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Chapter One

It was Friday afternoon
and Catherine Aherne was on her laptop. She had broken one of her
own rules, damn it, and had let her gaze slide down to the comments
below a news article. She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of
her nose. “Do not respond to idiots online. Do not respond to
idiots online. Do not - ”

Her phone rang. The
number displayed belonged to Fast Act, one of the four temp
agencies that gave Catherine work. She pressed the phone on.
“Hello, this is Catherine Aherne.”

“This is Sara
from Fast Act. I might have a job for you.”

Sara. That was a new one.
Fast Act had the highest turnover rate of any place of work
Catherine had ever dealt with as an employee, as a client, or as a
customer. She didn’t know what kind of stress came with filling
positions, but the rate of burnout seemed even higher than that
among social workers, and that was saying something. “When does it
start?”

“Monday.”

Of course. Who needed
notice? Fortunately, there were no trips to Europe to cancel.
“What’s the job?”

“It’s for a
computer software company called Create and Conquer. They need
someone to organise emails.”

OK. Boring. And
‘conquer.’ That didn’t sound promising. “What’s the
rate?”

“Twenty
dollars an hour.”

They could get a high
school student to do it for minimum wage, but she wasn’t
complaining.

“It’s expected
to take about six weeks.”

It was good timing. Her
current manuscript was in the hands of her editor, leaving her with
no pressing deadlines, and her book sales were hitting a bit of
slump on Amazon. “I can do that.”

“Great. I’ll
scan you the paperwork. Please sign it and send it back to me as
quickly as possible.”

“Will do.” As
Sara hung up, Catherine googled Create and Conquer.

A relatively new company,
started in 2009, employing over forty people and doing quite well,
with annual profits in the tens of millions. Expected to do great
things. Praise for its innovation. Awards for being one of the best
places to work in Ontario, which didn’t mean much if one didn’t
know the parameters being used. Likely to be a major player in the
future.

It was downtown. One hour
of driving and the hell of Ottawa construction.

Ah well.

She went to
the kitchen to pour herself a glass of white wine. When she
returned to her computer, the lure of the comment section had been
broken. She followed a Facebook link to a YouTube video of yet
another cover of Uptown Funk.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

The business Catherine
was already referring to as C and C was on the top floor of a
twenty-two storey building smack in the middle of downtown Ottawa.
Which meant that a day of parking would eat most of an hour’s pay.
Still, she was better off than a lot of people who had to work
downtown, struggling on the viciously low minimum wage. And at
least she didn’t have to rely on the busses. She liked to show up
at work on time.

She filed through the
revolving door with all of the other suits, but she went to the
reception desk instead of the elevators. She smiled at the security
guard. “Hello. I’m Catherine Aherne and I’m expected by Create and
Conquer on the twenty-second floor.”

He nodded and picked up a
phone receiver, pressing one of a long list of lights on the base.
After a moment, he said into the receiver, “There’s someone down
here waiting for someone.” After another moment, he said, “Thanks,”
and he hung up. “Someone will be down in a minute.”

“Thank you,”
she said, hiding her horror at the lax security. He hadn’t even
given them her name.

She stood by the wall,
out of everyone’s way, where she could watch for someone coming out
of one of the six elevators instead of going in. They were all
hurrying, hurrying, hurrying, mostly frowning, carrying travel mugs
and briefcases. She didn’t know how people did it, month after
month, year after year. It had been driving her crazy.

It wasn’t long before one
person slid out of an elevator and avoided getting crushed back in
by the crowd. She wasn’t carrying any kind of bag, not even a
purse, so Catherine assumed she was the person from C and C.
Catherine stepped forward and waved.

The woman smiled at her.
“Catherine Aherne?”

“Yes.
Hello.”

The woman held out her
hand. “I’m Sandy Howell. I’m the HR agent.”

‘Agent.’
Interesting choice of word.

Catherine shook her hand.
“Pleasure to meet you, Sandy.”

“It’s great
that you’re early. I can give you a bit of a tour before you meet
Lance.”

“Lance as in
Lance MacCallan, the CEO?”

“Yes, but
we’re all on a first name basis. Formality is so stifling to
creativity.”

That was
encouraging.

“We have to
use this elevator.” Sandy pointed. “It’s the only one that goes all
the way to the top.”

They shoved their way in.
The elevator had reflective surfaces on all sides. All the better
for everyone to see what everyone else was doing. Many of the
occupants swiped a white card, the size of a credit card, over a
scanner under the panel of buttons before pressing their floor, and
Sandy did the same.

“Nice weather,
isn’t it?” Sandy asked.

Time for chitchat. “Very
warm for mid-September,” Catherine agreed.

“Do you think
we’ll have a winter as bad as the last one?”

Catherine had no idea. “I
hope not. My skin still hasn’t recovered from the wind
chill.”

Damn, they had a lot of
floors to stop at. And, of course, there were always those who
couldn’t just get off and go. They had to put one foot over the
threshold and then pause to chat a little bit more to whomever they
were leaving behind.

Catherine wondered if
anyone had ever been strangled for doing that.

“I did a
little research about Create and Conquer online,” she said. As long
as they had time to kill, it didn’t hurt to let an employee of the
company know that she was showing an interest. “Very
impressive.”

Sandy grinned, her eyes
lighting up. “I know! We’re doing really well, and everything is
looking good. Except - ” She halted her words, glancing at the few
others still in the elevator. “It’s a great place to work. You’re
going to love it.”

It would have to be an
absolutely fabulous place to work in order to make Catherine love
arranging emails, but it was nice to know that it would be a
positive working environment. That was what made or broke a job. “I
like the sound of it already.”

They finally reached the
twenty-second floor, the only ones remaining in the elevator. The
elevator opened into a reception area that stretched from the right
side of the building all the way to the left, a long narrow strip
with huge windows on either end. The window on the right end had a
glass door, and Catherine could see a balcony beyond it.

A balcony at twenty-two
storeys. Neat.

The walls were painted a
light grey. Black leather couches were set near the windows. No
doubt very hot in the summer. The modern art on the walls probably
meant something to people who knew something about art, but in
shades of white, black, and grey, with no other colours, it didn’t
do anything to warm the stark environment. A glass shelf held a
dozen industry awards. Catherine wasn’t close enough to read what
they were for, but she imagined they reflected the praise the
company had received online.

If people needed to be
escorted to the floor, why did the company have a reception area?
Did they often bring someone up and then make them wait? Was it for
show? Was the HR person the one who always collected them? It
seemed a strange procedure.

A glass wall divided the
reception area from the rest of the floor. Two large glass doors
were to the side of the receptionist, whose desk was nothing more
than a black slab of glass – or plastic? – supported by four
slightly curving grey steel legs. The receptionist had a landline,
a computer monitor, a keyboard, and the smallest hard drive
Catherine had ever seen. That was it. No paper, no photos, nothing
personal.

“Catherine,”
said Sandy, “this is Nancy. Nancy, Catherine is going to be helping
us out for a few weeks.”

Nancy smiled. “Hi,
Catherine. Welcome aboard.”

“Thank you.
I’m looking forward to starting. I’ve heard good things about the
company.” Always show enthusiasm.

“You’ll love
it. It’s great.”

Two friendly faces was a
good start. “Are we allowed to use the balcony?”

“Only when one
of the bosses is supervising, unfortunately. Insurance issues. But
we have office lunches out there pretty often.”

Catherine hoped they
would have one while she was there. From what she could see, the
view was fantastic.

Another scanner had been
fixed into the glass wall beside one of the glass doors. Sandy
swiped her card over the scanner. After the scanner buzzed, Sandy
opened the door and waved Catherine through it.

In contrast to the
darkness of the reception area, the space beyond the glass
partition was so bright it was almost painful. Lots of windows, few
solid walls. Either their electricity costs were through the roof
or everyone cooked in the summer and froze in the
winter.

Catherine realised the
company was one of those open concept deals. The space was a long
rectangle, taking up the entire storey. On the left side, right
next to the partition to the reception area, there was a door in
what looked like a slab of grey concrete. After that, a line of
offices surrounded by nothing more than walls of glass. Some of the
glass had writing on it, written from the inside. Evidence of
brainstorming. More offices lined the far end of the floor, also
with glass walls. The wall along the right side of the floor was
grey concrete, with no windows, and it looked grim and almost
oppressive in comparison. It had a door-less opening that revealed
to Catherine what looked like a hallway running along the length of
the floor on the other side of the wall, and a window.

Down the middle of the
floor, there were two grey tables about a metre and a half wide and
eight metres long. Eight desktop computers were on each table,
about a metre apart, alternating from side to side. As far as
Catherine could see, no one was using them. There was no detritus
around the keyboards, and only one lonely chair at the computer
closest to the door.

Between the other end of
the long tables and the offices were five smaller tables, round,
accommodating six people each and covered with computers and
paperwork. Two white boards stood at the left side, covered with
diagrams and notes Catherine couldn’t read. There were twenty-five
people gathered there, many mingling and chatting, a handful
already at work at their computers.

Out of twenty-five
people, three were women.

It was obviously one of
those organisations that believed people worked best when they were
piled on top of each other. Catherine could see three employees
wearing noise cancelling headphones. She’d have to bring her pair
in from home the next day.

A basketball net was
nailed to the right wall. All well and good to encourage people to
play at work, but she wouldn’t be able to concentrate through a
noisy basketball game.

“This is my
office,” Sandy said, pointing at the door in the concrete slab to
the left. “It’s the only one people can’t see into.” She opened the
door and firmly closed it once she and Catherine were in the room.
“We want people to know that they can speak here and their privacy
will be protected.”

Catherine didn’t point
out that protecting people’s identity while they were in the office
wasn’t very effective when everyone else could see them coming and
going. It was none of her business.

“Please, have
a seat.”

The office was the most
cluttered part of the twenty-second floor that Catherine had seen
so far. An ugly, solid grey desk with drawers in it and covered
with files, black filing cabinets, and a table with a photocopier.
She supposed that because it was out of everyone’s sight, it could
be functional instead of stylish.

Catherine wondered if
Sandy felt cut off and isolated from the others, or if she enjoyed
the seclusion.

Sandy took a file from
one of the cabinets and opened it on her desk. It was thin.
Catherine knew it held her documentation from Fast Act and a copy
of her CV. “Before we get started, I’m going to have to get you to
sign a non-disclosure agreement. I’m sorry, it’s necessary for this
kind of business.”

“Not at all.
It’s standard.” Catherine accepted the agreement and read it
quickly. It was poorly drafted and she could have told Sandy about
the gaping holes in it that should be filled, but that wasn’t why
she was there. She signed and dated it. “Can I have a copy of that,
please?”

“Oh,” Sandy
said, surprised. “Sure.” She photocopied the agreement.

Catherine folded the copy
and put it in her purse.

Sandy opened the top
drawer in her desk and took out a white security card. “This will
get you onto the floor and into the office whenever you
need.”

“Oh, you’re
-” going to give a temp you didn’t even
interview yourself unfettered access to your office
– “Thank you.”

“While most of
us do have an idea about why you’re here, Lance would prefer you
didn’t talk about it to anyone.”

“Of
course.”

“If you have
any concerns or difficulties or questions, anything at all, you can
come to me. I’m here to help you and what you say won’t go beyond
these four walls.”

That was what all HR
people said. It was quaint. As though Catherine wasn’t fully aware
that HR worked on behalf of the management, not the
employees.

“Do you have
any questions right now?” Sandy asked.

“Nope. I’m
good.” Catherine felt she had demonstrated sufficient enthusiasm
for C and C and didn’t need to waste anyone’s time with unnecessary
inquiries.

“Great. Then
I’ll show you around.”

The first thing Sandy did
once they were out of her office was point at the single chair at
the end of the long table on the left side of the floor. “We’re
putting you there.”

Oh, thank
god.

“We’re not
being anti-social or trying to make you feel unwelcome,” Sandy
added apologetically. “It’s just that they’re all working on
confidential stuff.”

“I
understand,” Catherine assured her, wondering why the confidential
stuff wasn’t being hidden behind proper walls. “And if it makes you
feel any better, I wouldn’t understand anything I heard or saw
anyway.”

Sandy smiled. “Me
neither,” she confessed. She waved her hand in a circular motion
Catherine assumed was meant to indicate the open middle of the
floor. “They refer to that as the bullpen. Everyone watches too
many police procedurals.”

“I’m a TV
fiend myself.”

“This is the
way to the lunchroom and the washrooms.”

Catherine followed Sandy
to the door-less entrance on the right side of the floor, taking a
sharp left immediately after. It was not a hall but a long, narrow
room. She and Sandy passed a ping pong table, an air hockey table,
three arcade games, and a card table covered with nerf ball guns to
get to the kitchen area on the left side of the room. The kitchen
included a fridge, a dishwasher, cabinets, a sink, three
microwaves, and three enormous coffee makers. Squeezed into the
right side of the room were two long high tables that might
accommodate about ten people each and six smaller round tables. The
washrooms, one for men and one for women, were at the end of the
room.

“Anyone can
drink the coffee,” said Sandy. “We ask that everyone clean up after
themselves and leave each other’s food alone.”

The kitchen looked clean
right then, but it was early in the morning.

Catherine put her
uninspired salad in the fridge, hoping no one would steal it. There
was a food court on the main floor of the building, but the prices
were too high for her to manage every day of the week.

“I’ll take you
to Lance’s office now. He and a few of the others are having a
meeting.”

A meeting. That sounded a
little intimidating. It would probably feel like being interviewed
by many people at once, something she had experienced in the past
but not an experience she cared to have repeated.

Lance’s office was in the
far left corner of the floor, larger than all of the other offices.
It was, like all of the others, surrounded by walls of transparent
glass. Set directly into the corner, it was shaped like an L.
Catherine could see exercise equipment in the left side of the L: a
stationary bike, a bench and rack, free weights and bars. Lance
worked all hours, then. A black glass desk was angled across the
back corner, which meant when he sat at it Lance would have his
back to the enormous windows and the fantastic view of Ottawa that
they offered. Two chairs were set in front of the desk. In the
right side of the L, a fourth chair faced two small couches, one
set against the back wall, the second against the glass wall that
the office shared with the office next door.

A man sat in the chair,
four more and one woman in the two couches. No one wore a suit.
Catherine felt overdressed.

The glass door was open,
and Sandy stood beside it to announce, “Hello, everyone, this is
Catherine from the temp agency.”

“Hello,
Catherine,” said the man seated in the chair. He had an appealing
deep voice. “Take a seat. Thank you, Sandy.”

Sandy nodded and closed
the door after Catherine entered the office. Catherine took the
empty seat at the end of the couch against the glass
wall.

“Welcome,
Catherine. I’m Lance.”

Wasn’t he the handsome
one? Even though he was seated, she could tell he was tall, with
nice broad shoulders and a trim form. Jawline firm enough for a
comic book superhero, dark blue eyes, short black hair. About
mid-thirty, with the tanned skin of someone who spent a lot of time
outdoors. Yes, he would be a nice slice of scenery.

He was wearing a plain
red t-shirt, black capris, and sandals. Catherine had never been in
an office environment that had people walking around like
that.

“This is
Seth.” Lance nodded at the man seated closest to him, in the couch
set against the back wall.

Seth, the only one with
silver in his hair, smiled at her. “Hello, Catherine.” He wore blue
jeans, green Converse sneakers, and a light cream-coloured
sweater.

“Hello.”

“Adam,” Lance
continued.

Adam was a rotund young
man wearing proper trousers and a button shirt. At least
Catherine’s clothing wasn’t too freakish for these
people.

“Steve.”

Steve looked barely
twenty and Catherine didn’t know what message he was trying to
convey by wearing an honest to god Grateful Dead t-shirt. Did he
even know who they were? Was he truly a fan? Was he trying to be
ironic?

“David.”

David seemed
to be embracing the stereotype of a computer geek while trying to
inspire a war between two science fiction franchises with his
shirt. Live long and carry a
lightsaber.

“Samantha.”

Samantha appeared to be
near thirty, and she wore black jeans and a Hello Kitty
t-shirt.

No one was giving
Catherine titles, any indication of what their positions in the
company might be.

As they exchanged their
greetings, Catherine took a small notebook and a pen out of her
purse.

Lance left his chair to
take a paper file off his desk, and he held it out to Catherine.
“We have been developing software for a new online social
networking site,” he said, returning to his chair as Catherine
opened the file. “We call it In-Ect, and we’ve been looking for
financing for it for the past two years.”

Catherine didn’t
understand why a software company the size of C and C would need
outside financing, but that sort of thing wasn’t within her scope
of knowledge or experience.

Did the world really need
another online social networking site?

“If we can
launch the site, it could mean billions of dollars for
us.”

Catherine was in the
wrong business.

“Five years
ago, we were consulting with another software company,
Under-Ware.”

She found the name on the
first page in the file and held back a wince at the spelling. She
hated puns.

“They lost
interest in the project, so we continued to work on it alone. Then,
three months ago, Under-Ware released an online social networking
site called Circle Route, to huge acclaim.”

Catherine hadn’t heard of
it, but she tended to be in the same arena as grandparents when it
came to online trends. She still wasn’t sure what Snapchat was
about and she’d never been interested enough to find
out.

“Circle Route
is almost exactly what we have planned for In-Ect, and we suspect
Under-Ware is using software developed from what we shared with
them. Unfortunately, we don’t have any written agreements about the
consultation or any evidence that designs were revealed to them.
All we have to prove that we worked with them is whatever is in our
emails from that time.”

Ah. She was getting it.
Bad non-disclosure agreement, no consultation agreement. It was
stupid, but she’d seen a lot of companies begin with weak legal
documents and stumble along successfully until it all blew up in
everyone’s face.

“We need you
to go through every email sent and received by everyone in this
company for the last five years, looking for references to the
software.”

It took great effort on
Catherine’s part to keep her mouth from dropping open in dismay.
Five years multiplied by all of the C and C employees that had come
and gone.

“We’ve given
you a list of Under-Ware employees that were part of the
discussions, so you’ll be able to narrow the outside recipients
down to those, but you’ll need to read everything that was sent
within C and C. Even emails that weren’t sent to Under-Ware’s
employees may refer to them and give us ideas about relevant
meetings or phone calls that might have occurred.”

Ok, limiting the
recipients cut back on the enormity of the task. A
little.

“You will have
access to all of those emails, but many of them have been stored in
archives that make current search functions a little clumsier. We
never expected to have to do something like this. And you won’t be
able to just search the names
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