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Cameron cursed as the alert pinged on her screen. Another traffic jam at the height of rush hour. The early Monday morning shift was hard enough to handle without a genuine emergency to deal with, and after a good weekend partying with friends she would rather be working from her cramped studio apartment. No such luck: the boss insisted that junior staff members work from the agency’s headquarters. They had to earn his trust, he said.

Cameron glanced around the virtually empty room, her head aching from a lack of sleep and the persistent alarms. She sighed and turned her attention to the screen, tapping expertly at a series of options as she dug deeper into the problem. Simple enough: a communication failure at a set of city centre traffic signals. The navigation systems in a hundred autocars were waiting for instructions to cross the busy intersection as angry commuters sat and seethed, recalling a golden age of self-determined driving. They wouldn’t remember the pollution, the queues and delays, the accidents, or the unnecessary deaths, reflected Cameron as she rebooted the system. They only remembered their independence.

The alarms faded, and the system state indicators glowed a universal, reassuring green. Cameron leaned back in her chair and gazed at the ceiling. Time for a coffee to try and clear her head. She slouched her way over to the machine and pressed the Cappuccino button on the battered display. The machine sputtered and a jet of thick black liquid shot out at an angle, spattering Cameron’s white shirt as she jumped back. Throwing her head back she swore at the top of her voice, then marched to the nearby sink to rinse the stain away.

“Young lady, that was uncalled-for.” The voice behind her made Cameron groan inwardly. The office manager, always listening and easily offended. “I will be speaking to Mr Thorp.”

“Fine, Savannah,” replied Cameron through gritted teeth. “Go ahead.” She turned back to her task, dabbing ineffectively at the dark splashes which stained her clothes. “Tell him to replace this sodding machine while you’re at it. This is the 2030s, not the bloody twentieth century.” She gave up, threw the cloth into the sink, and stalked past the woman and back to her place.

The neighbouring desk was now occupied. “Playing with fire there, Cameron,” said the newcomer.

“You think I care?” replied Cameron heavily. “Good weekend, Max?”

“Not bad, thanks. How has the morning been so far?”

“Comms failure at Shepherd’s Bush,” said Cameron.

“Another one?” Max frowned. “That’s four on the bounce. Looks like you fixed it okay.”

“I switched it off and on again,” said Cameron with a shrug. “It’s hardly rocket science. I can’t find anything wrong with the system.”

“You’ve run all the standard diagnostics?” asked Max.

“Not yet. I’ll get onto it now.” Cameron sat down and buried herself in her work, running through dull routines to check the integrity of the underlying code, and analysing signals from the hardware at the offending junction. Nothing unusual was flagging up. There was no sign of any fault. In theory, the systems were working perfectly. Tell that to the disgruntled commuters whose public posts and comments were lighting up the feedback board at the end of the office. The sentiment tracker was glowing a bright, angry red. The management would not be happy.

Gathering her thoughts, Cameron decided to look at the problem a whole new way. She pulled up a web connection and linked to a third-party system, glancing around to see that both Savannah and Max were pre-occupied. She was breaking every rule the company had, but it would save her hours of manual checking and pay off handsomely if her hunch was correct. She passed through the site’s security protocols with ease: this was her own private domain. Sifting through the files in her library she selected the snippet of code she was looking for, a benign worm which would run deep diagnostic tests her employers had never considered. She pulled the file through to the local servers and cut off her link to the outside world. Opening the file, she edited a few parameters, double checked the code, and closed it with a satisfied nod. With a tap on the keyboard she deployed her worm. It would burrow deep into the servers without damaging any other software, and the results would be back within the hour. 

It was time to get a real coffee, Cameron decided. The office was gradually filling with staff, and she wouldn’t be missed.

“I’m going out for five minutes,” she called to Max. 

Sitting on a high stool at the window of the café, Cameron sipped contentedly at her hot foamy drink and gazed into space. Autocars and buses swept silently past, the Monday morning rush starting to ease. A few large hybrid delivery trucks trundled along the road, their engines startlingly loud. In a few years, reflected Cameron, they would all be obsolete, but for now the navigation signals relied upon by autocars in the cities were not reliable across the whole road network. It would only be a matter of time, though. She wondered how her redoubtable Aunt Vicky would handle the loss of her zippy sports car, which was barely legal even now in the rural commuter belt. She smiled faintly at the thought of her aunt whizzing around the country lanes in the low soft-top. Cameron loved her aunt, who had brought her up since she was twelve years old, and she loved the car, but she had never learned to drive it. She didn’t need to. Those days had passed.

As she watched the traffic, Cameron noticed a subtle shift in the rhythm. She felt a cold shiver down her spine. The traffic flow was slowing. The truck drivers were sounding their horns. Suddenly, horrified, she heard a screech of brakes and the sound of crumpling metal. The autocars had stopped, but the truck drivers had not reacted quickly enough. Cameron drained her coffee and rushed out of the door and across the road. She ducked as a first responder drone whined overhead, weaved through the stationary vehicles, and dashed through the main doors of the office building which opened as they sensed her approach. Ignoring the elevator, she took the stairs two at a time and arrived, panting, at her desk. The place was in uproar and the boss was waiting for her, glowering.

“Silvera, in my office, now.” He stalked off without waiting for an answer.

Cameron glanced helplessly at her screen. She needed to check the results from her worm’s exploration of the servers, and more importantly she had to clean the code out in case it was found. It would have to wait. She tried to catch her colleague’s eye, but Max was ignoring her, busy bringing the latest outage back on line. This felt bad. She sloped towards the boss’s office, her heart in her mouth.

“I’ve had yet another complaint from Savannah about your attitude and your language, and you did not have permission to leave the building just now. You are already on a final warning. What were you thinking?”

Cameron kept her cool and stared just past the man’s ear to the bright, angular abstract painting on the wall behind.

“It won’t happen again, Mr Thorp.”

“You’re right, Cameron, it won’t.” He sighed. “You are extremely talented, but you don’t have a future with this company. You can collect your belongings and you’ll be paid for your notice period. Your system and entry access codes are being suspended now.”

Cameron took a deep breath, nodded, and turned on her heel. She marched out to her desk and tapped experimentally at the screen. ‘Access denied.’ She picked up her bag and jacket and nodded to her neighbour.

“Bye Max,” she said wryly.

“Bye Cam,” he replied. “Sorry to see you go. Stay in touch.” He turned back to his work.

Out on the street there were sirens sounding and blue lights flashing as emergency vehicles dealt with the accident. Traffic had started moving slowly again past the scene. Cameron pulled up her collar and headed in the opposite direction, towards the station.
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The front door opened as Cameron reached the end of the path. A sleek black cat with grey in his muzzle strolled stiffly out and sniffed the air. Cameron bent to stroke him. “Hello Bob, you gorgeous old boy.”

“Cameron, darling,” exclaimed Aunt Vicky. “I thought you would be working.”

Cameron straightened up and gave her aunt a crooked smile. “Ah, well, there’s been a bit of a hiccup there.”

“Oh dear, Cameron. Shall I put the kettle on?”

Cameron nodded. “Thank you. There are some things I need to work out.”  She stepped into the house and dropped her things on a chair. 

Aunt Vicky











[image: ]




























[image: ]










































[image: ]














d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
'KATE BAUCHEREL






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





