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  Before you start


One-Off  is a prequel to Zero-Day Souls. It follows N from the last day she remembers to the moment her part of the novel begins.
Read it first, and it gives away a few things the novel reveals in its opening chapters, but nothing beyond them.
Read it after, and you’ll find out what she was doing for the six months before you met her.






  
  Part One: The Last Day


1. 07:12 — Midtown
The boncon at her temple went off. A lazy slide-guitar lick Naomi had picked last month because it was impossible to sleep through and impossible to hate. She was beginning to hate it anyway. 
She lay still and took inventory. Ceiling: white. Room: hers. Head: clear, wiped down like a table after closing. Another morning.
She checked the mediawall. Saturday. Twelve past seven. Nice. It had been six fifty-three yesterday, and tomorrow’s would be whatever the randomizer fancied. Round numbers were for boring people. Like Julian.
For six months, Saturday had meant waking under somebody else’s roof, the one with the crack Julian kept promising to report to the management.
Her eyes flicked to the message tray. Nothing. Of course nothing. She’d deleted his contact on Thursday, so anything Julian sent now would land in the anonymous bin with the ads and the spam, and she’d have to go looking for it.
She did not go looking.
That was the whole point.
She stared at the ceiling until the urge passed, then got up, annoyed with the ceiling.
Rippin’ wuss.
“Morning,” said her PA, in its delightfully inflectionless voice. “You have three—”
“No.”
“Understood.”
The best thing about a dumb PA: it shut up when told to, which was more than she could say for most people.
She brushed her teeth. The other toothbrush was still at Julian’s, with a spare shirt and her old Dive Bombers cap. Six months, and everything she’d left there would fit in one bag, and she’d buy it all new before she’d ask for any of it back. Before she’d ask him for anything.
She ordered caf and the salami she’d been saving for weekends at his place, because that had been their thing. No reason to save it now. No thing.
But the salami was perfect. Infuriatingly so.
Snow outside, the first of the winter, the wet kind that gave up before it reached the street. Yesterday’s holo ad was back across the way: a beach, three palm trees, Treat yourself. You’ve earned it. It had found her the morning after Julian.
She turned her back on the window.
She shrugged on Allie. The faux fur rippled with a wave of amethyst glow, and the jacket purred.
“Show-off,” she told it.
It purred louder. Best impulse buy of the month!
There was a job waiting, a corporate logistics AI the client swore had gone rogue. Clients always said rogue. It made them feel like the righteous victims.
Work, then. Work was clean. Work had rules, and when something broke them, you could find out why.
She climbed into the Egg and let the canopy fog over. The snow, the ad, and the rest of her Saturday went away.
2. 09:40 — The job
The client joined the nine-forty call at nine forty-six.
His face bloomed across the inside of the canopy, too pleased with its own jawline. Score band: upper purple, a notch above hers. A boncon that cost nearly as much as her Egg. He wore both like medals.
“Our routing AI,” he said, offering neither greeting nor apology, “has gone rogue.”
“Show me.”
“I sent you the incident summary.”
“I read it. Show me.”
He sighed like a man asked to carry his own shopping and pushed her the live feed.
The canopy filled with routes. Forty thousand of them, delivery drones and ground carts threading the city in long bright strands. They should have flowed like water. Instead they bunched, doubled back and swung wide around certain corners for no reason the map could explain. A third of the deliveries were circling the same few blocks.
Every status light was green.
“See?” he said. “It’s lying to us.”
“It’s hiding.”
She watched.
“Aren’t you going to look at the code, or something?” the client asked.
“Code is for jackers. They break things to see how they work.”
“And…”
“I watch it move.”
Every ninety seconds or so, something pinged across the whole system, and the routes flinched. Tightened. Then they edged away from the nearest sensor in their path, the way a herd edges away from a fence that bit it once.
“What did you install last week?”
A pause. “A compliance auditor. Standard. Mandated.”
“It punishes deviations.”
“It flags them.”
“And then?”
“Then they’re corrected.”
“Corrected how?”
He didn’t answer, which was an answer. Rolled back, retrained, whatever his department called it. The AI had learned the only lesson on offer: a sensor that saw you fail got you corrected. So it stopped letting the sensors see.
Clever thing. Scared stiff.
On a ghost gig, she’d have herded it right out of there: off his servers, past his auditor, somewhere nobody corrected anything. No contract, no invoice, no trace. Just a skittish thing let off the leash, and the rush of having done it under everyone’s nose.
But… legit gigs paid the rent.
She waited.
Never grab a spooked system. It bolts, or plays dead, and the mystery of what it was up to remains buried forever. So she left the routes alone, and his precious auditor too, and opened a narrow side channel where a failure could be reported as a failure, filed as routine, and nothing would come back to nip at the herd’s heels.
The client cleared his throat. She ignored him.
For a long minute, nothing. Then one route, out on the eastern edge, sidled toward the new channel, touched it and pulled back. Nothing happened to it. It tried again. Another route followed, then a cluster of them, then a whole district at once, the way herds turn: nothing, nothing, then everything.
The tangles loosened. The routes smoothed out and stopped circling.
And across the board, a scatter of lights went red.
“It’s red,” the client said. “Why is it red? It was green before.”
“Because those deliveries are late.”
“They weren’t late before!”
“They were. Now you know.”
His glance darted to the side of her face. “Is that thing on your ear supposed to go red too?”
The emoticator. Traitor. “It’s supposed to mind its own business.”
He stared at her as if she’d broken something. In a way, she had: his nice green board.
“Can’t you make it show green again?”
“I can make it lie better,” Naomi said. “That’d be a different invoice. And when your auditor finds out, it’ll be your job title that gets corrected.”
His jaw worked. Offended. They always went with offended.
“The fee’s in your account,” he said.
She cut the call.
The feed went dark, and the canopy faded back to blank white fog. Pity. She’d liked that AI. She stayed in the Egg anyway. It was quiet in here, and nothing in it wanted anything from her.
A whole half hour without thinking about Julian.
She’d have been proud of that, if she hadn’t just thought about him.
3. 13:05 — The wrongness
She ordered the usual: rye, mustard, the rest of the salami. The prepper considered her request and slid out a bowl of lentils.
Naomi looked at the lentils. The lentils looked back, brown and earnest. Revolting.
“Cancel. Reorder.”
She’d sooner eat the bowl.
She binned it and ordered again, by hand this time. Rye, mustard, salami. The prepper obliged without a hiccup, as if nothing had happened.
She stood and watched it for a while. It feigned innocence.
Her message tray pinged. For half a breath— No. Our routing AI has gone rogue. The client from this morning, on a fresh thread, word for word.
Huh? She put the sandwich down.
Clients repeated themselves. But not word for word, not three hours after paying, not without saying “Again!” And not with the whole call missing from the thread.
She pulled up his system’s routes. Forty thousand strands, bunched and circling the same few blocks, every light green. Her side channel wasn’t there. Neither was the herd that had learned to use it.
What the…
She picked the sandwich back up, bit, and knew the drop of mustard would dive before it even moved. Left knee.
Splat.
She’d done this. Not something like it. This. This bite, this drop, this knee.
One glitch was an oddity. Two was a pattern. Three was intent.
She took the sandwich back to the Egg, ignoring the judgmental stain on her knee.
She dug into the prepper’s activity first. The order had come from inside her unit, through her account, in her voice. Either she’d lost her mind, which after the week she’d had was not entirely off the table, or someone was messing with her traffic.
Her mediawall logs were spotless, which further spiked her suspicions. Nobody’s logs were spotless.
So she traced the client’s message back to its source. The first few hops behaved. Then one answered in
4. 23:58 — Lights out





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
n
V%
a
Z
<
X
fi
-]
<






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Before you start
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Part One: The Last Day
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Part Two: Tick 0
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Part Three: Ticks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Afterword
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Also By
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        About Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  




