’t even in the top ten out of that shop, but it got the job
done. As he walked out the door, an alert flashed in his vision
noting the charge for the provisions and informing him that his
account had been debited accordingly. He walked the couple of
blocks to his apartment and shouldered his way through the beaten
steel door. His room was on the 48th floor and he stepped into the
lift to let the spiral carry him up to his floor. After about half
a minute he stepped off at his floor and after a few steps down the
concrete and steel hall he heard the lock of his door responding to
the chip embedded under the skin of his hand.

The door shushed open and Dex
stepped in. The room was small, but he didn’t need a lot. He stowed
the fresh box of Econoline bricks on the floor below the water tap
and zapper. He shook the last few bricks out of the previous box,
opening one and taking a bite of the chewy, brown mass. He stuffed
the old box in the recyclatron and left the remaining bars on top
of the new box. He put the new bottle of Jamaica’s Best into the
cupboard, taking out the open, quarter full bottle and a tumbler.
With the food brick wedged in his teeth, Dex opened the rum and
poured a generous portion into the tumbler. He opened the cooler
and pulled out a can of Gingapop. It wasn’t as good as real ginger
beer, but that was expensive and hard to come by, so Dex made do.
He popped open the can and splashed a bit of the soda into the
glass and stirred it with his index finger. He took a long drink,
then sat at his small table.

Before he forgot, Dex paged over to
the Cubicle Men’s system and logged the time he’d spent reviewing
the record of his meeting with Ivy. He wasn’t paid by the hour and
it really didn’t matter, but the organization liked to keep track
of the both the time each member spent on a case, but also how much
of their regular job time they were using for the organization’s
work. They didn’t just fill a niche that the firms left blank; the
Cubicle Men were philosophically opposed to the prevailing social
system, so they encouraged their members to use their employer’s
time and resources as much as possible. Getting caught and
subsequently fired would be going too far, though. It would
certainly be possible to survive without a mainstream job, but it
would be unnecessarily difficult.

Dex read over a few internal memos,
logged his time and paged out of the system. He knew that he ought
to review the information about the Ivy/Reuben case, but he just
didn’t feel like it. He didn’t have any information other than what
was on the video and the image and he’d gone over that at B&B
already. Instead, he paged over to another video. It was also a
recording from his own system, only it had been made years ago,
long before he had even heard of the Cubicle Men. He’d often
thought that it was a good thing that video was all software now,
because otherwise he’d have watched this footage until it fell
apart. He spent the night slugging from his bottle of Best and
watching it again. By the time he took a hit of SleepingJuice and
fell into his narrow bed, he was glad that he’d picked up another
bottle of rum.


 Chapter
Three

Dex awoke to the familiar throb of
a headache and he tasted a gummy film in his mouth. He reached over
to the small shelf next to the bed for the large bottle of Flying
Fish Tonix. He drank a large gulp and fought the brief flash of
nausea that followed. In a moment the headache was dulled and he
got up. After stepping into the lavatory cubicle, he turned on the
spray and showered quickly. When he was done, the bathroom’s
ceiling nozzle began to dry him and the room and he brushed his
teeth and used the toilet.

He pulled his uniform out of the
autoclave and put it on, stuffing a nutrient bar into the pocket.
He was out the door and on his way to work in less than ten minutes
after the alarm went off. The sky was its usual grey and there were
only patches of it visible between the tops of the building. Dex
wasn’t looking at the sky, though. He had already logged into the
Cubicle Men’s system and was paging through the overnight news.
There were the usual attacks on streeters that the goon squad
busted up, a few domestic cases among the “differently employed”
and what looked like a very interesting case in Asia of a missing
piece of artwork. Obviously, the client had acquired it though less
than honest means originally. Dex thought he would have liked that
one.

Dex scanned over the list of
ongoing cases for his squad as he boarded the train, one eye on the
scrolling text and the other on a local news board. He stood on the
train, sardined in with the other commuters, while he got a sense
of what was going on with the other Cubicle Men in the city. As a
lieutenant, Dex had a part time responsibility as a mentor for the
other members. Lieutenant was really the highest rank anyone
achieved and still was on active duty. After lieutenant it was all
administration and recruiting, something in which Dex had less than
zero interest.

When he really thought about it,
Dex knew that he wasn’t an ambitious man, so it didn’t bother him
that he was never going to rise any further. The organization,
although technically hierarchical in structure, didn’t really place
a lot of status on the various ranks. It was more focussed on
finding the right niche for each member. Consider Buster Takahashi.
He’d been a goon before Dex started and he was still there,
cracking heads, busting ribs and putting the fear of death into
people with the best of them. He’d never get off the street and
he’d never get past constable, either. But he was one of the most
respected guys in the squad, he was so damn good at what he
did.

Dex knew he wasn’t in Buster’s
league, but he also knew that he was good at his job. He had one of
the higher solve rates in the squad and he truly liked his work.
Although most of the other Ds in the squad wouldn’t have pegged him
as an introspective guy, Dex had thought a lot about what made him
good at this kind of work. He had never been great at school, in
fact he’d always been pretty average at everything he had tried. He
was stubborn, though, and once he sunk his teeth into something he
had a hell of a time letting go. But, the only real aptitude he’d
ever shown was for talking to people, making friends — although
that was all in the past now.

Dex shook his head slightly, as
though shaking the thoughts loose. There was no point in dwelling
on that; he had real work to do. The train slowed and Dex’s onboard
system showed a reminder superimposed over his vision that this was
his stop. He pushed through the crowd to the door and stepped out.
He walked the block to the B&B offices, still reading over the
local Cubicle Men cases. He logged out just before passing through
the doors to the Customer Service Reps’ room. He knew that
B&B’s system would scan him as he entered, logging his time in
and ensuring that we wasn’t using company time for non-work-related
lollygagging.

However, once he was at his
workstation, waving his hands over the B&B interface to check
his messages and log in to the call system, he ran a program from
his own system that allowed him to access the external parts of
everywherenet without the B&B system noticing the additional
traffic. This way, Dex could work on his real work while doing the
job that paid the bills and kept him housed. As he answered the
first complaint of the day, Dex saw that he had a text message from
Ivy waiting for him. He paged over to it and while going through
the motions with the B&B customer, he read through her
message.

She claimed that she hadn’t been
able to come up with a lot of information about the Reuben
identity, since most of it was housed in his own memory cells,
which had been destroyed. She did give a timeline from her own
memory, though. She said she’d created Reuben about five years
previously, first as a purely textual identity for some boards she
posted at and for an online journal. The journal had been
automatically deleted when Reuben had been killed, but Ivy said it
was just a collection of essays about user interface issues. After
she’d been using the Reuben identity for a year or so, she set
about creating an avatar for him in the visual interface to
everywherenet.

“It was harder than I thought it
would be,” she wrote. “M City piggybacks on the identity system for
the everywherenet itself, rather than having its own user
management system like the boards do. I had to create a complete
identity within a shell inside my own system. It was tough, but
after a few months of solid work, I had it working.

“Reuben was, in a very real sense,
a complete individual. He had access to the everywherenet as if he
were entirely separate from Ivy — it got to the point where I could
switch back and forth between the two identities very easily.
Technically speaking, that is. It’s funny — the easier it became to
master the technology, the harder it was to actually switch
personalities myself.”

After she described her
technological achievement, Ivy explained that she had originally
created the Reuben identity because she was involved in a community
that was devoted to discussion issues of privacy and anonymity on
the ’nets. She posted occasionally to their boards and developed an
alternate identity, as most of the posters there did. Once she
created an avatar for the Marionette City interface, though, the
Reuben identity became more fully formed and she began to use it
more often in the virtual world. She made reference to using Reuben
for some freelance work and Dex made a note to find out more about
that.

Dex had finished with his first
call of the work day at B&B and was now helping another
customer install a new disk node. He figured that he could take
care of that call in his sleep, so he continued to mull over the
information in Ivy’s note. It was a start, but there were several
questions he’d asked her that were notable in the absence of
answers.

He had asked her if anyone knew she
had a multi and she’d completely ignored that rather important
question. Since the avatar was attacked with code, Dex was starting
with the premise that Reuben’s killer had known that Reuben was a
multi, but was it a deliberate act against Reuben/Ivy, or was it
simply a statement against multis in general? Without more
information from Ivy, Dex wouldn’t even know where to start. He
sent her a message asking her to meet him in the bar again later
that day to address some questions. He had to focus on the unhappy
B&B customers for much longer than he would have preferred
before he got a reply agreeing to his time.

• • •

Dex arrived first. It was his habit
to link in to the bar a good half hour before his client was due to
meet him. He liked to be able to see the client arrive — you could
tell a lot about the way the meeting was going to go from those
first few moments. But Dex also happened to like this place; it was
dark, with a blue and green light show over the main area. The
tables at the sides, where Dex liked to sit, were in barely enough
light to see across the table. No one would be peeking in on a
conversation there. The bar streamed music and Dex enjoyed the
stuff they played. It wasn’t the garbage that was currently popular
and it set a nice atmosphere. Of course, you could always change to
your own soundtrack or turn the sound off entirely, but Dex liked
the effort they put in to the music and the ambience of the place.
It felt comfortable. As comfortable as an online gin joint ever
could feel to him.

Dex watched the other patrons while
his avatar worked on a drink. If he had wanted to, he could have
had his system replicate the effects on his physical body, but he’d
rather taste his drugs as they went in. He just liked the look of
his avatar with a drink in its hand. He changed his perspective to
be able to look at his avatar from a cinematic view. He had
designed it to look more or less like his physical body did,
without all the metal nodes dotting his face. It wore a dark suit
of an somewhat anachronistic style, which fit with the compact but
wide body. The head was shaved almost bald, but a close observer
could just make out the line of dark grey stubble at the base of
his skull under his old fashioned hat. The avatar’s dark eyes
closed briefly as it brought the drink to its thin lips and took a
long swallow.

Dex knew he could have built an
avatar that would have been more attractive or fanciful and many
people’s avatars were of that ilk. But he never thought to
embellish; it just seemed unnecessary. Secretly, he thought the
suit and hat were a bit of an indulgence, but no one had ever
commented. He reset his view back to first person and waited for
Ivy to show up.

This time she linked directly in to
the bar, her avatar materializing in an empty area of the open
space in the middle of the room. The light show played on her
rendering form, first cutting through her image, then bouncing off
the dress and skin. She took a moment to get her bearings, then
scanned the faces, looking for Dex. He sent her a private audio
message indicating where he was and she walked over to the table.
She sat without waiting for an invitation and this time ordered a
drink from the bartender software.

Dex didn’t stand on ceremony. “I
got your message,” he said. “And there’s some information missing.
If you want me to find out what happened to him, I’m going to need
to know everything about Reuben. Why you created him, who knew him,
who knew about his connection with you, all of it.” He paused, but
Ivy just sipped her drink and held his gaze. “I know this is
difficult, but you have to help me before I can help you. And if
you don’t want my help, there’s a hundred other people who do. So,
don’t waste my fucking time.”

Ivy didn’t say anything for a
moment and Dex wondered if she was just going to link out of the
bar and that would be the end of the case. He hoped she would stay,
because the case intrigued him, but he had nothing to go on unless
she could give him more information. His avatar kept its stoic
expression, but Dex’s physical face smiled when Ivy started to
talk.

“No one knew about Reuben and me,”
she said, quietly. “There was nothing to link us. I never told
anyone about Reuben until yesterday, when I told you.” She looked
at Dex defiantly, as if daring him to question her. He softened the
look on his avatar’s face and she dropped her eyes. “This is very
hard for me,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “I got so used
to keeping it a secret, that even saying my-“ she caught herself.
“Even saying his name out loud seems, terrifying.”

“It’s okay,” Dex said, his
avatar’s expression kindly while in the physical world he rolled
his eyes and sighed. “But we need to talk about Reuben if you want
me to help you. What were you dong when you were using that
identity? Who were you talking to, what communities were you in and
what were those freelance projects all about?” He swallowed the
last of his drink and refilled the glass. Ivy lifted her own glass
and followed suit.

“Fine,” she said, lifting her eyes
to meet his gaze. “I hope you have some time.”
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“It started out of pure scientific
curiosity. In case it isn’t obvious,” she said, “I design user
interfaces for a living. I work for...” She paused. “I work for one
of the bigger firms and I do pretty well. Dealing with the
interaction between people and machines, you tend to end up
thinking of it in one of two ways — either it’s all just a
programming problem, with inputs and outputs and your job is to try
and make it all fit together. Or you become obsessed with the
psychology of it all. And that was me.

“I started reading all these
boards about human/machine interaction and not just the ones about
making it work. The ones about how it makes us feel. About how it
makes us more than human, less than human, something other than
human. How it makes us different, how it changes our lives. Now,
obviously, I didn’t want to post using my real identity. I’m
somewhat well known in the field and even if no one would have
recognized me, I wouldn’t have wanted the firm’s routine scans to
turn up activity at some of the boards that are hostile to our
work. And so Reuben was born.

“I first used that identity on
those boards, but when I started keeping a journal about my
observations, it seemed obvious to use Reuben as the author. My...
Reuben’s pages never had a huge audience, but there were a few avid
readers. The Reuben identity began to make connections within the
community — he developed his own personality, his own friends. By
the time I made an avatar for him, he was more popular socially
than I was.”

Dex wondered if he heard a trace of
envy in her voice and added the thought to his running log of notes
from the conversation. Aloud, he said, “Can you give me some names,
people or groups I can talk to who associated with
Reuben?”

Ivy swirled the liquid in her glass
and seemed to be staring at it as if it, rather than she herself
held the answers to Dex’s questions. “Sure,” she said, finally.
“The only trouble is that none of them know me as Ivy. And no one
knows that Reuben is... gone.”

“Just get me the names,” Dex said.
“I can handle the rest. I’ve done it before.”

“What will you tell them?” Ivy
asked, her voice trembling slightly.

“The truth,” Dex said, “that
Reuben was murdered and that I’m investigating.” He finished his
drink and set the empty glass on the table. “Don’t worry,” he said,
“I won’t mention you. I don’t even think I’ll need to mention that
he was a multi, at least not yet. Just let me take care of it.” He
could hear Ivy sigh deeply, as if she had been holding her breath
the whole time and was only letting it out now.

“I’ll send you contact information
for everyone I can remember,” Ivy said. “A lot of it was lost in
Reuben’s memory, but I should be able to dig up some addresses and
links.”

“Good,” Dex said. “We’ll meet
again once I’ve had a chance to go over the list.” He linked out of
the bar and refocussed on the physical world.

• • •

Dex ran his tongue around his mouth
and grimaced at the taste. Sometimes he was able to pay attention
to his physical surroundings when he was in Marionette City, but
this wasn’t one of those times. He went offline, blinked a few
times to readjust his vision to his apartment and drew a glass of
water. He swirled the liquid around his mouth and spat onto the
floor of the lav. He poured a liberal dose of rum into the glass
and topped it off with ginger ale.

By the time he was back at the
table and logged back into the ’nets, he had a message waiting from
Ivy. It was a list of names — mostly links to boards Reuben had
frequented, but a few individual names as well. Dex decided to
start on the boards, since Ivy had provided little contact
information for the individuals. He logged into the Cubicle Men’s
system and was reminded of the weekly squad meeting the next day.
He sent the names Ivy had given him to the organization’s database
with a request to have the results sent directly to him. Then he
paged over to the first board Ivy had sent him.

It was one of the communities Ivy
had described. Dex scanned the board and decided that the denizens
seemed to be mostly a bunch of pseudo-intellectuals pontificating
about things they don’t really know a lot about. Dex read a few of
the most recent posts, then looked up Reuben’s posts. The items
tagged to Reuben seemed to Dex to be on the less controversial
side, mostly asking questions, or looking for insight. It didn’t
seem to be a terribly personal board; the interactions more on
topic and pretending to be academic. Dex found boards like that to
be unbelievably boring, so he moved on.

Most of the links Ivy had given him
were to similar areas, though Dex found a couple of boards where
the conversation was more like a group of friends than a philosophy
conference. Boring, pedantic friends, but friends none the less.
Dex spent more time reading the posts on these boards, learning a
bit about Reuben’s relationships with these people and noting who
seemed to be closest to him. Reuben didn’t seem to be involved in
any great arguments here either, but Dex knew that the
relationships formed on a board could easily spill over to
socializing in Marionette City or even, in extreme cases, the
physical world.

He poured another drink and pulled
up his credentials file. Inside, he had what appeared to be
certified keys for a couple of false identities — mostly as a
member of Security for the larger firms. They wouldn’t stand up to
any kind of rigorous scrutiny, but they usually got him in the
door. This time, though, he thought it might be better to make it
clear that he was an independent. The Cubicle Men didn’t exist
officially, but everyone had heard of them one way or another. It
was just a question of making it clear who he was without having to
answer too many questions. Dex chose the signature file that was
closest to the truth — Andersson Dexter, independent investigator
of private claims and concerns.

Dex spent the next hour sending
messages to Reuben’s friends from the boards, informing them of
Reuben’s unfortunate death and explaining that he was investigating
and would like to talk to them. He attached the signature file and
hoped that at least a few people would respond. With the messages
sent, he checked to see if the database had come up with any
information about the names Ivy had given him. He got a few leads
and saw that for a couple of the names there were surprisingly long
dossiers in the database. He decided to learn a bit more about
these individuals before tipping them off quite yet.

• • •

The two most interesting reads
belonged to two files — people calling themselves Alvaro Zuccarelli
and Tequila Kate. Zuccarelli was well known to the Cubicle Men, his
file indicating that he was one of the gainfully unemployed —
someone who made a living without working for one of the firms. He
had previously employed the Cubicle Men to resolve a business
dispute — a client had skived off without paying the bill. Dex
scrolled through the document and saw that while Zuccarelli was
certainly living a life off the grid, he seemed to be legitimate.
There was no indication that he had ever been investigated for
anything and his account with the organization had been fully paid
in full and on time.

Tequila Kate, on the other hand,
didn’t ring any bells for Dex except the obvious one that she must
be a corker at parties. It turned out that the name was not exactly
a terrible pseudonym, as Dex had assumed, but rather that Kate was
essentially an activist for the cause of people with multiple
identities. She was a self-identified multi, though no one knew who
her creator was and she had a popular and controversial journal
about the benefits of multiple identities and the struggle to have
their rights identified. The dossier provided links to a couple of
boards that were unavailable through regular searches of the ’nets
and Dex paged over to check them out. They all required separate
authentication, then a moderator had to approve the application for
access. Obviously, they wanted to avoid the anti-multi trolls on
the boards. Dex figured he could bluff his way past the mod, but he
wasn’t interested in waiting so he pinged Annabelle Lewis, the
squad’s resident cracker. The word around the squad was that there
wasn’t anywhere on the ’nets Annabelle couldn’t find her way into.
After a brief conversation, she promised to get him in to the
boards, but it wouldn’t last long. Dex told her he wouldn’t need
long and thanked her for the help. Only five minutes later she
pinged him with the login details. Once he’d gained access, he set
a script to download a complete archive of each board to his
personal system. He guessed that their security wouldn’t be
expecting anyone to try that, since it would eat a lot of disk.
Dex, of course, had plenty and he planned to delete anything that
wasn’t interesting anyway.

While the download was starting to
come down and his head was only beginning to throb, Dex paged over
to Tequila Kate’s journal. He searched for any reference to Reuben
Cobalt, but came up blank. It seemed that while Kate was outspoken
in her opinion that multis should be treated no differently than
“real” identities, she was sensitive to the fact that most multis
were trying to pass as first identities. Her journal rarely named
other multis, preferring to refer to “a friend” or “some
folks.”

Dex found her posts to be
surprisingly sane, but there were the telltale elements of a zealot
in there. There were the obvious comparisons between the plight of
multis to the historical struggles of race and gender equality, but
she also advocated that everyone take up a separate identity. It
was obvious that she not only believed that her choices were as
good as any other, but that they were, in fact,
superior.

Dex was scanning one of Kate’s many
articles articles about the merits of separate identities to
correspond with different aspects of one’s personality, when he
felt the familiar wave of nausea. He closed his eyes as the final
weight of the download came upon him, then it was over. He paged
over to the files he’d just received from the private boards and
ran a scan for Reuben Cobalt. There were hits. Rather a lot of
hits, in fact. Dex had his system aggregate just those posts and
display them. Reuben had been a regular poster at both boards, at
the support board first, then more frequently and more recently at
the other board.

It was devoted to services for
multis — tools to create realistic logins, information on how to
hide your multi from friends and family, the usual underground
stuff. Reuben’s posts were easy to find. It looked like his
services were in quite a heavy demand. Reuben was selling the code
to build multiple avatars for use in Marionette City.

• • •

“You have withheld key information
from me.” Dex was using his goon voice, though he wasn’t anywhere
near as angry as he sounded. “How do you expect me to help you if
you won’t tell me anything?” He left the words just hanging there,
waiting for Ivy to answer. He wished he could have seen her face,
but she wasn’t logged in to Marionette City when he checked and he
wasn’t willing to wait for her.

“Do you have any idea what would
happen to me if it came out that I was selling a way to essentially
hack M City?” Ivy’s voice was small and timid and Dex could tell
that this conversation was hard for her.

“Of course,” he answered, shortly.
“At best you would be fired and never get work at another firm
again. You’d probably be sued out of any savings you’ve got. You’d
almost certainly end up on the streets and I honestly don’t fancy
your chances of making it a year out there. At worst...” He paused,
as if thinking. “Well, who cares about how much worse it could get?
But how could you think I wouldn’t find this out? Did you really
think you could hide this from me and actually get a successful
investigation? Are you insane as well as stupid?”

Ivy was silent and Dex wondered if
he had gone too far. Eventually, he heard an intake of breath and
her voice came back, surprisingly clear. “No,” she said. “Just
stupid. It’s a habit to hide these things; I’ve been doing it for a
while, you know.”

“Well you’ve got to stop,” Dex
said, bluntly. “At least with me. You’ve already trusted me with
enough information to utterly ruin your life and you have to just
keep on trusting me. This won’t work otherwise.” He softened his
voice, trying to sound sympathetic. If they had been meeting in
Marionette City he would have reached out to touch her hand or arm,
something to make it seem like he cared about her as a person, not
just the puzzle of the case. “So talk to me. Tell me what you
know.”

“I don’t know anything,” she said,
her voice quivering. “I just don’t understand why. Why would
someone do this? Who could hate me this much?” She finally broke
down and Dex could hear her sobs.

He let her cry and when he could
barely hear her ragged breath, he said, “That’s exactly what I’m
trying to find out. And that’s what I need you to tell
me.”
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To hear her tell it, she was the
only person Dex had ever met who didn’t have an enemy in the world.
Of course, there were all those people who believed that multis
were a threat to commerce and society and needed to be banished
from the ’nets. But other than them, Ivy was loved and admired by
all.

Dex was getting tired of it; hell,
he was just plain getting tired. He finally told her to send him a
list of everyone she talked with socially and he promised to be
discreet if he had to talk to them. For once she went one better
and gave him the list right then and there. It was short, though.
Just three names — Bill Christo, Renna Bellinger and Julie
Abrentz.

“Please don’t tell them,” Ivy
asked. “You don’t even need to talk to them. They doesn’t know
anything about it. We’ve never even talked about multis
before.”

“How do you all know each
other?”

“I met Bill and Julie through
Renna.”

“And what about her?” Dex
asked.

“She works in another branch of my
firm,” Ivy said, “She’s a UI designer, like me.”

“So you work together?”

“No,” Ivy said, “we met through
work, but we don’t work together. We’re,” she paused, as if looking
for the right word. “We’re friends. That’s all. I don’t want her
mixed up in this, it’s just not fair to her.”

“I told you I’d be discreet,” Dex
said, “but if I have to talk to these people, I will. You just have
to trust me.” Ivy reluctantly agreed and ended the conversation.
Dex added the new information to his notes and poured another
drink. It had been a long night and he had another long shift at
B&B the next day. But he figured he had enough time to watch a
quick video.

• • •

Maksym was lying on the couch, a
cigarette in one hand and a drink in the other. There was music
playing, loud enough that they had to speak up in order to talk.
Maks had his eyes closed, his head slightly bobbing in time to the
music as he sang along. This was Dex’s favourite part. The part
where they sang along, the way a person might in the lav, loud and
off key and perfectly happy. He saw Maks take a drag of the
contraband cigarette and the smoke curled up over his head as he
sang. Dex remembered that he had sung too and he could sometimes
make out the sound of his own voice on the video.

He stilled the image, searched his
archive for the song they had been listening to and played it. He
sat, sipping his rum and ginger and looked at Maksym’s still face,
frozen in song. The song ended, but Dex just sat there for a
moment. Then, he took the bottle of SleepingJuice, drank a six hour
dose and fell into bed.

• • •

Dex awoke still dressed and feeling
as bad as he usually did first thing in the morning. After taking a
hit of Flying Fish, ditching his sweaty, wrinkled clothes in the
autoclave and spending five minutes in the lav, he felt almost
human again. He rode the train into B&B while eating a nutrient
bar and checking in on the previous night’s news.

At his work station, he logged into
the backdoor and checked his personal messages. Amazingly, a few of
the people he’d contacted the previous day from Ivy’s list had
answered. They all expressed the same shock and horror at Reuben’s
death and offered any help they could. Good. Dex could finally get
some kind of a clue about what Reuben was like. He didn’t trust
Ivy’s assessment one bit, she was just too close. And by her own
admission, she wasn’t exactly a social butterfly — her perceptions
of people easily could be skewed.

He started with the first response,
from someone called Sterling Ljundberg. Dex’s assigned shift at
B&B that day was answering text inquiries, so he was able to
send a voice request to Ljundberg. He set his system to process
subvocal input, so the conversation would be silent at his end, but
translated to audio at the receiving end. Ljundberg answered and
Dex introduced himself.

“Oh, yes, Mister Dexter,” the
voice at the other end said, somewhat obsequiously, “if that’s the
correct way to address you...”

“Just Dex is fine,” he answered.
“I wanted to talk to some of the people who knew Reuben, to get a
sense of the man. I’m particularly interested in finding out if you
have any idea who might have had a grudge...” Dex let the end of
the sentence linger, waiting for Ljundberg to fill the empty
space.

“It’s just so shocking,” the other
man finally said. “I mean, Reuben was such a nice guy. I know that
sounds rather, well, lame, I suppose. But in this case it’s just
the best way to describe him. He was genuinely nice. He wasn’t like
the trolls you get on the boards, he wasn’t even one of those
people who get all excited if someone challenges their opinion. He
was just a plain old good guy. I can’t believe that someone would
murder him. That’s just insane.”

Some people would argue that murder
was always insane, Dex thought, but aloud he said, “So, you can’t
think of anyone who had it in for Reuben, anyone who specifically
didn’t get along with him?”

“No,” Ljundberg said. “He’s not- I
mean he wasn’t the kind of person who made enemies. He never got
into fights, hardly even got into heated debates. Though I can’t
imagine that anyone on the boards people like us frequented would
kill anyone, even if they hated each other. We’re, well, we’re
intellectuals. We use words, not...” His voice trailed off. “Say,
how was Reuben killed?”

Dex knew this would come eventually
and he’d already decided to just go with the truth. “Well, it’s a
little complicated,” he said. “You see, Reuben Cobalt was an
alternate identity.” Dex heard Ljundberg draw his breath in
sharply. “He was killed by code.”

“My god,” Ljundberg said. “A
multi? But, I... we... he never said anything; I never knew.” There
was silence for a while. “Is that really, I mean, do you still call
this a murder? Or is Reuben’s... creator dead, too?”

“No,” Dex said, “though I can’t
say anything else about that.”

“No, I would think not. A multi.
That explains a few things.” Ljundberg seemed almost to have
forgotten that he was speaking to another person.

“Such as?” Dex
prompted.

“Oh. Well, how do I put it? He was
private, I guess. Though, no more than many of us, I
suppose.”

“How do you mean, ‘private’?” Dex
asked. “What made you think that?”

“Well,” Ljundberg said, “From what
I can remember, he never mentioned where he lived. There was a
discussion about where we were all from one day and he was notable
in his absence from that conversation. I remember wondering if he
was still on the board, but then he showed up again in a different
conversation. And he never talked about his past. Of course, he
never posted any images of himself either, but like I said, none of
this is terribly strange, really. But it makes sense now, I guess a
different kind of sense. We’re all presenting a particular face to
one another here, I suppose. I wonder how many of us really have
separate identities when we’re online, practically speaking,
whether we know it or not?”

Dex figured the conversation wasn’t
going to get anywhere useful at this stage; it must just be a
hazard of talking to amateur philosophers. He made the usual noises
asking Ljundberg to let him know if he thought of anything that
might be helpful. Dex then said that he was sorry to be the bearer
of bad news and gave Ljundberg his typical end of interview speech.
He made a few notes and moved on to the next name on the
list.

Ginette De Moranville had the same
non-story to tell, though at least she had a charming accent to
tell it in. Dex was surprised to hear an accent — he thought they
were all but extinct and only found in historical entertainment
vids. De Moranville explained that her parents had been eccentric
history buffs and had brought her up speaking French. She’d
apparently had a horrible time in school, although it had enabled
lucrative careers in voice work and interpretation and translation
for historians. Like Ljundberg, De Moranville was shocked at
Reuben’s death and also professed ignorance at his being an
alternate identity. She seemed nonplussed by the revelation,
though, and in between possibly false sobs, she kept repeating,
“Mon dieu, pauvre Reuben.”

Aside from the language lesson,
Dex’s conversation with her was just as fruitless as his talk with
Ljundberg. While he felt it would likely be a continued waste of
time, Dex was nothing if not thorough, so he called the last name
on his list. Mickey Udo was unavailable, but his messenger told Dex
what time Udo would be in Marionette City. The program even
provided a link, which Dex noted. He ought to be able to look up
Udo after the squad meeting that evening.

Meanwhile, Dex decided it was time
to talk to some of the people who were involved more intimately
with Reuben Cobalt. His business associates. Dex pulled up the
contact information for Alvaro Zuccarelli and pinged him using the
independent investigator identity. He figured Zuccarelli would know
exactly who Dex worked with, if not why he was calling. As he
expected, Zuccarelli answered almost immediately.

“Andersson Dexter,” a smooth voice
said. “Lieutenant, I believe. What can I do for you
today?”

Dex was surprised that the man knew
enough about the Cubicle Men to identify his rank, but he decided
to just go with it. “Correct, Mr. Zuccarelli. But, you have the
advantage of me, I’m afraid.”

“How so?”

“You seem to know a great deal
about me, but all I know about you is that you’ve done some
business with someone I want to know a little more
about.”

“And who might that
be?”

“Reuben Cobalt.”

“Hmm,” the silky voice said. “The
name doesn’t ring a bell. In what context would I have encountered
Mr. Cobalt?”

“Well, that’s more or less what I
was hoping to find out from you, Mr. Zuccarelli.” Dex was being a
trifle disingenuous, since Ivy had explained that Zuccarelli had
essentially been Reuben’s banker. A multi that was functioning
independently needed a way to pay for things and as it turned out,
Reuben had an income as well. But all financial transactions were
tied to a person’s everywherenet authentication, as well as an
individual bank account. Ivy’s system could fake the
authentication, but it didn’t come with a built in bank account.
Enter Alvaro Zuccarelli.

“I’m sorry that I can’t be of more
assistance, Lieutenant. Perhaps if you allow me to check my
records, I may be able to find some information my inferior brain
has forgotten.” Zuccarelli was going out of his way to be an ass
now, Dex figured, since he highly doubted that there were any
records the man couldn’t have accessed while they talked. Still,
he’d go on playing it nice. For now.

“I’d be very grateful for any help
you could provide, Mr. Zuccarelli,” Dex said, his voice almost
betraying the contempt he felt. He ended the call and went on a
break. He visited the toilet and then headed to B&B’s break
room for a coffee. When he got back to his work station, he
addressed a few more complaints and scanned over the agenda for the
weekly squad meeting that evening. He wondered what Zuccarelli was
hiding. Being Reuben’s banker was no big deal and Dex was sure that
Zuccarelli’s personal experience with the Cubicle Men would have
made it crystal clear that Dex wouldn’t care about that. Maybe it
was pure professionalism — Dex imagined that part of the package
was anonymity and though he figured that usually would end when the
client died, maybe it didn’t for Zuccarelli’s operation. More out
of habit than for any real reason, he played the recording of the
conversation back to himself at double speed, while he answered a
few enquiries for B&B customers. He was in the middle of
copying and pasting a section of the instruction manual for one
hapless customer when it dawned on him that he’d never gotten
around to telling Zuccarelli that his client was, indeed,
dead.

On the upside, Dex figured that
having that bit of data still in hand might make the bad cop
version of the conversation go a little smoother — at his end,
anyway. He finished up his last few bits and pieces for B&B and
logged out of all systems before heading out the door. The reader
in the doorway logged him out, as well as thoroughly but
ineffectually scanning him for any extracurricular system activity.
Once he was through the door, he linked into Marionette City and
while his body was headed home, his avatar headed off to the
office.


 Chapter
Six

Dex walked into the squad room and
nodded at the familiar faces. Dex thought that the weekly squad
meetings were unnecessary in many ways, but he had to admit that
once in a while he needed skills he just didn’t have and it helped
to have an informal relationship with the people you were asking
for help. Thinking about his deficiencies in the realm of
programming, he found a chair next to Annabelle, who asked him if
the boards she cracked for him had given him what he needed.
“Dunno,” he said and she got a worried look on her face. “No, your
part worked fine,” he said, “I just don’t know how useful it’s
going to be. This case is a bit of a stumper.”

“How so?” Annabelle asked and Dex
explained that there wasn’t a lot of information about the victim
since he was really just a bunch of code and it was all scrambled
now. “Another one of those multis,” she said, disgust in her voice.
Dex raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. She looked up at Dex and
her voice changed back to its usual, light, helpful tone. “I can
take a look at what’s left for you,” she offered. Dex thanked her,
saying that he would keep it in mind. Her voice lowered. “I’m
always available for you,” she said and Dex ignored the significant
look she was giving him.

Everyone in the squad knew that
Annabelle had a serious thing for Dex, but if he noticed he was
good at hiding it. Captain Zahara Zhang, known to the squad as
Zizou, took her spot in front of the group and the informal chatter
quieted. She had recently been promoted from the detectives’ ranks
and the switch to admin was a natural one for her. The squad all
liked and respected her and so far she had done a good job of
keeping the gears oiled.

“Okay gang,” she said, “let’s keep
it brief. There’s not a lot to report from my end; we’ve had a few
new cases for the Ds, mostly extortion and some kind of murder-like
thing. Ask Dex about that one if you’re interested.” He got a
handful of pings immediately and just pointed them all back to his
public case file. They could read his preliminary report just as
well as they could ask him about the case and it didn’t cost him
hours of telling the same story over and over again.

“The street guys have seen an
slight increase in activity in green and brown sectors this week.”
The captain used the squad’s terminology for a couple of the more
down and out neighbourhoods in the city. She continued, “So we’re
adding an extra unit for those areas. Anyone have any info on why
there’s more trouble?” The captain scanned the crowd and a hand in
the back went up. It was Melissa Vonruden, one of the new goons.
“Go ahead,” Zizou said.

Vonruden stood up and in a strong
voice said, “Sir, I think it might be because of a new joint in
that area offering neural stimulants. Just on this side of legal, I
think.”

“You working green or brown,
officer?” the captain asked.

“No, sir,” Vonruden flushed. “My
day job is at the stim joint’s front counter.” The squad laughed at
her embarrassment and the captain smiled.

“Good work, officer. Check in with
Malone and let him know what you know.” The captain paused, likely
checking notes, then continued. “Anyone have anything else they
need to share?” There were a few murmurs but no one stood to take
the floor. “Okay then. Street, you’ll get the week’s assignments
from Malone. Ds, if anyone is bored, let me know and we’ll find
something to put you on. Otherwise, dismissed.”

The group broke up, a few people
chatting and the goon squad crowding around Pat Malone to work out
the week’s schedule. As he was leaving, Dex nodded at Jay
Shiraishi, a guy he’d worked with when he was still on the goon
squad, who was talking with Annabelle. As he passed them, Annabelle
said, “A few of us are heading over to Monte’s for a pint or
several before calling it a day. Want to come with?”

“No can do,” Dex said. “This
meeting took up enough of my time already. I’ve got a date with one
of my vic’s old buddies. Hopefully he’ll be more useful than the
others have been. I’ll catch you later.” He walked out of the squad
room, leaving Annabelle to link over to the bar by herself. Instead
of linking over to his own destination, Dex walked through
Marionette City toward the point where Mickey Udo had said he’d
be.

Dex liked to walk through
Marionette City — it reminded him of a time in his life when he
used to go for walks in the physical world. Much of Marionette City
had been modeled after the physical world as it once was, long
before Dex’s time. However, when Dex was young there were still a
few throwbacks — bars with more than a half dozen kinds of booze,
take out joints that cooked food made with real ingredients, stores
that sold physical things that were more than just add ons for a
person’s system.

The squad meetings were held in a
part of Marionette City called Chandlers. It usually rained and it
was always twilight and the designer had put these funky shadows
everywhere that didn’t actually relate to any of the objects. Dex
liked it there. According to the link Udo had given him, he was
going to be in a location that was directly adjacent to Chandlers.
Dex had time to kill, so he pulled his hat down over his heavy
eyebrows and set to walking.

Chandlers was overstocked with
bars, whorehouses, numbers rackets and backalley bankers. A man
could hock his next paycheque for a loan and spend the lot on
random number generators, teledildonic hookers and virtual hooch.
These were common enough pastimes and there were plenty of punters
in each doorway. Places like this kept the Cubicle Men busy and Dex
felt at home here. He was tempted to stop in at one of the ginmills
along the way, but he didn’t want to miss Udo so he kept up the
pace.

He was out of Chandlers soon enough
and into a more typical part of Marionette City. It was animated in
a lighter style that originated in Asia, Annabelle had told him
once. Dex didn’t know anything about that and was neither a
historian nor a designer. All he knew was that he looked and felt
out of place here. He found his way through the winding streets,
bubble-shaped buildings and avatars with exaggerated features and
fantastic extremities like wings or tentacles. Dex entered the
lounge where Udo said he’d be and pinged the man. Udo answered and
Dex saw a figure waving from the back of the room.

Udo’s avatar was at a table near
the far wall, with a bowl of some steaming thing in front of him.
Dex couldn’t tell if it was supposed to be food or a drug and hoped
that whatever it was wouldn’t affect the interview. He sat across
from Udo and introduced himself.

“You’re here about Reuben, right?”
Udo asked, shifting the steaming bowl to one side.

Dex cut to the chase. “Can you tell
me anything about him, anything that might help me figure out who
killed him?”

“I don’t know,” Udo said, looking
sad. “It’s such a shock. I saw him only last week...” His voice
trailed off and Dex wondered if he was hiding something or just
lost in memory.

“You saw him...” Dex
prompted.

“Yes,” Udo answered, “We used to
go to this bar near here.” He cocked his head, indicating a
direction to his right. “One of the local strip places — all
amateur hour, you know. Lots of wings and feathers.”

“Sure,” Dex said. “Any trouble
there?”

Udo laughed. “Like, Reuben took a
shine to a particular dancer and it ended badly? Hardly. Reuben
liked to watch, sure, but it was never like that. I think he liked
the sense of freedom they had up there, looking however they wanted
to and showing it off.”

“He said this to you?” Dex
asked.

“Not in so many words,” Udo said.
“But I knew Reuben wasn’t turned on by them. Or at least not by any
individual one of them.” He leaned toward Dex, his eyes clamped on
to Dex’s. “I think he got off on by the whole idea. That they can
have wings, or blue skin or whatever they want. He was turned on by
the possibility.” He looked at Dex for a moment longer, then turned
back to the stage.

Dex was silent for a while. “Did
you know Reuben was a multi?” he eventually asked.

Udo closed his eyes and bowed his
head. “He never said anything, if that’s what you mean. But, yeah,
I figured as much.”

“How?” Dex asked, leaning
forward.

“I’ve known a few of them,” Udo
said, uncharacteristically circumspect. “He fit the type. And one
night, I kinda brought it up.”

“You asked him if he was a multi?”
Dex said.

“Not straight out like that,” Udo
said, as if Dex were an idiot for thinking that. “Just started
talking about the concept, you know, let him know that I’m friends
with a few and that it’s all cool. He didn’t rise to the bait and
pretty soon after that he got busy all of a sudden. We used to hang
out a couple of times a week and we were usually on the same boards
the rest of the time. Then, he started making excuses to skip out
on me and he was hardly ever on the boards. At first I thought he
was just taking a break or getting into something else,” Udo
shrugged. “The same old stuff can get dull after awhile; we all
need new things every once and again. But when we did hang out, he
seemed distracted and, I don’t know, kind of upset. I asked what
was up a few times, but he just gave me the brush off. I figured he
just wasn’t ready to talk about it.”

Udo looked off into space for a
while and said, “Hang on, though. I think I remember something from
around then that might be useful. Let me check.” Udo’s avatar was
stock still for a moment, then it shook back to life. “Got it!” Udo
said. “We were at the Lucky Eleven — that’s the bar — and we ran
into this girl that Reuben knew. He seemed to be kind of weird
about seeing her there, at the time I wondered if they were fucking
or something. I’ve got vid of it, if you want it.”

“You have vid?” Dex asked,
surprised. As a rule, most people didn’t record their lives in the
kind of detail that Dex did.

“Yeah,” Udo said, grinning. “Maybe
Reuben didn’t have the hots for the dancers, but I sure
do.”

Dex smiled, saying, “Fair enough.
Mind if I take a copy?”

“By all means,” Udo said. “I don’t
know if it means anything, but at the very least if they were
fucking, she ought to be told that he’s, you know, gone.” Udo
pinged Dex and he authorized the transfer.

“Thanks,” Dex said, feeling the
weight in his head increase just slightly.

“No problem,” Udo said. “And, if
you’re into that kind of thing, I’d recommend you check out the
third dancer in.” He whistled low and cocked an eyebrow. “Very
hot.”

Dex shook his head, chuckling to
himself and he linked out of the bar.

• • •

He poured a shot of Jamaica’s Best
and topped it off with a splash of gingapop and checked the time.
Between both jobs, he’d worked a long day today and though he knew
he should take a look at Udo’s vid, Dex wanted a few minutes for
himself. He sat in his comfortable chair, resting the drink on its
arm. He fired up his full screen viewer and loaded a different
video.

He hadn’t started recording his
life all the time when this video was taken, so he had missed the
beginning. But even though it was a long time ago, Dex remembered
walking to the bar as clearly as if it were on the video, he’d made
the trip so many times. The door was nondescript, just another
metal door in just another slightly dilapidated building in the
wrong part of town. You had to know what to look for to see the
initials J.T. scratched into the surface of the door at eye level.
Dex had known.

The video started inside J.T.’s,
with Dex and two of his friends at the usual table in the corner.
The sound was a little off — Dex hadn’t perfected his recording set
up yet, but he kind of liked the off-kilter resonance of the video.
The music in the bar was loud enough to create a lively atmosphere,
but quiet enough for the patrons to be able to carry on
conversations without having to shout. That didn’t necessarily stop
them, however.

Dex watched his old buddy Jennie
slap her hand on the table as she made her point. She always got
good-naturedly argumentative after a couple of J.T.’s stiff drinks
and this night was no exception. She had found a sparring companion
in Dex’s friend and roommate Maksym and the two were just getting
started as the recording began.

“Are you crazy, Maks?” Jennie
asked, her voice getting loud as it always did partway through her
third gin and tonic. “You really think the firms are going to let
us slip under the radar forever? We’re outlaws, man! Literally. We
have no job, no access to services to speak of. We’ve got no
Security to go to bat for us when the shit hits the fan. We’re on
the edge out here. And you can’t tell me it’s not in their best
interests to get rid of us.”

“Come on, Jen,” Maks grinned. “The
firms couldn’t care less about a bunch of poor artists living in
the dumps out here. We don’t affect them in any way. Hell, I doubt
they even know we exist. Why would they care, anyway?”

“You are so naïve,” Jennie said
derisively, swallowing the last of her drink and setting the empty
glass on the table hard. She turned her head toward the bar and
grinned at the J.T., the grizzled owner and barman. “Hit me again,
good sir,” she said and waved a crumpled bill toward the bar. She
turned back to Maksym and narrowed her eyes.”Of course they know
about us,” she continued. “We’re not invisible. We use the ’nets,
we’re walking around. We’re consuming their resources, Maks. Eating
into profits.” She emphasized that last word with bitterness. “But
what do we provide them with, huh? Not labour. Not even our
business, on the most part. Of course, they want us gone. Gone or
co-opted.” J.T. delivered Jennie’s drink silently. She picked up
the cool glass and had a long swallow. “It’s just a matter of time,
man,” she said. “It’s all going to end. Isn’t that right,
Andersson?”

“Oh, no,” Dex said, holding his
hands up in a gesture of surrender. “I’m not getting in the middle
of this.”

“Come on, Andy,” Maks said,
slapping Dex on the back. “And miss all this fun?” Jennie snorted,
but was unable to hold back a grin.

“Hey, you guys,” J.T. shouted from
behind the bar. “You gonna gab all night or are you gonna play
already?”

“All right, all right,” Jennie
answered. “Keep your shorts on, man.” She put her drink down and
pulled a small handheld terminal from under her chair. Dex and
Maksym got their instruments from under the table. The three set up
their equipment on the small stage and in a few minutes were
playing for the small crowd in the bar, as they did every Thursday
night. Dex on mandolin, Maks on guitar and Jennie on beats, synth
and mix, they filled the small bar with music for a couple of
hours.

As always when he watched this
recording, Dex felt his fingers move on the arm of his chair in
time with those of his image. He let the video play until they were
done the last set, then he switched it off. He got up and paced
around his small room for moment. Then, with a sad smile, he poured
another drink and settled back into his chair.


 Chapter
Seven

Dex paged over to the file Udo had
sent him. It was a good hour’s worth of recording, but Dex figured
he’d just skip through the dancers. Extra dangly bits didn’t do it
for him and when you’d seen one naked freak you’d pretty much seen
them all. He scanned ahead past the floor show to the break where
the dancers were just walking around the bar looking for extra
cash. This would be the first time Dex would get to see Reuben
alive, as it were, so he set the playback to regular
speed.

He was tall and thin, with a wiry
frame that would have probably held a decent amount of strength in
a physical body. Dex had known more than a few goons built like
that and they’d been the meanest, most bloodthirsty fighters. He’d
always figured it for skinny guy syndrome. Reuben didn’t carry
himself like a fighter, though. Unsurprisingly, he was beautifully
dressed, in slim black pants and a snug shirt that glinted, ever so
slightly, in the club’s lights. He wore a long coat that reached
the floor and billowed out behind him, made of an almost
transparent material that glinted only a slight bit more that the
shirt. It was sort of like a visible aura or halo. Not a look Dex
could ever carry off, but it suited Reuben.

The hair was the only thing Dex
came close to envying. Short, not quite as short as his own, but
very short still and silver, with an amazing luminescence. On
another man it would have been overkill, or just plain silly
looking, but it took Reuben out of the ordinary and made him stand
out, even in this room full of avatars built to be started at. Dex
had to admit, Ivy had some talent.

The recording was from Udo’s
personal system, so it saw what he saw. Udo was clearly most
heavily focussed on the dancers, but in the break he spent more
time looking at and talking with Reuben. The conversation started
with comments on the various dancers’ bizarre body shapes, Udo
asking Reuben how certain improbable forms could be made. It was
beyond boring to Dex, but he was more interested in Reuben’s
mannerisms. According to Udo, he had become more skittish by the
time of this recording and the man’s attention certainly seemed to
be elsewhere. At one point in a lackluster debate about the
definition of reality, Dex noticed Reuben’s face change, the eyes
narrowing and lips pursing together tightly. Dex recalled Ivy’s
avatar, how it seemed to react the way a physical person did and
wondered if she used a similar interface when she was online as
Reuben.

As he watched the recording Dex
could see Reuben’s focus change from Udo to something over his
shoulder. Udo obviously hadn’t noticed whatever his friend had,
since he continued to look ahead and prattle on about his point.
Eventually, though, whatever had caught Reuben’s attention must
have approached the pair, because Udo stopped talking mid-sentence
and turned around.

She was beautiful, tall, buxom,
with impossible curves. All in all, she looked just like eighty
percent of the female avatars in Marionette City, though in this
place her commonness caused her to stand out. She smiled at Udo and
then looked past him. “Reuben Cobalt,” she said, cocking her head
slightly. “How nice to see you again.”

Reuben’s face was still. So still,
that Dex guessed that Ivy had purposefully disconnected any
interface that would have allowed Reuben’s face to automatically
display whatever expression Ivy was making. “Hey, Stella,” the
avatar finally replied.

“Introduce me to your friend,” she
asked Reuben, with a sly smile on her face.

“Uh, sure.” Reuben said, face
still stoic. “This is Stella Bish. Stella, this is Micky Udo.” They
made the appropriate getting to know you noises and made small talk
about the dancers. Finally, Stella stepped back.

“A little birdie told me I might
find you here,” she said, looking at Reuben with that smile still
on her face. “You can be a tough man to find. I was hoping that we
could have a little chat, but I see you’re busy.” She turned to Udo
and favoured him with the icy but seductive smile. “I have to be
going now, fellas,” she said, turning to Udo, “but it was nice
meeting you.” She turned to Reuben and leaned in to kiss his cheek,
“Now that I’ve found you, we’ll have to talk soon,
okay?”

“Sure,” he said and she linked out
of the lounge.

“How do you know her?” Udo asked,
refocussing on the dancers as a tiny creature with wings and cat’s
head took the stage.

“I, uh,” Reuben said, “met her
through work.”

“Cool,” Udo said. “She seems
pretty hot if you like that sort of thing,” he said absently, then
stopped paying attention to his friend.

Dex scanned through the rest of the
vid, but there was nothing left to interest him. He ran the
recording back and froze on the woman. He logged into the Cubicle
Men’s system and ran a search on her. The name was common and so
was the avatar’s appearance, so it might be tough to track her
down. He let the search run and set it to send him the results. He
refocussed on his room and stretched. He had stayed up later than
he should have, so downed the last drops of his drink then
undressed, stuffing his uniform into the autoclave.

He used the lav and took a hit of
SleepingJuice. He dropped into bed and it was as if the world
ceased to exist for a few hours.

• • •

Back at B&B the next day, Dex
checked his messages. There were three potential matches to the
Stella Bish in Udo’s video and he checked them all out. The
machines were pretty good at this sort of thing, but there were
still some things that people did best. He’d need better computing
power than the Cubicle Men could get him if he wanted a machine to
accurately pick his quarry out of the line up, but Dex could tell
which one he wanted just by giving the avatars the once over twice.
He pinged her with the same generic message he’d sent everyone else
and got on with the morning’s litany of incompetent consumer
complaints.

As he was handling the usual
barrage of people trying to use things for purposes for which they
were clearly not built, or simply not knowing where the on switch
is, Dex sent a couple of messages out. One to Ivy, asking for a
meeting and the other to Tequila Kate. The last was a long shot —
he didn’t really expect her to know all the posters at her boards —
but he figured she’d be a good contact in the multi community. It
was becoming more evident that not only was Ivy living two
different lives, even her alter ego had things to hide from his own
friends and associates.

Over the course of the day he got
answers to all his enquiries and set up appointments with Ivy, Bish
and even Tequila Kate. Dex was surprised when Kate answered his
message so quickly and with a genuine recognition of
Reuben.

“I am deeply shocked and saddened
by your news of the death of such a valued member of the multi
community,” she wrote. “Perhaps I am being overly presumptuous, but
I assume that since you are an independent and you are
investigating this case, that you are aware that Reuben Cobalt was
an alternate identity. If this information is news to you, I trust
that it will be useful in your investigation of this heinous crime.
While I do not believe that I have any information that is directly
related to this incident, I am aware that seemingly innocent facts
can often help lead to a successful resolution. Therefore, I
welcome to opportunity to meet with you to share my remembrances of
Reuben.”

He spent the rest of his workday at
B&B actually working on B&B work, then hightailed it home
at the end of the shift. He quickly grabbed an Econoline nutrient
brick and stuffed it into his mouth. While he chewed on the sticky
mass, he planned ahead and just put the whole bottle of Jamaica’s
Best on the table before him next to his tumbler. He logged in to
Marionette City just in time for his meeting with Ivy.

When Dex linked in, he saw that
this time she was waiting for him, sitting at the usual table in
the back of Monte’s. He walked over, somewhat annoyed by the fact
that he wouldn’t be able to have his back to the wall. He liked to
be able to see what was coming without changing out of first person
view. He thought about changing his perspective to omniscient, but
he wanted to be able to see Ivy’s face. He could have gone with a
split screen, but he found the unnaturalness of it uncomfortable,
so he sucked it up and after placing his hat on the table, sat
facing the wall.

“Do you have any news?” she asked,
almost breathlessly.

“Not really,” Dex answered, “no.”
Her face fell. “I’ve been talking with some of Reuben’s associates,
getting to know him, trying to find out if anyone has any
information. So far, it’s slow going.” He checked his notes
briefly, then continued. “Alvaro Zuccarelli didn’t even admit to
knowing Reuben.”

She sighed. “I suppose I should be
grateful that the anonymity he promises really exists,” she said.
“He knows I was behind Reuben.”

“What?” Dex said, anger just about
rising to the surface. “You told me no one knew Reuben was a
multi.”

“That’s true,” Ivy protested.
“Zuccarelli didn’t know that Reuben was a multi. Just that I was, I
don’t know, acting on his behalf, I guess. It was my account, just
in Reuben’s name.”



“Right,” Dex said, sighing. “Well,
if Zuccarelli is as stupid as he is circumspect, I’m sure he had no
idea that Reuben was your multi.”

“I didn’t have a choice,” Ivy
said, her voice getting hard. “I’m sure you don’t understand. And
as you saw yourself, it’s not like Zuccarelli was running his mouth
off, whatever he might have guessed.” She was quiet for a moment,
almost pouting. Dex waited. Eventually she said, “I’ll tell him to
talk to you.” Ivy’s avatar froze and Dex guessed that she was
sending Zuccarelli the authorization to talk to him right
then.

“Is there anyone else?” he asked,
“anyone else who knows the connection between you?

“No,” Ivy said, “no one. I knew
Zuccarelli from... before, so it was just logical that I’d use him
for Reuben. And, he’s trustworthy, or more accurately, he’s
discreet. That’s been proven.”

“What do you mean, ‘from before’?”
Dex asked.

Ivy’s eyes dropped to the table.
“I’d done a little freelancing before I created Reuben. It was
risky — I would have lost my job if it had become known that I was
moonlighting. I met him through one of those jobs and when I
realized that I needed someone to handle the finances, he seemed
the obvious choice. I’d heard he was good for that.” She looked up
at Dex again, her face hardened. “And he was.”

“Fine,” Dex said. “What about
Reuben’s business? Client lists, that sort of thing. You must
remember something.”

“I’ve been thinking,” she said,
dropping her eyes again, “but I always relied on my system to
remember names and contracts and so on. Well, Reuben’s system. I
just don’t know. I’ve given you all the names I remember. I’m
sorry.”

Dex wanted to believe her, but
she’d held out information from him before and he wasn’t a
naturally trusting fellow to begin with. However, accusing her of
something wasn’t going to be useful and whether she gave up all the
goods or not, his bill was being paid. “Okay,” he said, “I’ve got a
few meetings lined up for today, so hopefully something there will
pan out.” He didn’t mention Stella Bish — Ivy wasn’t the only one
who could hold information back.

“Oh,” Ivy said, “do you have to go
right away?”

Dex checked the time at the bottom
right of his vision. “I’ve got a few minutes, why?”

“Well,” Ivy said, somehow looking
shy and smug at the same time. It suited her. “I asked Renna, Bill
and Julie to join us. They doesn’t know anything, but I thought
this might be a better way for you to meet. If you still want to
talk to them, that is.”

Ivy must be paranoid about her
friends finding out about Reuben if she felt compelled to
orchestrate a meeting herself.

“Will they be here soon?” Dex
asked.

“Any minute now,” Ivy said and Dex
nodded. They sat in silence for a while, when Ivy’s face focussed
on a space behind Dex. He turned and saw a fairly ordinary-looking
female avatar link in. She had short red hair and wore a matching
red pantsuit. Nothing about her glinted off of anything.

“Renna, hey, over here.” Ivy
stood, smiling and the other woman walked toward the table. Dex
stood and dipping his head in a polite nod, said hello. As they
were about to sit, two more people walked in — a tall, well built
man with gold skin and an equally tall, thin woman with an almost
transparent pair of wings growing out of her back.

“Hey, Ivy,” the woman said, “hi,
Renna.” She looked at Dex, a quizzical expression on her
face.

“I didn’t know we were having
company,” the man said, a smile on his face. He turned to face Dex.
“I’m Bill and this,” he put his hand on the thin woman’s shoulder,
“is Julie.” They sat and Ivy introduced Dex. “This is Andersson
Dexter, an investigator.” She imbued the word with a campy feel, as
if he were an cowboy or a vid actor.

“And what are you investigating,
Mr. Dexter?” Renna had a soft, inquisitive voice.

Ivy opened her mouth as if to
answer for him, but he said, “There’s always something to figure
out around here. Right now I’m working on the case of a multiple
identity which was erased without its creator’s consent.” He looked
evenly at Renna. Her face displayed nothing that Dex could read,
but Ivy’s eyes got big and she quickly forced a smile.

“Mr. Dexter was inquiring at work
about some technical details and he was referred to me. While we
were talking he mentioned this place.” Ivy gestured at the bar and
turned to her friends. “The way he described it, I thought you all
would like it and look who’s here? Isn’t that funny?”

Dex rolled his eyes, glad that his
avatar didn’t mimic his bodily reactions. The coincidence was
believable enough, but the delivery of the line was something else.
The three of them seemed to buy it well enough, though.

“Well, it was his recommendation,
now, wasn’t it?” Julie said, chiding Ivy slightly in the way old
friends do. “It’s not that odd that he’s here.” She smiled at him
warmly.

“And it’s a good thing, too,” Bill
said, “so we can thank him. This place is great.” He smiled broadly
and looked around the bar. Dex flinched inwardly, hoping the four
of them weren’t about to become regulars at what he thought of as
his real office.

“It suits me,” he said,
simply.

“It certainly does,” Renna said,
her smile wide. “You don’t see too many real gentlemen these
days.”

Dex took it as a cue and stood up.
He picked his hat up off the table and holding it lightly in his
hand, said, “And a shame that is. Now, ladies,” he nodded at Ivy,
Renna and Julie, then turned to face the man. “Bill, I’m afraid
that it’s time for me to be moving on. Things to investigate and
all that.” He smiled, doffed his hat and linked out of
Monte’s.


 Chapter
Eight

Dex was to meet Stella Bish in a
trendy section of Marionette City, in an “open air market”. He
didn’t really get the concept of open air in a virtual world, but
he supposed it was just another place for avatars to meet or try
and sell their digital crap. He linked in to the market and set
about looking for Bish. He was just on time and didn’t know his way
around, so checked the map to see if she was in the area. His map
overlay showed her at a bench in the northeast quadrant and he
linked over to the area. As his avatar materialized, he recognized
her. Once he could move, he walked over to the bench and stood in
front of her.

“I’m Andersson Dexter,” he said,
touching the brim of his hat.

“Yes, I see that,” Bish said,
referring to the setting that shows printed names hovered over each
avatar. Dex had that setting turned off usually; he found it more
distracting than useful.

“May I?” He indicated the seat
next to her on the bench and she nodded. Dex sat and waited a
moment. “You knew Reuben Cobalt?”

“Yes,” Bish answered, looking
ahead. “He did some work for me.” An avatar for Marionette City,
Dex wondered. Was Bish a multi?

“If I might ask, what kind of work
was that?”

She turned to face Dex, her left
knee very nearly touching his right. “What kind of investigator are
you, exactly?” she asked.

“The kind who asks the questions,”
he answered, holding her gaze, “not answers them.”

“I see,” she said, turning back to
look out over the market. “Have you ever wished that things were
different, Mr. Dexter?”

It was a strange question, out of
the blue, but Dex figured he should follow her line of thinking, so
answered. “Sure. My line of work, all I ever see is things that
shouldn’t be the way they are. Of course I’ve wished things were
different. Why?”

“I don’t mean changing history,
Mr. Dexter, though there’s a place for that, too, in a manner of
speaking. No, I mean the little things — how you open your mail,
how you get into your apartment, what noise your system makes to
wake you in the morning. The little things, Mr. Dexter,” she turned
to face him again, “that makes life what it is.”

Dex didn’t know what to say, so he
did what he always did in situations like that — he kept his mouth
shut. She looked at him intently for a half minute, then sat back.
“I’m what you might call an arranger,” she said. “I can arrange for
things to be the way you want them to be. It’s perfectly legal,
mostly and it just comes with a price. Of course, I need people to
make the things my clients desire. That’s where Reuben came in.
Such a talent,” she sighed, her gaze taking on a far-away look. “I
almost believe that man could do anything — I think if he put his
mind to it he could make an entire system mind-activated. He was
genius with interfaces. Incredible.”

“You brokered Reuben’s avatar
business?” Dex asked.

“Avatars?” Bish said, derisively.
“Hardly. He was too good for that kind of gross graphics work. No,
I used Reuben for the complex stuff — recreating ancient interfaces
for people, making systems respond to neural cues, occasionally
circumventing the artificial barriers to a full experience of the
’nets.” She looked at Dex sidelong, as if to check if he was
calling Security right now. He wasn’t.

“How long had Reuben been working
for you?” he asked.

“About a year,” she answered.
“It’s not a full time gig, you know. Just contracts here and there.
The money is quite competitive but to be perfectly honest I do
believe that he likes — that he liked the challenge more than the
compensation.”

Dex wondered. Ivy had never
mentioned working for Bish and he was sure that even her swiss
cheese natural memory would have retained a second employer. He
thanked Bish for her time and stood. She remained seated on the
bench, looking up at him through surprisingly thick eyelashes. “Let
me give you my card,” she said, her voice low and dripping with
sensuality. She pinged his system and as he accepted, her contact
information flowed into his database and the image of a small card
appeared in his avatar’s hand.

“If there’s ever something you
want,” she said, standing up, her avatar nearly touching his,
“something special, unique,” she leaned in so that her lips were
almost brushing his ear and whispered, “you call me.” She paused
and Dex felt his physical body flush. It was a most disconcerting
feeling and he was relieved when she linked away, the avatar fading
to invisibility before him.

• • •

Dex unfocussed and got up from his
chair. He went into the lav and splashed some water on his face. He
refilled his glass from the bottle on the table, swirling the
content around. He made a note to pick up another bottle on the way
home from work the next day. He stretched and sat down again. He
had about an hour to kill before his appointment with Tequila Kate.
Another man would have taken a three quarter hour hit of
SleepingJuice, played a game or hired a hooker. Dex paged over to
his video collection and loaded a file.

This time Dex picked a later video,
one he’d watched more times that he wished to admit. He watched his
younger self help his friend Maksym pack and watched them both
drink, Maks getting drunker as the night wore on, Dex remembering
how for once it was like drinking water, the numbness he felt
keeping him sober. He skipped through the video, stopping at
particular songs, or the looks on Maksym’s face, or that one moment
as he was refilling their glasses when he nearly said something,
nearly asked Maks why, how had things changed, how could he fix it.
Dex finished his drink, stopping the image as Maks stood in the
doorway, his face inscrutable. Some days Dex liked to imagine it
was a look of regret, but this night he just closed his eyes for a
moment and ended the file.

• • •

Dex followed the link Tequila Kate
had sent him and found himself stuck in between worlds for a
moment. The link was not to a bar, café or market as he’d assumed.
Rather it was to a privately owned location and his identity was
being checked against a guest list of sorts. The process didn’t
take a long time, but it was still an uncomfortable experience. Dex
successfully linked in and found himself in a small open space with
some couches, chairs, even a lecture area. There were a half dozen
other avatars there, chatting amongst themselves and Dex could see
some video and text screens which were set up as well to
accommodate people who were not accessing the area by
avatar.

He looked for Tequila Kate and soon
discovered that she was the flamboyantly attired avatar with a
literally flaming hairdo that swirled above, around and behind her
as she moved. He pinged her and she stood to greet him. She moved
toward him and they found a pair of seats out of the way of the
other people.

“So, you’re an independent
investigator,” she said, looking Dex up and down.

“And you’re a multi rights
activist,” he countered.

“Well, I’m glad to see we know who
we are,” she said, grinning and settled in to the seat. “You’re
investigating Reuben Cobalt’s murder.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re calling it a murder?”
She arched an eyebrow as she asked the question.

Dex didn’t rise to her bait. “Yes.”
He didn’t see any reason to get into a political discussion this
early on in the conversation and he figured it was his turn for
questions anyway. “How long have you known Reuben?”

“A few years,” she answered. “He
became active in the community a few years ago. His first — that’s
what we call the person who creates an alternate identity — his
first was worried about being outed, which is a real concern for
us. There are plenty of people out there who would never refer to
the death of a multi as murder. They’d think of it as cleaning
up.”

“I’m aware of the, ah, various
opinions,” Dex said. “But I’m mostly interested in Reuben. Had he
received any threats specifically? Was there anyone who had it in
for him personally?”

Kate shook her head. “I don’t
know,” she said. “He never mentioned anything like that. When I
first got to know him, it was though our support boards. That’s how
most of the new people come in — looking for a safe place to talk
about their experiences. But Reuben soon grew to be more of a
resource. And of course, there was his great gift to the
community.” She gestured around her.

“Avatars,” Dex said and Kate
nodded.

“When I started, I spent an
obscene amount on mine,” she said, “and it was a much more complex
process for me to log in than it is now, thanks to Reuben. His
program was gold to us.”

“It was a business for him,
though, wasn’t it?”

“Sure,” Kate said, “but he didn’t
gouge anyone. It was entirely reasonable. In fact, there are plenty
of designers out there who ask more than he did and that’s just for
the body. What Reuben offered was a chance at a normal life, for
the price of a nice outfit.” She fixed Dex with a steely gaze. “He
was a champion in this community.”

“Anyone disagree with that
assessment?” Dex asked.

“Well,” she said, “you’d have to
assume that those people who are trying to root us out of society
weren’t going to be in love with anyone who was making it easier
for multis to fit in.”

“How would they know?” Dex asked.
“Your community is closed and moderated.”

“You got in,” she said, “didn’t
you?” Dex smiled ruefully. “We have security measures,” she
continued, “but nothing is foolproof. We get our share of griefers
and worse. Let me introduce you to someone.” She stood and walked
over to the main group. She came back with a nondescript fellow,
who introduced himself as Jacob Sherman.

“Jacob is our security guy,” Kate
said, with a grin. “His first is, ah, in your line of work, I
think.” She smiled at the two men, then turned. “I’ll let you two
talk shop for awhile. Later.” She walked back to the main group and
Dex turned to face Sherman.

“This is kind of weird for me,”
Sherman said, refusing to meet Dex’s gaze. “Would you be okay with
linking over to Monte’s?” Dex was taken aback at the suggestion,
but agreed. He linked over and as the bar materialized around him,
he wondered what was up with the change of scenery. He made a bee
line for his usual table to wait for Sherman, when he caught sight
of Jay Shiraishi materializing. Shiraishi had been on the goon
squad with Dex when he’d started and was looking to be a lifer on
the squad. He was in line to lead the team after Pat Malone moved
on.

Dex waved and was about to let his
old buddy know that he was on the job when Shiraishi pinged him,
saying, “Thanks for coming. I figured it would be easier to talk,
here,” he gestured at the bar, then at his own avatar, “like
this.”


 Chapter
Nine

Dex ordered a drink and for a
change got it with the neural stimulator response active. It cost
more than just drinking the real booze he had sitting in front of
him at home, but Dex wasn’t prepared to divide his attention
between this conversation and his physical surroundings and he
needed a drink to go with this chat. “Goddamn it, Shiraishi, were
you planning on getting around to talking to me anytime soon?” Dex
was trying to keep his voice level.

“I didn’t know, man,” Shiraishi
answered, bringing his own pint of lager to his lips. “I don’t
usually read the Ds files and it didn’t come up at squad. At least,
no one mentioned his name. I really didn’t know until TK told
me.”

“Shit,” Dex said, sighing. “Well,
you’re here now. Spill it, Jay. How well did you know the
vic?”

“He did my avatar for me,”
Shiraishi said. “The other one, I mean. I knew him to say hello to.
I’ve seen him around the compound — that’s what they call the joint
where we just were. Other than that, nothing. We weren’t buddies or
anything like that. Besides, he’s busy with the avatars and I’m
busy with Security. There wasn’t a whole lot of socializing for
either of us at TK’s events.”

“Fine.” Dex tipped his glass back
and felt the unfamiliar rush of simulated drunkenness mixing with
the real thing. “What can you tell me, then?”

“How much experience have you had
with multis?” Shiraishi asked, sipping his own drink. Dex refilled
his glass, but had the invisible bartender hold the effects this
time.

“Honestly, not a lot,” he
answered. “As far as I know, this is my first case. I mean, I know
there are multis out there and I’ve never given a good god damn one
way or another about it, but that’s where it starts and
ends.”

“Fair enough,” Shiraishi said.
“It’s a complicated thing. On the one hand, there’s a long history
of people having multiple identities. Back before the
everywherenet, most people did, whether they wanted to or not. It
was so common that there were entire businesses built out of
helping people consolidate all their identities into a cohesive
unit. Of course, once the firms got together and made the
everywherenet happen, everyone had to pick a single identity and
stick with it if they wanted access. And once online access became
integrated with personal systems, that identity was pretty much
chosen for you.”

“But people still have separate
identities for boards, games, sex, the usual stuff.”

“Sure,” Shiraishi agreed, “but
those are really just pseudonyms. If push comes to shove, the
everywherenet knows it’s you.”

Dex thought for a moment. “Which
means that anyone can figure out who that hot little number is,” he
cocked his head toward an obvious prostitute on one of the bar
stools, “if they really want to bad enough.”

“Exactly,” Shiraishi said. “And,
of course, there are the logs. We all know that logs are kept of
all our activities somewhere in the bowels of everywherenet’s data
storage and we all know they’re erased after a couple of weeks. But
they’re there, so there’s no way to really ever hide what you do.
If you do something bad enough and someone with money or pull cares
enough, soon enough, you’ll get caught. It’s that simple. So a true
multi, an identity like kind that Reuben helped people create, it’s
what everyone fears and desires. Real anonymity. The chance to hide
or the chance to change yourself.” He sat back in his chair and
lifted his glass in a toast. “Freedom.”

“Okay, so there’s more to multiple
identities that meets the eye,” Dex said, “I can accept that. But
what’s up with all the Security? Is it really that dangerous and if
it is, how come there aren’t stories like Reuben’s all the
time?”

“Well, I’ll admit there’s a
healthy dose of paranoia within the community,” Shiraishi said,
“but that’s partly because there really are admins whose job it is
to hunt down and eliminate multis in a firm’s internal
system...”

“That’s different,” Dex broke in,
“they’re protecting the integrity of their system. Not the same
thing at all.”

“Fine,” Shiraishi said, “but
what’s to stop those same firms from getting those same admins to
do that same job on the public everywherenet?”

“Oh for chrissakes, Shiraishi,”
Dex said, putting his glass down on the table hard, “you’ve been
eating your own dog food so long you think it’s filet mignon. Just
because they could do that, it doesn’t mean they would. I mean,
hell’s bells, the firms can barely get together enough to run the
everywherenet, you really think they’re going to donate resources
to fund a manhunt for multis? Please.”

“Do you really think it’s that
unlikely?” Shiraishi said, sounding a little put out. “The firms
made damn sure that the everywherenet knows exactly who’s doing
what and where. And it’s not just online activity, either.” He
looked at Dex knowingly.

“Okay,” Dex said, “we know the
logs show both online and physical activity. So?”

“So they want the info, man,”
Shiraishi said, exasperated. “If they want it, they’re going to
want it for everyone. And that means no one slipping through the
cracks. No multis.”

“I don’t know,” Dex said. “That’s
pretty weak.”

“You don’t have to believe it,”
Shiraishi said, “but you asked and I’m telling you. And there
definitely are individuals who are hunting down multis, whether
they’re on a clock or not.”

“What do you mean?”

“People get harassed and people
get deleted. Usually it’s not multis who are so far into the scene
that they have avatars, but yeah, people do just
disappear.”

“Are we talking technical
erasure,” Dex asked, “or old fashioned intimidation?”

“It’s a bit of both,” Shiraishi
said, “usually intimidation. There are a few renegade admin types
who troll the boards looking for multis, crack the authentication
and delete the accounts. Nothing we can even do about that, except
help people revive the identity. Also, they usually have to go
board by board to do that — it’s more of a nuisance than anything.
To be fair, working Security for the compound the major concern is
anonymity for the firsts and keeping the looky-lous
out.”

“Ever investigated a murder?” Dex
asked, flat out.

“No,” Shiraishi answered, meeting
his old comrade’s gaze. “Though we’d likely never have known about
it anyway. When people disappear, that’s the point. They’re
gone.”

Dex paused. He pulled up the image
of Reuben that Ivy had sent him and sent it to Shiraishi. “This one
didn’t disappear.” Dex watched as Shiraishi’s avatar’s face stopped
changing. He wondered what the man’s true reaction was to the
image.

When he finally spoke, Shiraishi’s
voice was soft. “Fuck, Dex, what did they do to him?”

“Reprogrammed him into a loop.
His, whatever you call it, first, didn’t even know it was
happening.”

“Whoa,” Shiraishi said, “this is
some heavy shit. If we’ve got a multi-hating programmer on the
loose with these kind of skills... I’d better warn TK.” Shiraishi
made to get up, but Dex put out a hand to stop the man.

“Slow down, big fella,” Dex said.
“As far as we know, this is a one-off. There’s no indication that
this is an anti-multi crime. Odds are it’s a personal thing; murder
usually is. Don’t go off all half-cocked and scare the crap out of
your little community.” Shiraishi sat back down and rubbed his face
with his hands.

“But what if there is some sick
fuck out there with a hard-on for multis and a bag of evil code?
What if this happens to someone else?” It was a good question, one
Dex couldn’t really answer.

“I don’t know,” Dex conceded, “but
what good is scaring everyone going to do? We don’t know who it is,
or how the reprogramming happened. We don’t even have any leads to
tell people to watch out for this or for that. All we have is
something to fear, just problems without solutions. And what’s the
point of that?”

The men were quiet, the sounds of
the bar’s music playing over each one’s thoughts. Shiraishi stood
and broke the silence. “I’ll give you two days. If you can’t give
me a reason not to by then, I’m posting this to the community.
Image and all.” He linked out of the bar without another word and
Dex shook his head.

The last thing he needed was
Shiraishi running around giving all the multis on the ’nets
nightmares. Even if there were a serial multi killer out there,
which Dex had no reason to believe, all a full scale panic would do
is tip that person off to who the multis were. It was a dumb,
rookie move, but Dex understood. They were his people. He was one
of them, they were his community and he wanted to protect them. Dex
understood, but he didn’t share those feelings. After all, he had
no one to protect.

He linked out of Marionette City
and looked around his tiny apartment. The kind of real world jobs
he took, this was the best sort of thing he could expect. Of
course, with his Cubicle Men salary, he could have afforded a
private place, but why bother. He didn’t need any more space; he
didn’t have any things to put in it. He spent his extra money on
disk upgrades, music files and once in a while on something with a
little more class than Jamaica’s Best.

He hit the lav and drank some
water, trying to get the non-taste of virtual booze out of his
mouth. He doused the lights with a thought and took a swig of
SleepingJuice. His last thought was extinguished before it could
even be fully formed.


 Chapter
Ten

After his typical gulp of Flying
Fish, five minutes in the lav, dressed and out the door routine,
Dex fired up his system on the train ride in to B&B and sent
off a message to Alvaro Zuccarelli. No more Mr. Nice Guy, it was
time to start getting answers. By the time he was getting his first
mug of coffee flavoured sludge, he had a meeting set up in
Marionette City with Zuccarelli. The banker held offices there and
Dex had been forced to make an appointment. Fine, they could play
it Zuccarelli’s way; Dex didn’t mind so long as he got what he
wanted out of the man.

He was part way through the third
call of the morning when his internal system interrupted with an
emergency message. He put the B&B customer on hold and checked
it out. Someone was calling him on the emergency channel, sending
nothing but a link to Marionette City. The Cubicle Men’s emergency
system had access to that channel, as well as the automated
everywherenet channel for disaster warnings or public health
scares, but that was it. He had never had this happen before, so he
just went straight in to see what was going on. As the linked area
was materializing around him, he could see a humanoid form already
there, waiting.

It took a couple of seconds to
fully log into Marionette City, which was good news for Dex. He was
just beginning to make out the form in the blocky world forming in
his vision, when he saw what appeared to be a small explosion
emanating from the middle of the shape in front of him. His
instincts from his years in the goon squad kicked in and he hard
aborted the login. As he was killing the process, he sent an urgent
message to Annabelle. She responded immediately by
voice.

“What’s up Dex?” she said, a hint
of surprise in her voice. “Is this business or
pleasure?”

Dex couldn’t be bothered with the
niceties. “I think someone is trying to kill me,” he said, “in
Marionette City.”

“What?” she asked incredulously
and Dex briefly explained what he’d seen in the second or so before
he killed the login procedure.

“I’m going in,” Annabelle said,
“send me a link.” Dex did as she asked, then asked her to send him
real time visuals of what she saw. She agreed and linked in to his
last position.

She logged in and Dex saw the same
images he’d seen just seconds before, only without the other form
nearby. Annabelle turned on her heads up display, looking for
nearby activity — there were a few avatars hanging out in that
location, but nothing stood out as strange. “Damn it!” Dex said,
“he’s gone.”

“Not so fast, mister,” Annabelle
said, bringing up an unfamiliar screen on her display. “I’ve got a
few tricks up my sleeve, you know.” She entered some commands and
the world around her seemed to shimmer. “And they say time travel
is impossible,” she said, as Dex saw the space around him
change.

“What the hell?”

“I’ve got a backdoor patch into
the master log,” Annabelle said. “We can’t change anything, but we
can see what happened. So, let’s go back, say, two
minutes?”

“Sounds about right,” Dex said,
amazed. His viewer looked like it was showing a vid running in
reverse, avatars coming and going and at one point he saw the
flash. “There it is,” he said.

“Let’s go back a bit further and
see what we get,” Annabelle said as the images continued to run
back. The shape Dex saw when the explosion happened left the area
and Annabelle stopped the rewind. Dex saw an avatar enter the area,
dressed in the most basic outfit available, the default avatar when
someone first activates an account in Marionette City. It was blank
looking in every way, performing no gestures of any kind, the face
and body entirely neutral. The only thing about it that
differentiated it from a completely newborn avatar was that it was
holding something. Something that looked like a handgun.

Dex saw himself beginning to
materialize and the avatar lifted the weapon, aiming it at a badly
pixellated version of Dex’s avatar. He saw the gun fire and saw his
own avatar link out of Marionette City at the same time. The gunman
stood still for a moment, continuing to aim the weapon, then
disappeared.

“Any idea who that was?” Dex
asked. “Or what he was trying to do?”

Annabelle was quiet for a while, as
text and images scrolled over her display. “I think I’m getting
something,” she said. “Hang on, I have to link out. I’ll call you
back in a sec.”

The images in front of Dex’s vision
disappeared and he noticed the blinking light in his peripheral
vision, indicating that he had a B&B client still on hold. He
quickly reviewed the recorded client call, refreshing his memory.
The poor sap was trying to cancel his support account and Dex was
following the company line of trying to keep the customer on the
books as long as possible. Fuck it, he didn’t have time for this.
Dex picked up the call and before the customer could start
screaming at him, he nicely said, “There we go, your account is
canceled and a refund for the last month is on its way. Thank you
for choosing Barrett and Brar,” and he ended the call. A few finger
waves and everything he had said became true. He’d catch hell for
it at the monthly meeting, but he had bigger fish to
fry.

Annabelle had been pinging him as
he was finishing the B&B call and he answered her as soon as he
could. “Bad news, Dex,” she said. “It was a bot.”

“A bot?”

“Yeah,” she sighed, “a script
someone wrote up to create a throwaway avatar who was trying to
infect your account with a virus.”

“What?” Dex asked, perplexed.
“What the hell is that supposed to do? Everlock would just kill it
before it even got in. Who cares?”

Everlock was the pervasive
anti-malware program that filled everywherenet and made it safe to
plug the implanted human/silicon hybrid computer system everyone
used straight into the public ’nets. Annabelle explained. “Everlock
will kill the virus, sure, and you’d be just fine. But as a
consequence of it finding the virus, you’d be locked out of
Marionette City for a while. Maybe even a day or more, while
Everlock pulled out the destructive code.”

“So the bot wasn’t actually trying
to kill me,” Dex said, “just slow me down.”

“Looks that way,” Annabelle said.
“Though there’s a few interesting things in here. You didn’t
actually get a full hit of the virus, so you’re good to go. I did
manage to get it all copied to my own system and I’m reading the
source now. It looks like your friendly neighborhood killbot is
lazy.”

“What do you mean?”

“It looks like he just recycled
the code he’d used before,” she said, “I’m pretty sure this is the
code that did the number on your vic.”

“What the fuck?” Dex said, his jaw
open.

“Well, I’ve been thinking about
this one,” Annabelle said, “I, ah, took the liberty of downloading
your case file and reading it over. Hope you don’t
mind.”

“That’s fine,” Dex said,
impatiently, “that’s what it’s for. What do you think?”

“Well, your vic was a lot like
this bot — just a virtual construction within Marionette City,
built to emulate an individual login, but separate. It’s
complicated to do, certainly more complicated for your vic than the
bot, but it’s just code in the end. What makes Everlock work is
that we’re not just code. There are built in protections in the
interface between the wetware and the silicon, hardware
protections. You’d never notice it, but there’s a very slight lag
between anything passing the barrier between the hardware and
wetware and that’s where Everlock does its magic. But for a
construct that’s pure code, that barrier doesn’t exist. They’re
still vulnerable to malware and that’s what this is.”

“So you’re saying that Reuben was
killed by a virus?”

“Well, technically, no,” Annabelle
said. “There’s no indication here that the code is designed to
self-replicate. But it was foreign malware introduced into the
system.” She added, coldly, “And, of course, you can’t kill
something that’s not real.”

Dex ignored her last comment. “And
what would it have done to me if I had been infected?” Dex
asked.

“Actually, this is the interesting
thing,” Annabelle said, warming up to the subject again, “it
actually wouldn’t have done anything. It would have just failed to
run. The bot really wasn’t intended to hurt you, assuming its
writer knew anything about the code it was deploying. All it would
do is trigger the Everlock login freeze.”

Dex leaned back in his chair and
thought. “Can you trace the bot?” he asked. “See who wrote it,
who’s controlling it?”

“Dunno,” Annabelle said, “I can
try.” She paused. “But it’ll cost you.”

“What,” Dex said, annoyed, “what
do you mean?”

“Dinner,” she said. “Take me out
to dinner tonight and I’ll see what I can find for you.”

“I... but...” Dex
sputtered.

“Good,”
Annabelle said. “I’ll make a reservation and send you the link. Til
tonight, then.” She ended the call and Dex sighed. People, he
thought. Can’t live with ’em.

• • •

Dex had to scramble to keep his
appointment with Zuccarelli. He linked in to Marionette City
directly to the building where the banker kept his offices. Dex
checked the directory and found the rooms where he was to meet
Zuccarelli. He walked through the construct, wondering how much
effort it had taken to reproduce a historical four storey brick
walk up and why anyone would bother. He climbed the stairs for two
floors and halfway down the hall came to a door with Zuccarelli’s
name stenciled on the faux glass.

Dex knocked and the door opened.
Alvaro Zuccarelli was seated behind an enormous slate desk with
nothing on it, not moving, seeming to stare off into space. It was
a disconcerting image, but Dex simply walked up to the desk, put
his palms flat on its surface and leaned in toward the other
man.

“Enough bullshit,” he said,
looking Zuccarelli in the eyes. “I have had a very bad couple of
hours and you do not want to make me an enemy today. Reuben Cobalt.
Tell me everything you know.”

Zuccarelli smiled, as if he were
accustomed to being threatened. “I’m sure a man in your position
can appreciate the value of discretion, Mr. Dexter. My clients do
expect certain... additional benefits with their accounts
here.”

“Can it with the sales pitch,” Dex
said, sitting in the chair opposite the desk. “I’m not in the
market. Reuben Cobalt is dead.”

“What?” Zuccarelli’s smile
disappeared. “How is that possible?”

“It appears that he was murdered,”
Dex answered, coldly.

“Murdered?” Zuccarelli looked
genuinely shocked, but a man of his means would have an avatar that
could fake anything. “Poor Ivy,” he said, softly.

“Do you know what her connection
to Reuben Cobalt was?” Dex asked.

Zuccarelli looked at Dex in the
eye. “She never made that clear to me and it was not my place to
ask. One needs to be open minded in my business, Mr.
Dexter.”

“Fine,” Dex said. “Then open your
mind about Reuben Cobalt and tell me everything you
know.”

“Very well,” Zuccarelli said. “I
was Reuben Cobalt’s banker. That’s all. It wasn’t even a terribly
interesting account. At first it was just small transfers in from
Ivy’s account, but then Reuben started to get work of his own and I
was more involved. What do you want — copies of his
records?”

“Yes,” Dex said, “that would be a
good start.”

“Fine,” Zuccarelli sighed and
pinged Dex’s system. He accepted the download and a small
spreadsheet appeared in his inbox. “What else?”

“What else have you got?” Dex
asked, reminded of his old goon squad days. Sometimes it was fun to
intimidate the witnesses.

“Nothing, really,” Zuccarelli
said. “I didn’t know him well and honestly I have a program that
handles most of the day to day affairs.”

Dex was scanning through Reuben’s
records and whistled under his voice when he saw the final account
balance. “He had a tidy bundle in here,” Dex said, “even after your
usurious take.” Zuccarelli sniffed. “So, what’s going to happen to
it?”

“Given the situation,” Zuccarelli
said, “I’ll be transferring it to Ivy’s account. Seems
appropriate.”

“Indeed,” Dex agreed. “So,” he
said, switching tacks, “how do you know Ivy?”

Zuccarelli hesitated, as if
deciding whether a lie would be preferable to the truth. He seemed
to get a resigned look on his face and Dex figured that he’d be
getting at least some version of the truth. “She built this place
for me,” he gestured at the space around him.

“The room, or...”

“No, the building,” Zuccarelli
said. “I own the whole thing.”

“I see,” Dex said, “you hired her
firm?”

“No,” Zuccarelli said, “she was
moonlighting for me. Through... my other life I became aware of her
work at her firm. I think it was her first time as an independent —
I paid her with cash and my services. She still has a small account
with me. Now that Reuben is gone... well, I suppose I’ll see more
of her now.”

“Guess so,” Dex said. He stood and
thanked Zuccarelli for his time. “I might very well be back,” he
said, before leaving. “And if you think of anything that might be
useful...”

“I’ll be in touch, of course,”
Zuccarelli said and Dex linked out of the man’s office. He had to
go put on his date tie.


 Chapter
Eleven

Dex didn’t have time to go shopping
for a new tie, let alone a new suit. It had been a while since he’d
been hoodwinked into taking someone to dinner and his good tie was,
he realized now, hideously ugly. He put it on anyway and changed
his view so that he could get a good look at his avatar. The suit
his avatar always wore was fine and he’d always been fond of the
hat. But the tie — what had he ever been thinking? Bright red and
shiny against his charcoal suit. Ugh. It wasn’t that ugly, he told
himself, so long as you just closed your eyes and didn’t look at
it. Whatever. It was only Annabelle and it was under duress. Maybe
she’d take the tie as a hint.

By now Dex was physically back at
his apartment and he took a minute to unfocus from Marionette City
and make his body comfortable. He changed clothes, used the lav and
poured the last of the Jamaica’s Best into a tumbler. He hadn’t had
time to get another bottle, so he would have to drink the virtual
crap. At least he could get a glass of the real stuff in
now.

He settled into his comfortable
chair and went back online. At least the restaurant Annabelle had
picked wasn’t one of those million dollar places that would cost
Dex a week’s pay. He linked over a minute or two early and got to
the table first. He flipped through the menu and tried to remember
the last time he’d even been to a restaurant. He just didn’t
understand the point of tasting food but not getting full. Still,
if Annabelle had anything useful for him, it would be worth it. So
long as he didn’t think about the tie.

Annabelle arrived precisely on time
and she had definitely put more effort into this than Dex had. She
had done something to her chin length hair, made it all pouffy and
sparkly and she wore a dress. Dex didn’t think he’d ever seen her
in dress before — he always thought she was strictly a utilitarian
dresser. But this night she had on some kind of semi transparent
thing with a slight purple glow to it. Underneath she wore a couple
of tiny bands of strategically placed purple fabric. Shit. This
could get complicated.

“Hey, Dex,” she said as she sat
down across from him. “Looking good.” Dex rolled his eyes and
cursed his tie.

“Yeah,” he answered, “you, too.”
They each looked at the menu and placed their orders with the
table’s service screen. Their glasses filled immediately and Dex
took a long swallow of the fake dark and stormy. It wasn’t that bad
after all. “So, got anything for me?” he asked. Annabelle arched an
eyebrow, grinning and he hastened to add, “From the code you took
earlier.”

Her smile faltered and she said,
“Yeah, the code. Well, there’s good news and bad news. The good
news is that I’m ninety nine percent sure that we don’t have a a
multi-hating serial killer on our hands. The code that got your vic
was specifically non-replicating. It was made for him and him
alone.”

“Well, that’s good to know,” Dex
said, beginning to compose a message to Jay Shiraishi while they
talked. “And the bad news?”

“Bad news is that’s all I know,”
Annabelle looked away from his gaze. “There’s nothing there to
identify where it came from. The code itself is just stand-alone
malware — there’s nothing that identifies it at all. And the bot
was very carefully made, not tied to another system, at least not
that I can see.” She caught his eyes and looked away again. “I
mean, there has to be a real system running the damn thing, but I
just can’t get back to it. They did a good job Dex. It was the real
deal.”

“Strange,” he said, thinking.
“From what I’ve heard, Reuben was the best in the business for that
sort of thing. And it seems unlikely that he killed himself, since
Ivy is the one who hired me. Besides, he... or she would have had
so many easier ways to do it. What would be the point?”

“Beats me,” Annabelle said. At
that moment, the first course arrived. Dex could smell Annabelle’s
escargot and it just made him hungry. He picked a piece of what was
supposed to be some kind of smoked fish out of his salad and tasted
it. The flavour in his mouth was strong, but it just wasn’t the
same as eating. He’d have been happier with a food brick, but
Annabelle seemed to be enjoying herself.

“So,” Dex said, when the table had
appeared to swallow their empty appetizer plates, “you do this sort
of thing often?”

“Eating?” Annabelle asked, looking
confused.

“Yeah,” Dex said, leaning back a
bit. “You know, going to restaurants, blackmailing people into
coming with you; the whole dating thing.”

“Ah,” she said. “I guess. I mean,
I’ve been out a few times — it’s something to do. Everyone does,
right? We’re all looking for that someone.”

“I don’t know if we all do,” Dex
said, “and I don’t think there is a someone.”

“Sure there is,” she smiled at him
and leaned in. “There’s someone out there for everyone — even if
you need a pickaxe, a compass, and night goggles to find them.” She
laughed and Dex found himself grinning in spite of
himself.

“Maybe for you,” he said, “but
some of us are just better off alone.” At that moment, their meals
arrived and they spent a few awkward moments with the food. When
the table cleared their plates. Dex began, “Look, I’m
sorry...”

“Don’t be,” Annabelle interrupted
him, “I’m not looking for a lifetime here. Why don’t we just have a
night together — I’m free, you’re free. Nothing intimate, just
sex.”

“Just sex?”

“You know,” she said, laughing,
“enjoyable act between two creatures in a species in response to
biological and neurological stimuli?”

“Yeah,” Dex said, smiling sadly.
“I know what it is. I just... well, it’s not you, I
just...”

“What?” she said,
softly.

“I, ah,” Dex tried to fond a
delicate way to put his thoughts. “I have a different
preference.”

“Oh,” she said, eyebrows lifting.
“That doesn’t have to be a problem. I’m no prude.” Her body
shimmered slightly and then turned slowly and surprisingly
seamlessly into someone else. Her hair shortened to an above the
ear short cut, the dress condensed into a pair of fitted trousers
and a t-shirt and the underneath bands changed as well. The top
band disappeared entirely, revealing a very solid set of male
pectoral muscles and the bottom bands formed into underpants
sporting a substantial and prominent package. “Do you like this
better?”

Dex had nothing to say and
Annabelle said, “I don’t mind dressing up occasionally. Whatever
works for you.”

“No,” he finally got out, “that’s
exactly the problem. I don’t enjoy any of this.”

“You don’t like sex?”

“Not like this,” he said,
gesturing around them. “If there isn’t touching, real body
touching, I just... I just don’t like it.” Dex felt his face get
hot and wondered if he could get away with just linking out of the
restaurant. Instead, they sat together in silence for a moment.
“It’s not you,” he said, finally. “You’re... great. Either way. If
I met you on the train or something, well, who knows, right?
But...”

“It’s okay,” she said, the avatar
standing up, shimmering and turning back to Annabelle, the girl.
“If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work,” she said, a little sadly but
with genuine feeling, “I do understand.” Dex stood and walked
toward her. He kissed her lightly on the cheek and she smiled.
“Thanks,” she said. “It might not do anything for you, but that was
nice for me.”

“Thanks for your help on the
case,” he said, then immediately hated himself for sounding like
such a heel. Annabelle smiled, though.

“Anytime,” she said. “You know if
you ever change your mind...”

“If I do, you’ll be the first one
I call,” he said, smiling. He waited for her to link out of the
restaurant, then checked to make sure she was offline before he
linked over to Monte’s.

• • •

“Why the long face?” the bartender
said and Dex knew better than to search the bot’s face for any hint
of humour. There wasn’t any.

“It’s been a rough day,” Dex said,
accepting the double dark and stormy with extra neural stims. He
took a sip and felt the strange rush of the false liquor hit his
system.

“You wanna talk about it?” the
bartender asked, as it always did, as it was programmed to
do.

“No,” Dex said and the bar bot
turned and walked down to the other end of the bar, unoffended. He
took another sip of his drink and looked at his reflection in the
mirror behind the bar. Not bad for a guy who didn’t give a damn, he
thought, tie or no tie. He knew he didn’t see what Annabelle saw
and wondered if he should have just gone with her. He probably
could have faked it for an hour or two; it would have made her
happy, if only for the moment. But he knew he couldn’t keep it up,
the charade, pretending he felt something when he never
did.

It was bad enough sitting here, in
this fake bar, drinking fake booze served by a fake bartender. Just
because he wanted that feeling, the one you get sitting alone in a
crowded room, somehow more solitary than if you really were alone.
Though, of course, the funny reality of it all was that Dex was
actually alone, in his apartment, staring off into space. There
were just so many levels of deception in the modern world. He
didn’t think he was cut out for it. This new world. Born too late,
that’s what Maks used to say, they were a couple of guys who were
just born at the wrong time in history.

But Maks figured it out, somehow.
How to fit in, make it all make some kind of sense. He’d figured it
out, but never filled Dex in on the secret. He just walked out the
door, out of Dex’s life and he’d taken the secret with him. Dex
took a long pull on his drink and wondered, not for the first time,
what Maks was doing now. He wondered if Maks ever thought of him,
of the life they had lived back when they both believed that they
could make a place where things could be different.

Where things could be different.
Dex fished in his pockets and found the card that Stella Bish had
given him. Do you ever wish things could be different, she’d asked
him. Only every second of every day. But there was no program that
could make the world the way he wanted it to be. Annabelle’s time
machine didn’t work that way. Still, maybe there was something...
something she could do for him to dull the ache. Dull it more than
the booze did.

He pulled up his messenger and
started to carefully compose a message. After half an hour, he had
it ready and sent it off to Bish. Another dark and stormy went by,
the bartender now offering sobering tablets along with the drinks.
Dex passed, wanting to feel the sweet oblivion and the promised
pain the next day. Feeling things — it took a lot in this world to
make him feel things.

He was debating on a third drink
when his messenger pinged. Bish had a name for him. Uri Farone. He
dealt in memories, making them better, making them the way they
ought to be. There was no changing the past, but Farone knew how to
make it seem as though the past were different. Dex figured that
this was the closest he would ever get. He paged over to Farone’s
board and looked at the satisfied customer testimonials and the
various options available for purchase.

It was impressive. According to his
PR page, the deluxe package could completely erase the “wrong”
memory and replace it with a better one. Of course, the usual
caveats applied about not being responsible for any cognitive
dissonance created by the process and paradoxes that arose as a
result. Dex wondered — if he could fix it so that his memory of
Maks was gone, would he be able to live in this world? He focussed
back on the bar, its lights flashing, avatars dancing, drinking,
fighting and fucking within its false walls. He swallowed the last
of his drink and went offline.

Blinking at the seemingly bright
lights in his room, Dex stood and worked the kinks out of his body.
He shucked off his sweaty clothes and stumbled to the lav. He
turned on the shower full blast and found that he had to lean
against the side of the tiny room as the water rushed over him.
With a lurch, he doubled over and threw up under the shower. Once
his stomach settled slightly, he turned off the water, let the
blower dry him and the room, then padded out, naked, to fall into
bed.


 Chapter
Twelve

The buzzing in his head was nearly
drowned out by the throbbing. The room was hardly lit at all — the
windows had automatically become translucent according to Dex’s
daily program for the apartment, but the surrounding buildings and
cloud cover kept the sunlight a dull dishwater streak. Even so, Dex
thought his eyes were going to pop out of his head when he looked
toward the weak light. He turned off his system’s alarm and at
least the buzzing stopped. He felt his gorge rise as soon as he sat
up and he grabbed the bottle of Flying Fish on the way to the
lav.

After a few minutes on his knees,
Dex thought he might be able to keep the tonic down and sipped
carefully from the bottle as he turned the shower on quickly to
hose down his body and the room. He stayed on the floor as the
water turned to warm air and he dried off. He waited a few moments
for the electrolytes and other chemicals in the tonic to calm his
stomach and sooth the throbbing in his head. He’d get to B&B a
few minutes later than usual, but he was already in line for a
reprimand for the cancelled account — he figured that another minor
infraction didn’t really matter much.

Dex yanked his spare uniform out of
the autoclave, dressed and grabbed a nutrient brick, which he
stuffed in his pocket. He took another swig of Flying Fish before
he left the apartment and rested his head on the pole of the lift
as it spiraled him down to street level. He nibbled gingerly at the
food brick as he rode the train to B&B and ended up arriving
only a few minutes later than he usually did.

Thankfully, he was on text duty, so
he didn’t have to actually speak to anyone. He spent the next three
hours answering questions ranging from the moronic to the
incomprehensible. Aside from the occasional attack of vertigo, it
was really the perfect mindset for the job. At break time, Dex
grabbed a coffee, then hightailed it back to his work station and
called up the contact details for Uri Farone.

Interested customers could get a
quote for the “software memory upgrade” of their choice in a
variety of ways — there was a text form, a voice messaging line and
Farone provided a link to a small kiosk in Marionette City where he
or a bot was available 24/7 to help potential clients realize their
dreams. The CSR in Dex was impressed with the customer service
commitment. He went back to answering client queries, still
thinking about Farone’s offer.

Dex was self aware enough to know
that he had a problem. The disaster of his date with Annabelle only
reminded him a truth he had known for a long time. Maybe he wasn’t
cut out for the modern world, but he was pretty sure there were
other people like him, only they didn’t spend every spare moment
curled up in a bottle watching the same videos of their past on
eternal repeat.

Just after he’d first joined up
with the Cubicle Men, Dex had actually made an effort to at least
pretend to be normal. He’d searched out boards for people who
record their lives, ostensibly to hone the technical aspects of the
operation, but secretly Dex hoped he might meet someone he could
actually talk to. There were plenty of people on the boards that
probably would have done, but it never worked out. Dex kept looking
for the ease that comes with physical, real world companionship,
that connection with another person that he just never felt online.
Eventually, he gave up on the boards and just focussed on the work.
He told himself there was more than enough stimulation on the
job.

And that might even have been true,
once. Dex was rarely bored; the work he did as one of the Cubicle
Men was fascinating to him and he liked to think he was good at it.
He’d certainly been given enough encouragement by his squad
leaders. Two full time jobs managed to fill the days and Dex
usually didn’t feel like he was missing out on anything. But today,
this morning, in his stimulant-weakened state, he let himself want
things to be different. Maybe Uri Farone’s ad text was right —
maybe Dex could change the past in order to change the
future.

• • •

Dex spent the rest of the day
focussed on B&B work; it hurt his head too much to manage two
viewers at once. He did send Ivy a message in the afternoon, asking
for another meeting. It was time to check in, to find out if she
had any other information and see how she reacted to the news that
while he hadn’t found the killer, he had found the murder weapon.
They set an appointment for that evening at Monte’s and Dex figured
he’d have at least thirty minutes at his apartment before he’d have
to link over. On his way back to the apartment, he found himself
surprisingly looking forward to the taste of real alcohol. He
wondered how he could be in such pain in the morning, but by the
time the workday ended, be ready for another drink.

It was raining again, the drops big
and cold, making the street slick and drawing up the smell of
something long dead from the pavement. The city seemed darker, more
ominous to Dex when it rained. It could be just the lack of the
weak and ineffective sunlight they usually got, making the world a
grimmer place than usual, or maybe it was the shine that made the
concrete and metal gleam like a knife in the LED streetlights.
Whatever it was, it made Dex’s mood even more foul and as he
trudged from the train stop to his building, he wished he could
skip meeting with Ivy and go straight to bed. Twelve hours of
oblivion seemed about right just then. Even so, he stopped in at
the store and picked up another bottle of Jamaica’s Best to replace
the previous day’s dead soldier.

Dex spiraled up the lift to his
floor, dripping water all the way down the shaft. He stepped off
into the dank hallway and walked down the hall and into his
apartment. He had his system turn the heat up a couple of degrees
as he undressed. He stuffed his wet things along with the previous
day’s clothes into the autoclave and stepped into the lav. Ten
seconds of water, followed by the blower and Dex was almost warm
again. He found a light fleece blanket and without bothering with
clothes, wrapped himself up. The joys of living alone.

He opened the new bottle of rum and
poured a small amount into a mug, then topped it up with ginger
ale. He put the mug in the zapper for a half minute, then took his
makeshift hot toddy to the chair. He settled in and linked over to
Monte’s.

He headed for the usual table and
ordered a coffee. He was still chilled from the walk and the image
of a warm drink fitted his mood better than his usual cocktail. His
avatar sipped the coffee while Dex sipped his hot toddy, waiting
for Ivy. Dex waited about ten minutes, spending the time catching
up on news from around the boards and the Cubicle Men’s own feed.
He was getting near the end of his coffee when Ivy linked in,
looking somewhat frantic.

“What’s wrong?” Dex messaged over
to her, as she looked for him in the darkened room.

“I’m supposed to be with Renna and
the others and I just had a bit of trouble getting away,” she said
as she walked over to the table. “I don’t have very
long.”

“No problem,” Dex said as Ivy sat
across from him. “I’ll just give you the executive summary. Whoever
killed Reuben tried to hit me with the same code.”

“Oh my god,” Ivy said, her
avatar’s face registering shock. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Dex said. “I
linked out before it got me and anyway all it would have done is
kept me out of Marionette City for a few days. Everlock would have
eaten it.”

Ivy nodded gravely and said, “I was
always worried about that.” Dex looked puzzled and she continued.
“The multi avatars. I knew Everlock didn’t really do anything for
them; I knew they were vulnerable. Oh, Mr. Dexter,” Ivy looked
panicked. “Is going around? Has it replicated?”

He shook his head. “Don’t worry,”
he said. “That’s the other thing. The code was specifically
non-replicating. The good news is that means everyone else is okay,
or at least they’re safe from this. The bad news,” he looked in her
eyes, “is that someone really specifically didn’t like Reuben and
I’m no closer to knowing who.”

Ivy’s avatar’s face went slack and
she was quiet for a while. “No, that’s good news,” she said,
finally. “I don’t know what I did to deserve this, but at least it
was only for me. And now that it happened, I can maybe find a way
to protect the others from this kind of attack.”

Dex was surprised at her reaction,
but in all his dealings with the multi community it had been clear
that they tended to look out for one another. But there had to be a
leak, a crack, a chink in the armour somehow. “Ivy, I need you to
tell me something,” he said. “The work you do for people in the
community, the work Reuben did for Stella Bish, what was all that?
Why is it so secret?”

She looked at Dex like an adult
looks at a retarded child. “Do you tell everyone you know about
this?” she asked, gesturing at the two of them. “Your landlord,
your lovers, your regular job, if you have one? Do they all know
you live off grid?”

Dex was silent a moment. She had a
valid point. “Fair enough,” he said, “but what were you doing?
Alvaro Zuccarelli told me you started with his building and I know
you do avatars for multis, but by the look of Reuben’s bank
statements, there’s a lot more to it than that. What did Reuben do,
Ivy?”

“Do you have a regular day job?”
she asked. Dex nodded, hoping she’d cut to chase sooner rather than
later. “So you’re on the two full time job schedule?”

“Sure,” he said. “A lot of it is
concurrent, if you know what I mean.”

“Of course,” Ivy said, smiling
without warmth. “I’ve been doing it a while now, myself. I do UI
for a big firm for big, normal projects and Reuben does... did UI
for Stella Bish, for small, underground projects. I don’t know how
you do it, but it’s been fucking hell for two years. Hardly any
time to myself, trying to juggle all the projects, keeping all the
secrets... but it all seemed worth it. I was getting somewhere, you
know,” she said, looking at Dex with sadness in her face. “I
thought I was finally getting somewhere.”

“I’m not sure I follow you,” Dex
said, softly.

“I think I just about had it all
worked out,” she said, talking as much to herself as to Dex. “I
think I could have done it.”

“Done what?”

“Disappeared,” she said, looking
up at Dex. “Left Ivy behind once and for all. Become Reuben. Full
time, all the time, just Reuben. Who I’ve always really been all
along.” Dex was silent, waiting for her to finish. “As soon as I
created him, it just felt so much more right. His personality, his
body, everything about him... was me. I just never knew it before.
I thought...” she paused, as if trying to catch her breath. “I
thought I might actually get to be happy.”

Dex had nothing to say to that and
once he didn’t answer her, Ivy looked embarrassed and begged off to
go back to her friends. “They’ll come looking for me if I’m away
much longer,” she said and Dex told her they were done. Ivy linked
out of the bar and with no other reason to stay, Dex linked out of
Marionette City and went offline. He thought about what she had
said and saw the sadness in her face as she remembered how close to
happiness she might have been. It was a familiar sight. What
remained of his hot toddy had grown cold and Dex threw it down the
drain in the middle of the floor in the lav. He drank a glass of
water, took a draught of SleepingJuice and slipped into the dark
well of sleep.
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Thirteen

When Dex awoke, the world seemed
brighter and generally less horrible than it had for some time. It
was amazing what not being critically hung over can do for a man.
While he didn’t exactly leap from the bed, there was no doubt that
he would be out of the apartment and en route to his work station
at B&B in the usual amount of time. He might even be a little
early, which would hopefully offset the lateness of the previous
day.

However, when he arrived at the
CSR’s room, his messenger immediately went off with an urgent
notice to see his manager, Marian. “Aw, fuck,” Dex thought. This is
going to be annoying and unpleasant. He wasn’t sure if he would
have to do some serious groveling or if he was just going to get
shit-canned right off the bat. It wouldn’t be the first time and
thanks to some connections within the Cubicle Men, he knew he could
get another job without too much hassle. Still, he’d have to change
apartments and he’d just gotten used to his current one. He really
wasn’t excited about the inevitable months of banging into doors in
the dark.

Dex dropped his overcoat off at his
work station before heading down the hall to the management suite.
Why they made him actually physically go to their offices, he’d
never understand. It was bad enough that people had to physically
be on the premises to do work that only ever occurred over the
’nets anyway. But, that was part of the fun of having a low end job
— you got to perform menial tasks and, as a bonus, be used a prop
for massaging your boss’s ego.

He got to the antechamber of the
managers’ suite and pinged his boss. The automatic response popped
up and told him to wait. As usual. There were no chairs and Dex was
left cooling his heels for a good five minutes. If he was going to
catch hell for being five minutes late, you’d think they would be
less inclined to waste even more of his time. But you’d think a lot
of things that only occurred in a fantasy world. Finally, his
messenger went off and Dex was summoned into the office.

It wasn’t really a suite, as such.
Sure, the managers had offices with walls and doors and they had
their own private break room and lav. But the offices themselves
were tiny. They had room for a couple of chairs facing each other
over a small table. And there was, inexplicably, a coat rack. The
managers each had their own tiny rooms, so why would they need
space for more than one coat? It was one of those mysteries of life
in a firm that Dex expected he would never solve.

Marian signaled for Dex to sit and
he followed the order. They sat in silence for a few minutes and
Dex studied his boss. He hadn’t had much interaction with Marian,
really; most of their communication had been one way — top down —
and in the form of the firm’s internal feed. Dex didn’t really know
what to expect, so he figured the best tactic was to shut the hell
up and wait for his supervisor to make the first move. Eventually,
Marian did just that.

“Andersson,” his boss began,
trying for an air of parental disappointment, “some troubling blips
have shown up on my radar lately from your area.”

“Oh,” Dex said noncommittally,
trying to keep things in his boss’s court.

“First, there was the cancellation
call the other day.” Marian’s voice was starting to take on that
tone that Dex thought of as ‘have you tried turning it off and on’-
the one you use when you thoroughly believe that the person you’re
talking to is as bright as a food brick, but you’re trying really
hard to hide it. “I know you’re aware of the policy — no
cancellations unless the call is over ten minutes long and no
cancellations without a call. That call was three minutes and
forty-two seconds long and the recording shows you didn’t even try
to retain the customer.”

Marian paused and Dex knew that he
was expected to make some excuse here. He stayed mum and waited.
Marian looked at him and shifted slightly while waiting for an
answer, then, finally, after the silence had gone on too long,
continued. “Yes, well, that was definitely not acceptable and then
the very next morning, six minutes late for your shift.” Marian
shifted closer to the table between them, leaning in toward Dex.
“Six minutes! You know that those are both serious infractions. I
don’t understand. Up until now your work has always been in
compliance with the standards — you’ve been one of my better
employees. Do you have any explanation for this?”

Dex looked his supervisor straight
in the eyes and said, “No. No excuses, no explanations. I did
cancel the customer’s account before the required call time and I
was late yesterday. I accept responsibility.”

Marian looked even more confused
than when Dex was giving the silent treatment. Obviously, most
people who got called on the carpet tried to weasel their way out
of the consequences. Dex couldn’t be bothered; this was all a waste
of his time and he just wanted it over with.

“Well,” Marian said, trying to
gain control back, “the regulations are fairly clear that a
combination of errors like these should result in
dismissal.”

“That’s my understanding,” Dex
said, calmly. Dex thought it looked like Marian had stopped
breathing. His boss’s face had taken on a slightly purple tint and
Dex was wondering if he would have to call one of the in-house
medical staff. Obviously his boss was not used to firing people who
don’t argue.

Marian eventually took a breath.
“But, ah, under the circumstances,” Dex tried not to smirk, “and
given your excellent history with the firm, I think we can deal
with the call only and let the six minutes go. You’ll be required
to make up the time, of course.”

“Of course,” Dex said, somehow
managing to keep the building laugh out of his voice.

“Now, the call.” Marian’s face
took on a stern look. “I can’t let you get off scot-free there. The
rules are specific here; I’m sorry. My hands are tied. You’ll be
put on three-quarters time at three-quarters pay for six months.”
Marian waited for a gasp of shock or an attempt to negotiate, but
all Dex could think was that this was ideal. He’d be keeping his
apartment and he just wouldn’t have to go into B&B as often. He
didn’t care about the money, so the outcome couldn’t have suited
him better. He’d just have to figure out how to extend it beyond
the six months. Time to bone up on the disciplinary
regulations.

“Fine,” Dex said, as he stood to
leave. “Is that all?”

Marian stood as well, scrambling to
understand Dex’s reaction. “Yes, Andersson, that’s all. Now, today
I’ll need you to make up the six minutes for yesterday and as of
tomorrow you’ll have a new schedule. Make sure you check your
messages before leaving tonight.”

“Will do,” Dex said and deciding
to throw his boss a bone, added, “thanks,” as he walked out of the
office.

• • •

Dex spent the remainder of the work
day taking calls and chatting with Annabelle about the code that
she’d taken off the bot that tried to shoot him. Dex put off
contacting her, not knowing what her reaction would be after their
terrible date and frankly the thought of talking to her made his
stomach knot a little. He eventually had to bit the bullet, though;
he wasn’t willing to have to slog through the code himself. Dex was
no programmer — there was a reason why his day jobs topped out as a
CSR.

He pinged Annabelle and feeling his
face flush hot when he heard her voice said, “Hi. It’s me. Er, it’s
Dex.”

“Well, hello,” Annabelle said, her
voice taking on the happy tinkle Dex realized he’d come to enjoy
when talking to her. “I have to admit, I’m a little surprised to
hear from you.”

“Yes, well,” Dex said, glad that
none of his near co-workers was looking his way.

“You haven’t changed your mind
already,” Annabelle said, that tinkle getting even more playful
now. Before Dex could stammer out some response, she continued,
“Now, that was unfair of me, I know. I just can’t help it. Old
habits die hard and all that. Now what can I do for you? It’s about
the multi case, right?”

Dex sighed and admitted that it
was, indeed, a business call. He reminded himself how lucky he was
to have such an understanding person for an admirer. Once they
started talking about the work, he found almost all traces of the
awkwardness and embarrassment he’d felt disappear. Unfortunately,
Annabelle hadn’t really gotten anywhere terribly useful in her
analysis of the code. She was now certain that there was no tracing
the author of the code based on any information she had at the
time. All she did have was the impression that the programmer was
pretty sophisticated.

“That bot wasn’t executed as
elegantly as Ivy’s code for the multis,” she told Dex, “but the
principle is the same and that’s not easy to do at all. Hell,
there’s a reason that Ivy was getting all the avatar work. It’s a
niche skill, let me tell you.”

“So, I should be looking for a
competitor of hers, then?” Dex asked.

“If there is one, yeah,” Annabelle
answered, “and you’re definitely looking for someone with a similar
skill set. But that’s about all I’ve got for you. Sorry I couldn’t
help you out more.”

“You’ve been great,” Dex said,
meaning it. “I don’t know where I’d be without you.”

“I’d be happier hearing that if
you were actually with me,” Annabelle said, then quickly said, “I’m
sorry. I don’t need a harassment charge laid against me. I’ll knock
it off.”

Dex laughed. “Don’t worry, kiddo,”
he said, “I could use a little harassment every now and again.
Reminds me of what I’m missing.”

“Aw jeez, Dex,” Annabelle said,
“now you’ve made me all depressed again.”

“Don’t be,” he said, “I’m fine.
You worry about finding yourself a better object of harassment than
this pathetic old man, okay?”

“All right,” Annabelle said, “you
call me if you need me, yeah?

“Sure thing.”

• • •

Dex made up his six minutes and
ensured he checked his updated schedule for the next day. They had
him starting an hour and a half later, which couldn’t have been
more ideal if he’d made the change himself. He updated his personal
system then and there — personal alarm, apartment temperature
control and window shades all got moved ahead by ninety minutes.
Dex started to wonder if his day could possibly get any better. He
headed out of the CSRs room and out of the B&B
building.

The rain had stopped in the night
and so far it had stayed away. He walked to the train stop and
caught the first nearly empty car that came by. As he was en route
back to his apartment, the sky began to darken and his stomach
began to growl. It might be a two brick night he thought, mentally
planning his evening. He wanted to talk to Stella Bish again, feel
her out about some of the other people she knew in the underground
marketplace. Maybe she had a line on another programmer in Ivy’s
league. Dex pinged her as he stepped off the train and headed to
his building. He was just about to open the main door, when he
heard the sounds of shouting around the corner. He pulled up the
Cubicle Men’s street squad schedule and saw that he was the closest
to the scene. Nothing wrong with a bit of off duty action, he
thought and began walking toward the sound.

He rounded the corner of his
building and heard the shouts again. He picked up the pace and came
upon a small streeter cowering behind a dumpster. A pair of larger
men were throwing rotting garbage on the whimpering creature and
occasionally kicking the prone form. Dex fell back on old lessons
learned in the goon squad and made directly for the larger of the
two assailants. He kicked the man squarely between the legs, then
brought his clasped hands up on the man’s nose as he doubled
over.

He sidestepped to avoid the man’s
inevitable fall into a crumpled heap and threw his full weight into
a roundhouse punch at the other man. This time the connection was
less solid, but seeing his compadre retching in the gutter as blood
and snot bubbled from his broken nose seemed to be enough to
convince the other guy to take off, which he did. Dex walked over
to the stinking, beaten person behind the dumpster, offering his
hand. The figure looked up at him and Dex saw that it was an older
looking woman. Most people never looked over thirty-five,
regardless of their chronological age, so her lined face stood
out.

She was sobbing and muttering
softly to herself. Dex had to lean in close to hear what she said
and the smell of her was enough to wake the dead. “They called me
old meat,” she said, between her tears, “old meat that belongs in
the trash.”

“It’s okay,” Dex said, helping her
clean off the garbage from her filthy clothes. “You’ll be okay now.
Do you have a gang, anyone you stay with out here?” he
asked.

“Yes,” she said, sniffling, “but
we got separated. I think I can find them again.” She wiped her
eyes with the backs of her grimy sleeves and allowed Dex to help
her to her feet.

“I’ll have some people come walk
with you,” Dex said, having already pinged the local goon squad.
“They’ll be here soon and they’ll help you find your
people.”

“Thank you,” she said, a new set
of tears forming in her one clear eye.

“No problem, ma’am,” he said, as a
couple of the local squad arrived in the alley. Dex gave them a
brief rundown of the situation and the man lying in the alley began
to moan. “They’ll take care of you,” he said, as the woman began
walking out of the alley with her escort. Dex walked back to his
apartment building and as he spiraled his way up to his room,
wondered if that’s what his problem was. That he was just old
meat.
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Fourteen

The shine had worn off the day,
somehow. Dex hadn’t thought that putting the beat down on a couple
of public assholes would destroy his good feeling and it probably
wasn’t actually that which had done it. It was the assholes
themselves and what they had done to that poor woman that made Dex
feel like shit. He never would understand what it was about some
people that made them think that a good way of dealing with people
who were different from them was to assault them.

Back in his apartment, Dex changed
out of his now very dirty uniform and poured a drink. His messenger
was bleeping away and he saw that it was Stella Bish responding to
his question from earlier in the day. Dex went back and forth in
his mind, finally shutting off the notification and going offline.
He grabbed the bottle from the counter and gave it a long hard
look. After a few moments, he shook his head, then drained his
drink and refilled the glass. He took the glass and bottle to his
chair and pulled up an old video.

The drinking started before they
had even finished packing Maksym’s stuff in the crate. Dex started
watching at the point when he’d opened the bottle. He saw his
younger self pour a couple of large glasses and top them off with
splashes of real ginger beer. It was an expensive luxury he’d
indulged in as a celebration. He saw his hand tremble slightly as
it recapped the bottle.
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