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Cameron woke with a start. The sudden clatter at her attic window had disturbed a very pleasant dream, and for a moment she contemplated curling back up with the covers over her head. A crash of metal from outside and a torrent of curses from her brother put paid to that idea. Instead, she clambered out of bed, opened the curtains, and peered blinking into the bright morning. All she could see from this height were fields stretching out into the distance, an electricity pylon on the horizon, and a small flock of sheep clustering at a far gate for their feed. The commotion that had woken her was much closer to home.

She pulled on a t-shirt and leggings and trotted down the attic stairs, opening the door at the bottom which led to the rest of the house. Judging by the noise, the kids were awake too. Cameron ducked back into the stairwell as Sameena rushed past to deal with them. 

“Morning, Cameron,” she called in passing. “There’s a drone down outside.”

That explained the swearing, thought Cameron. “I’ll see if Charlie needs a hand,” she said.

The front garden was strewn with debris, and her brother was resignedly tidying the mess and retrieving what he could of the grocery order.

“Again?” asked Cameron. “What was it this time? I heard it hit my window.”

“I wondered what had got you out of bed,” said Charlie, teasing. “It must have been a heck of thump to wake you up. Good night last night?”

“Yes, thank you,” said Cameron, her face betraying nothing. She walked away from the house and looked up, craning to see where her bedroom window poked out of the roof. There was no obvious damage. The falling drone had struck a lucky glancing blow.

“I think this is the culprit,” said Charlie, holding a bundle of bedraggled grey feathers out at arm’s length.

“Idiot pigeon,” said Cameron. “The drone must have swerved to avoid it.”

The remains of the machine lay on the grass, rotor blades bent and broken, pieces of casing scattered around it. A red beacon on its body flashed weakly, calling for help. A miraculously unbroken jar of jam sat incongruously in the middle of the debris. 

“Here you go, Charlie,” said Cameron. “Breakfast.”

Charlie brightened. “Oh, good. Blackcurrant. My favourite.” He glanced at a paper bag peeking out from underneath the drone. “Shame the bread’s squashed.”

“I can go and buy some from a real shop, if you like,” said Cameron. “What was the noise? There’s nothing broken.”

“It landed on the garden gnomes,” said Charlie.

Cameron caught his eye and snorted. 

“It’s not funny,” said Charlie sternly.

“It is,” said Cameron. “You hated those gnomes.”

“Shh!” said Charlie. “I need to think up a good cover story for the kids.”

“Oh, just tell them the gnomes have gone on an adventure,” said Cameron. “They can send postcards from their travels until the kids forget about them.”

“That might work,” said Charlie happily.

“I’ll pack the bits up,” said Cameron, lifting the bulk of the little machine off the squashed bread and the brightly coloured plaster fragments of the hapless gnomes. “I’m surprised that there hasn’t been a service drone along yet.”

“The public signal is still unreliable down here in the village,” said Charlie. “If that machine hadn’t hooked on to our network by the time it crashed, the distress call may not have got through.”

“I thought the whole valley had a tethered connection,” said Cameron.

“We thought so too,” said Charlie. “There’s a high-altitude platform up there but there’s still no decent bandwidth half the time.”

“This house has its own sat feed, doesn’t it?” said Cameron. “Didn’t Dad arrange that years ago so he could work from home?”

“That’s right,” said Charlie. “We’ve never had a problem. Aunt Vicky’s been complaining, though, and there was some chat at the pub the other night.”

“How odd,” said Cameron, her technical brain kicking in. “The HAP should be allocating communication bands to the village, and there’s normally an auxiliary signal to stop any outages. I wonder why it’s not working?”

“You can puzzle over that later,” said Charlie. He glanced nervously at the front door. “Quick, let’s get this tidied up.”
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Showered and refreshed, Cameron strolled nonchalantly into the dining room where breakfast was in full swing. She caught Charlie’s eye and nodded. A carefully composed note “from the gnomes” was tucked under a stone in the garden, ready for curious children to find.

“Dilan, slow down,” said Sameena, a note of exasperation creeping into her voice. “You’ve splashed milk all over the table.”

“It was Tara,” complained Dilan, glaring at his three-year-old sister.

“No, it wasn’t,” said Nina, the eldest, with all the authority of her eight years. “I saw you.”

Cameron slid a plate of toast towards Charlie. “Jam?” she asked innocently.

Charlie refused to catch her eye. “Thanks, Cam,” he said. “What are you up to today?”

“I thought I’d have a look at those signal problems you mentioned,” said Cameron. “I could do with a walk. I’ll take some readings around the village.”

“Go and see Aunt Vicky as well,” said Charlie. “She’s been keeping a record of all the outages. What do you think it is?”

Cameron shrugged. “I have no idea,” she said. “That’s part of the fun.”
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Cameron approached her aunt’s front door cautiously. Lying across the path in a patch of bright sunlight was a heap of ginger fur.

“It’s alright, darling,” called a voice from an upper window. “Just step over him. The door’s open.”

Cameron took a deep breath and launched herself over the cat. He twisted, glared, and leapt from a standing start, catching her bare ankle with an outstretched claw. “Ow,” she said reproachfully from the safety of the doorway. “I’ll have you for a rug, Donald.”

Aunt Vicky came down the stairs, frowning. “Poor Donald,” she said. “You must have scared him, jumping like that.”

Cameron snorted. “Hardly,” she said. “If I’d gone any slower, he’d have had my leg off. He’s a liability.”

“No, he’s not.” The cat was now weaving around Aunt Vicky’s legs, purring. She bent down and fussed him fondly. “You’re just a big softy, aren’t you?” 

“I’m not sure the local wildlife would agree with you,” said Cameron.

Aunt Vicky straightened up. “Shall I put the kettle on, dear?”

“That’d be lovely,” said Cameron. “I wanted to ask you about these signal problems. Charlie says you’ve been tracking the outages.”

“I have,” said Aunt Vicky proudly. She flicked on the kitchen wallscreen and tapped a familiar sequence of links. “Here’s the automated log,” she said, “and I have some notes as well.” While Cameron scrolled through the connection logs, Aunt Vicky unearthed a paper notebook from the table. “I thought they might be related to the weather, or to times when everyone was streaming the same show.”

“Very good, Aunt Vicky,” said Cameron. “Do you want a job?”

“Don’t be silly, dear. I’m not a computer whizz like you and your people.” She handed Cameron a steaming mug of coffee. “How big is your team now?”

“There are four of us,” said Cameron, “and you don’t need to be a computer whizz. Cybersecurity is as much about making connections and exploring ideas as it is analysing code. You’d love the new girl, Noor. She’s a historian, and she’s brilliant.”

“Do you think there’s a story to be told in these notes, Cameron?”

Cameron shook her head. “I can’t see a simple correlation. I don’t think it’s just rain interference or channel demand.” She frowned. “If it wasn’t the weekend, I’d ask the others to have a look.”

“It’s not urgent,” said Aunt Vicky.

“I know,” said Cameron, “but now I’ve got my teeth into the puzzle, I want to work it through. Here, look.” She ran her finger down a fresh copy of the log on the screen, tapping on seemingly random lines. “These are the outages which coincided with the big storms in your notes. They’re all named storms, so they’d be strong enough to make the signal wobble a bit.” She deleted them from the list.

“What about these ones?” Aunt Vicky pointed. “There are a lot at 3am. That was what made me think something was amiss.”

Cameron laughed. “That’s just in the house. It’s the usual time for software updates to come through to all your systems.”

Realisation dawned on Aunt Vicky’s face. “That’s everything rebooting, isn’t it? I’ve always wondered why the noise of the smart fridge sometimes wakes me in the
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