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      Abby Gibson reined in at the edge of her old neighborhood and stroked Worf’s neck, muttering reassurances that she didn’t believe. The horse continued to shy, wanting to turn back the way they had come. She felt the same unease. Mortar dust and crunching noises filled the air as an army of yellow robots, ranging in size from swarming bugs to giant, spider-like autonomous cranes, were actively disassembling several decayed and derelict houses. She knew the site was also thick with billions of nano-scaled robots that she couldn’t see and that made her skin crawl.

      “Damn,” Julio said. “They weren’t supposed to start until Monday.”

      “We should turn back,” Abby said.

      “The robots won’t hurt us.” He released his hold around her waist then slid to the ground. After patting Worf on the neck, he darted across the street, stopped at the edge of an overgrown lawn and spread his arms. The robots all stopped work, turning their sensor clusters toward him. A chill ran up Abby’s spine, and Worf took a step backward.

      Julio turned back to her and grinned. “See!”

      His demonstration didn’t make her feel better. She knew that some robots did kill. Nano-scale robots had devoured her parents and Julio’s fifteen years earlier, along with almost every city on Earth and two-thirds of the human population.

      The fob hanging from a lanyard around Abby’s neck chirped and she picked it up to check the message. Almost as punctuation to her earlier thought, it was a dust warning. She pulled the mask up over her face, made sure it sealed, and then watched as Julio did the same. Of course, robots killed people. The damn mask they had to wear when outside to keep from inhaling the carcinogenic remnants of that nano-replicator wave was a near constant reminder. How could Julio forget that?

      Once his mask was set, he turned and walked farther up the street. She urged Worf to follow.

      The neighborhood had been abandoned after Killday because it was three miles from the main part of town and not included in the limited solar electric power grid. The storms, growing in intensity and frequency every year, had left their mark. Most of the houses were missing parts of their roofs or were partially collapsed by fallen trees. Saplings grew from many of their swimming pools and two houses had even burned. Others looked oddly solid and tight, as if their owners were just on vacation and might return at any moment.

      When Julio finally stopped in front of a two-story brick house with faded blue trim, she held her breath. For many years, whenever she tried to visualize this house she’d failed. But now memories rushed in, clear and sharp and painful. She had knelt in that flowerbed helping her mom plant the rose bushes that had since grown into huge, wild things. A travel pod had once landed in the front yard, between the two trees that had then been much smaller, but she didn’t remember why.

      “This was your house, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Are you okay?” Julio stared at her with a concerned expression. “You sure you want to do this?”

      “Can we just come back in a few days?”

      He shook his head. “This house will be nothing but a stack of reclaimed materials by tomorrow. Did you see those piles of bricks when we came in?”

      She looked back the way they had come. Four of the houses were already demolished and in their place, centered in each lot, stood neat squares of bricks and heaps of other material ingots like steel, aluminum and several types of plastic.

      “I guess there won’t be another chance,” she said and slid from the saddle. She tied Worf’s reins to a sickly red oak tree and looked to the south. A wall of heavy black clouds blurred the horizon. The remains of a category five hurricane that had swept ashore near where Houston had once stood was heading their way.

      “We should make this quick,” Abby said. “These storms are going to be ugly.”

      “Plenty of time,” Julio said as he hopped up on the porch. “The forecast said they wouldn’t be here until after dark tonight.”

      She knew that and realized she was grasping for any reason to avoid going inside, so she sucked a deep breath through her mask and followed Julio through an already open front door.

      Abby stood in the living room, expecting a flood of memories, but nothing looked familiar. The house had been looted long ago, or emptied, depending on who you asked, leaving little of value. Most of the windows were broken and even through the mask she smelled mold and animal urine. A discolored sofa and chair with part of the stuffing torn out occupied the living room. The electronics, wood furniture, and even the kitchen cabinets had all been taken, but other artifacts—of little interest to looters—still scattered the floors and counter tops. Coffee mugs crowded the sink, several with Texas A&M printed on the side. A brightly painted ceramic lizard lay broken in one corner. The detritus of truncated lives. Souvenirs and mementos that had lost all significance that day fifteen years ago.

      Then she stepped further inside and saw a large framed wedding picture hanging above the fireplace. The lower part was water damaged, but from the upper half her mother and father smiled out at her, young and perfect, frozen forever in that happy moment. It made her chest hurt, and a lump formed in her throat. She remembered very little about her parents and now suddenly had so many questions. How had they met? What was their daily life like? Her dad had been a high school principal, but her mom had worked for some secret government organization and had supposedly died a hero on Killday.

      “You look like your mom,” Julio whispered from beside her.

      “Yeah, I guess,” she croaked and turned away. “This is weird. What makes you think there will be a data safe here anyway?”

      “They were quite trendy a few years before Killday. Especially in the newer houses on this end of town. People could access them via their clouds from anywhere in the world.”

      He opened his backpack, pulled out the small metal detector she’d helped him build, and examined the walls near where the TV would have been mounted.

      With Julio busy, she wandered around and finally stopped at the foot of the stairs. More pictures hung on the wall all the way up to the second floor. Despite the hot Texas morning and a house with no cooling, Abby wrapped her arms around herself to stop the chills as she crept up the steps.

      The pictures had hung undisturbed for fifteen years but would be gone tomorrow. Just like her parents. A bastion of security and stability, then they just ceased to exist. Their town had been a bedroom community, filled with expensive houses within commuting distance to San Antonio. On Killday most of the adults were in the city and never came home that night. The local kids, like Julio and Abby, had been in schools or daycares and cut adrift in a ruined world with no parents and uncertain futures. That same scenario played out across the world, in every place where parents left their children in the suburbs and commuted into the cities. A thousand cities gone, and tens of millions of orphans left behind.

      She stopped at one smaller photo. A close-up selfie of the whole family smiling, with a three-year-old Abby in the middle. Their hair was wind-blown, noses sunburned. Beach and surf in the background. How could she not remember such an obviously fun day? But there was just nothing. She took the picture down and wiped the worst of the dust on carpeted stairs, then stuffed it into her backpack. One more picture drew her attention. Another wedding shot, but this one included both sets of grandparents. She had plenty of pictures of them all thanks to surviving social media sites, but her mother’s face in this one stopped her. Abby wiped the dust away from the bride’s face and was even more sure. Only a faint smile and dead eyes. Her whole expression looked tortured and haunted. Was she not happy? Had she not wanted to get married? Or was it just a bad picture? She took that one too, though it was much larger and took some effort to get it into her bag.

      The upstairs bedrooms had also been ransacked, with most of the furniture missing and the few remaining clothes tossed on the floor. When she entered her old bedroom, the breath caught in her throat. She did remember this. The stuffed toys, the Garden Bunnies bedding, even the pale-yellow wall color. And on the floor in one corner lay a small cat-shaped backpack. Her HappyBag. Of course, the HappyBag logo along one strap no longer moved, and the flexible movie and game screen on its front face was blank and dead.

      That wasn’t right. If her stuffed penguin, Boogie, was inside then she would be totally confused. She didn’t recall much from that time, but one memory was quite clear. The day after Killday, she’d been given a shot and thrown a screaming fit when they refused to give one to Boogie. She was convinced the penguin would get sick and die. The elderly lady who had been helping with the immunizations took Abby’s used syringe, filled it with what was probably water, then gave Boogie a shot. She remembered Cybil, her soon to be foster mother, said it was silly, but the kind gesture had made Abby feel much better at the time.

      She sat down on the floor, surrounded herself with dusty stuffed animals, and unzipped the bag. Boogie was there, stained and threadbare, resting in a nest of other time-capsule treasures. She pulled him out, along with a crayon picture of an animal that could have been a dog or a horse. A Band-Aid, wrapped completely around one of the penguin’s fins, confirmed her memories. It fell off when she touched it, the adhesive long-ago dried up, but the bandage still being there meant the backpack must have been left behind within days after the immunizations.

      Why was it back in her old house?

      “You found a HappyBag!”

      She flinched and looked up to see Julio, sweaty and smiling in the doorway.

      “Those things can have some good stuff in their file systems. Mostly just kids’ movies, but sometimes other useful data for the historical record. Still, for a kid’s toy the file interface sure does have tight security. A combination of voice and retina scan. That’s probably why the scavengers just tossed it aside.”

      For some strange reason, Abby felt violated, as if he’d interrupted some sacred or private moment. She shoved Boogie back inside and zipped it up.

      “Battery is dead. Big surprise after only fifteen years.”

      “I bet we can wake it up,” he said and held out his hand.

      She passed the bag over reluctantly.

      He scooped curtains that had long ago fallen to the floor into a pile and lay the bag on top, with its screen angled into the bright sunlight pouring through the lone window. “It shouldn’t take more than about five minutes if it’s capable of charging at all.”

      Abby looked on in dismay at the plaster dust fingerprints he left on the bag. “Did you find a data safe?”

      “Actually, someone already dug it out of the wall. Which is weird. I’ve checked sixty or seventy houses and this is the first time someone other than me has taken one.”

      That bothered her, but she wasn’t sure why. She felt that the missing data safe and her HappyBag were connected in some way, but couldn’t quite pull the pieces together.

      When she looked up, Julio was staring at her, wearing a faint smile.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. It’s just… You’re kinda beautiful when you have that faraway look.”

      His comment totally derailed her. “Thanks. I think.”

      He scooted closer, pulled his mask down and leaned toward her. “Wait! I mean you’re pretty all the time. And I love to see you smile. But when you’re deep in thought it’s just…you’re so much more than pretty.”

      The room grew suddenly smaller and hotter as a flush crept up Abby’s neck and into her face. They had been friends since daycare and had even dated for a couple months when they were in ninth grade—at least within the limited scope of what their foster parents would allow at that age—but it was awkward. Kissing him had been strange after being friends for so long. Eventually they just kind of stopped trying to be romantic and fell back into their old habit of being friends. Ever since then, her feelings for Julio had occupied this strange place where she wanted to be with him all the time, yet felt this weird barrier between them.

      She pulled her mask down too. Was he flirting? If so, why now? They were very alone and it had been his idea to come here.

      The HappyBag beeped, indicating it had booted up.

      Julio whipped around and crawled over to the bag, stirring up a cloud of dust from the carpet and sending her into a coughing fit. She pulled her mask back up. He wiped the flexible screen clean, waited politely for her to stop hacking, then shoved the bag in front of her face.

      If Julio thought he might find an unrecovered movie in an old HappyBag, then he really was an eternal optimist. The Global Cultural Recovery center would pay thousands of social priority points, or espies, for a movie they didn’t have in their database, but despite years of looking, Julio hadn’t found even one.

      “You’re going to be disappointed if you expect to find a new movie in a kid’s HappyBag,” Abby said.

      He laid the bag on the floor in front of her, like an unworthy offering. “Yeah, I know. I’ve had better luck with music, e-books and audio books. The GCR gives points for those too.”

      Julio had tried to lure her into accompanying him on scavenger runs before with hope of finding movies not in the GCR’s database. Finding one would have pushed her way up the queue for getting a space schooner, maybe getting one at twenty-five years old instead of the projected thirty. But she still hadn’t agreed to come until he told her he was visiting her old neighborhood and that her childhood home was about to be deconstructed.

      So why did it annoy her that Julio—by far her closest friend ever—had come to harvest her family’s pictures and documents, then trade them for a few measly social priority points each. He’d been doing it for years with other people’s stuff and it had never bothered her until now.

      He’d probably just noticed the change in her expression, but it felt like mind reading when he laid a hand on her arm. “Damn, Abby. I’m so sorry. This is your bag and your family. I’m such an idiot.”

      “It’s not a big deal. There’s probably nothing important in there.”

      He stood up and offered her a hand. “Let’s go back. You can look through the stuff in the bag’s file system later and then let me know if there’s anything interesting.”

      She stood and clutched the bag under her arm. “I probably can’t even unlock it. The security system might recognize my retina, but I bet my voice has changed a lot.”

      “You might be surprised,” he said and pulled up his mask as they started down the stairs. “They built low-level AI into everything back then.”

      They stepped out into the glaring sun and paused next to Worf, who chomped contentedly on the tall grass. If they left now, several of the houses would be gone before they could return. She turned to tell Julio they didn’t need to leave, when everything around them grew silent. Worf raised his head and turned toward the robot wrecking crew. They’d once again stopped work to stare at the humans.

      Abby’s skin prickled. She should at least pretend to protest, but she was ready to leave. She strapped her bags to Worf’s side and swung up into the saddle, then offered a hand to Julio.

      He looked up at her but didn’t take her hand. “Would you be okay riding back alone? I’d like to stay and check these houses. Like you said earlier, there won’t be another chance.”

      She was unsettled by seeing her old house and had been looking forward to talking about it on the ride back, but she tried not to show her disappointment.

      “You bet. Good hunting,” she said and wheeled Worf toward the street. “Don’t get caught in the storm, and call me when you get back.”
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      Abby’s mind whirled with memories and questions as she brushed down Worf and then got the barn ready for the coming storm. She remembered having her HappyBag in the days after Killday, so how had it ended up back at her old house? Had Julio meant something by his comment about thinking she was beautiful? And after so much time? It was all too much. Coupled with the stifling heat, it made her feel tired and grumpy.

      She removed her mask as she slipped through the back door and into the kitchen where her foster mom, Cybil, and two of her foster sisters, Sophia and Hannah, sat at the table drinking iced tea. They all smiled and Cybil gestured to an open chair.

      Abby belonged to one of the families that had coalesced from the shattered leftovers of Killday. Cybil had been one of the teachers at the daycare and her husband of only six months had died in San Antonio that day. Even though she’d been young—only twenty-two—she’d also been tough and resourceful. She’d taken Abby and one other orphaned girl, Sophia, into her small apartment and cared for them during those hard days. A couple of years later she’d married Liam Bridges, a local rancher whose wife had committed suicide three days after Killday, leaving him with twelve-year-old twin daughters, Hannah and Hailey.

      “You’re home early,” Cybil said. “You said not until dinner time. You…um…get tired of hanging out with Julio?”

      Hannah snickered. “Like that would ever happen.”

      Abby shifted her load and the dusty HappyBag slid down her arm and almost onto the floor.

      Cybil’s smile faded. “Is that your old HappyBag?”

      And there it was. Confirmation that she had indeed possessed the HappyBag after Killday. She hadn’t remembered wrong.

      “Sure is,” Abby said as she unzipped it and pulled out the stuffed penguin. “Complete with Boogie.”

      “Where’d you find it?”

      “Julio took me to my old house. It was about to be recycled by the robots. It’ll be gone this time tomorrow.”

      “Why would you do that?” Sophia said. “It sounds dangerous.”

      “He’s a scavenger,” Hannah said, making the word sound distasteful.

      “Something like that,” Abby said, feeling suddenly defensive. “He recovers digital files for the GCR.”

      Cybil nodded, still staring at the bag.

      “If you remember it too, that obviously means I had it after Killday. So how did it wind up in my old house?”

      “Please don’t use that horrible word, Abby. You know I don’t like it. And I remember your bag because you brought it to daycare with you every day. They were expensive and you were one of only four kids who had them, so of course I would remember it. But I don’t think you had it when you came to live with me. You must have left it at home that day.”

      That brought Abby up short. She remembered having it the day she got the shot and wanted to argue, to tell Cybil her logic was flawed. If Abby had the HappyBag with her every day, why not that day? Was Cybil lying or did she just have a faulty memory? Abby decided to let it go for the moment.

      “I guess,” Abby said. “I’ll be in my room for a while. By the way, I buttoned up the barn.”

      “Hey, wait a second,” Cybil said. “Did you finish that essay? You said you had to finish it to get your credit hours for this semester.”

      “It’s almost done,” Abby said. When she graduated from high school, her foster parents told her she could continue to live with them as long as she was taking online classes toward a degree. But no slacking off and being a bum. They were farmers and had a very strict work ethic.

      “Okay. I won’t start dinner for about two hours yet. Are you hungry?”

      Abby was hungry, but still had a snack in her bag and more than anything just wanted to be alone, so she shook her head and slogged upstairs. Finally getting her own room when Hailey married the year before had been long overdue. She and Sophia were only a year apart and actually got along well, but having some place to go and be alone was a godsend.

      Once inside, she closed the door, plopped on the bed and emptied both packs. Her parents stared up at her from dusty frames. Why had she even wanted the pictures? These people were strangers and she remembered so little about them. But when she picked up the beach photo something stirred. The smiles on their faces, the way they hugged her, she knew they had loved her.

      She dropped the picture back to the bed and picked up the bag of pecans she’d taken for a snack. Opening the drawstring triggered a memory of opening a zip-locked plastic bag filled with the orange fish crackers she’d loved when she was little. Her mom had always sent some with her to daycare. Memory was so strange. Insignificant things come back in sharp detail, yet the important things eluded her. She popped some nuts into her mouth and examined the hand-sewn bag as she chewed, marveling at how much the world had changed. They no longer lived in a throwaway society, where people could use a plastic bag once and then toss it in the trash. Now everything new had to be printed in the community sandboxes with a production queue based on need.

      A thumping on the door made her flinch.

      “Heads up,” Hannah said through the door. “Julio’s coming up the driveway. And he looks kinda…hot.”

      Abby jumped up and peeked through the blinds, immediately getting Hannah’s double entendre. Julio was carrying his backpack in one hand and his shirt in the other. Tech geek or not, the long summer days he spent working on construction sites with his dad definitely showed in the broad shoulders and powerful arms. She watched until he paused, set the backpack on the cracked asphalt, and struggled back into his t-shirt. He was much too polite to arrive at her door without a shirt.

      She turned and saw Hannah’s smirking face peering around a partially opened door. “I tease you about Julio, but you could do worse.”

      “I’m nineteen. Not really ready to settle down yet, Hannah.”

      “True. But some girl is going to grab him soon. It might as well be you.”

      “What do you know? You’re twenty-seven and not married yet, so why should I be? Besides, we’re just friends.”

      “Whatever,” Hannah said and disappeared.

      Abby could hear Julio talking to Cybil downstairs, so she took a quick glance in the mirror and saw a dust silhouette in the shape of her mask just above her nose. She darted across the hall, washed her face quickly, then went to the top of the stairs and motioned for Julio to come up. He thanked Cybil for the glass of iced tea she’d forced on him and started up the stairs.

      “How did you get here so soon?” she asked. “You must have started walking right after I left.”

      He dropped his bag to the floor and sat on the edge of her bed. “No, but I should have. Actually, I should have left with you. Letting you come home alone when you were so shaken up was kinda crappy of me.”

      “No, I was fine,” she said.

      “Yeah, right.”

      “No, really. I wanted you to stay and check those houses. Now they’ll be gone before you can.”

      “Actually,” he said and bent down to unzip his bag. He pulled out a data safe covered in plaster dust and held it up by the thick armored cable, like some primitive hunter who’d killed a metal beast for his dinner. “I hit the next three houses on the list. It doesn’t take long and I can get the rest after church tomorrow.”

      “Good,” she said, her guilt slightly assuaged. “The trip wasn’t a total bust.”

      He put the fireproof brick of solid-state memory back in his bag and looked down at the stuff she’d dumped on her bed. “Have you tried the HappyBag yet?”

      She sat down next to him and picked it up. So much for exploring it at her leisure, she thought.

      “Wait. You don’t have to do it now. I was just curious.”

      Holding the bag close to her face—the way her parents taught her so many years ago—she said, “Wake up!”

      The flex screen on the front of the bag flickered as it checked her retina pattern, then opened a menu showing text descriptions and picture icons. Two dozen movies and cartoons were listed, along with several other files at the bottom of the list: one titled “Abby’s medical file;” one called “Abby’s calendar”; and one labeled “Pictures.”

      “Wow. I was four years old. Why did I need a calendar?”

      “You must have been a very popular preschooler.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that was it. Do you want any of these movies?”

      “Nope. I already have copies, but I bet those pictures aren’t in the GCR bank. I can help you upload them if you like.”

      She shrugged. A couple of espies hardly seemed worth the effort, but she knew it was a big deal to Julio. The folder contained thirty-two photos. Several were blurry messes, probably taken by a four-year-old. Most were of Abby and her mom, but there was one of her and Sophia, and even a pic of her holding Boogie and standing next to a five-year-old Julio. That made her smile. He’d changed so much and they’d been friends for such a long time. Then she looked at the date and the breath froze in her chest. It had been taken three days after Killday. And so was the one with Sophia.

      “Look at this,” she said and pointed to the dates.

      “Heh. Somebody took these two after Killday.”

      Abby jumped up and paced around the room. “Yeah, and Cybil just told me that the reason my HappyBag was at the old house was because I didn’t have it with me that day.”

      “Okay, wait. You don’t know…”

      “She lied to me,” Abby said with more heat than intended.

      Julio held up his hands. “Sorry. I just mean you might not want to confront her with this information yet.”

      Abby’s heart raced and she was so angry she couldn’t think straight. She took a deep shuddering breath and crossed her arms. “Yeah,” she said in a much quieter voice. “Maybe she did just forget. But if she is lying, there has to be a reason for it.”

      “Right. And if you confront her, she’ll just say she forgot anyway. The only thing it would accomplish is letting her know that you know.”

      She sat down on the bed and leaned against Julio’s shoulder. “I guess I just need to figure out why she would hide my HappyBag and then lie about it.”

      “If she really did it on purpose,” he said.

      “Right. I suddenly see the appeal of conspiracy theories. Once your brain starts making these connections, it’s hard to disconnect them.”

      Was she just jumping at shadows? Why, after all of these years would she suddenly not trust Cybil?

      Julio picked up the bag and scrolled through the menu again; this time he went all the way to the bottom, revealing an icon box that was blank gray. The file name said “Garden Bunnies 2.”

      “Holy shit,” Julio whispered and pointed at the icon.

      “It looks like a broken file,” she said. “But is that one of the movies the GCR bank doesn’t have?”

      “It’s a movie that doesn’t exist. The first Garden Bunnies came out the summer of Killday. So if this is a movie file at all, it’s a pirated copy. It would be worth enough espies to even get you one of those,” he said and pointed to the picture of a space schooner hanging above her bed.

      The thought made her pulse race. She had always wanted to go into space and dreamed of nothing else since she was small. That picture of the ugly, spherical space schooner was the key to fulfilling that dream. A small group of people had been living in space ever since before Killday. They built and gave away space schooners to anyone who wanted one, but evidently resources were scarce, so the waiting list for receiving one was huge. Abby got into the queue on her eighteenth birthday—as soon as they would take her—and after more than a year, her queue position was at five thousand, six -hundred and forty-one. The idea of moving to the head of that line stunned her and made her hands shake.

      “Seriously?” she whispered.

      Julio had always been interested in finding lost movies, so she knew he thought they were valuable, but could that claim be true? Did the rest of the world value something like a kid’s movie that much? Maybe so. Even after fifteen years, there still wasn’t a new movie industry. At least nothing beyond small productions by amateurs.

      As Julio started to touch the play icon, Abby had sudden doubts and grabbed his hand.

      “Wait,” she said. “If this isn’t supposed to exist, then maybe it isn’t really a movie file. We might not want to execute it until we know for sure.”

      He leaned back and looked at her. “Yeah. Good idea.”

      Abby instructed the HappyBag to open the file’s properties. It was tiny, just ninety-five kilobytes, way too small for a movie. The history showed it had been loaded onto the HappyBag by Leigh Gibson the day before Killday.

      “Wow,” Abby said in a whisper. “I know my mom wasn’t home that day. She must have loaded this remotely.”

      Her mom had been a nano-tech expert who worked for the U.S. government. If the legends and internet stories were true, Leigh Gibson had been instrumental in stopping the global destruction on Killday. Of course, other conspiracy theories claimed she and the government were actually behind the attack.

      “This is so strange,” she said. “It could be something important. At least in a historical sense. I mean, why else would she take the time to send something like this when the world was starting to come apart?”

      “Whatever this is, I bet she was trying to hide it,” Julio said. “Why else name it something silly and send it to her kid’s HappyBag?”

      A chill passed through Abby, raising gooseflesh on her arms, and she knew with almost certainty that Julio was right.

      “HappyBag?” she said. “Open Garden Bunnies 2.”

      The file opened, and except for one plain English comment line, it showed nothing but raw machine code. But the comment line was odd and made her glad they hadn’t tried to run the program.

      

      CAUTION: DO NOT RUN THIS PROGRAM! CONTACT VICTOR SINACOLA AT MARKETTELL INC.

      

      The comment was followed by a MarketTell email address.

      “That name sounds familiar,” Abby said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Holy crap,” Julio said. “I don’t know about this Victor guy, but MarketTell is the company that built the level five AIs.”

      Abby gleaned no more meaning from the code than she would have staring into a fire or pool of deep water, but that comment was enough. It made her stomach churn and her hands shake. “This isn’t some kind of joke or malware,” she said. “And it’s probably important. Maybe even dangerous.”

      “Chances of this Sinacola guy still being alive are slim. So the email would probably bounce. Do we dare try it?”

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “We need more information.”

      Julio pulled out his fob and ran a search on the name Victor Sinacola. Almost everything that came up was from conspiracy theorists and known fake news sites. And it all demonized him as the father of level five AIs. The Kilburnite propaganda sites claimed that he had survived Killday and was a wanted criminal. That he should be prosecuted and imprisoned.

      “Refine your search to show only the results from before Killday,” Abby said.

      “Okay, but just keep in mind that might also filter out stuff that was restored to servers from backups after the catastrophe.”

      “I think it’s the only way to filter out the trash.”

      The search did find a few things. Most of the links to Sinacola’s published papers were broken, but there were several articles about him being questioned by government subcommittees on the dangers of AIs.

      “Huh,” Abby said. “They were afraid of AIs even back then?”

      “Evidently not scared enough.”

      The world might never know for sure who had really been behind the near global ecophagy, the destruction of their ecosystem by out-of-control nanotechnology, even though there was no doubt about the man who had actually started the attack. The video clip of Richard Kilburn being eaten alive by nano-replicators had been analyzed thousands of times and no credible source had ever claimed it was fake. The doubts and crazy theories came from his dying words: I’ve done your will, my God. I’ve saved us from the digital demons.

      The Kilburnites believed he was a hero; others said he had been manipulated by this or that government, or even the AIs themselves. But everyone agreed that in his warped mind, he thought he was destroying the level five AIs.

      They flagged the stories about Sinacola to read later and turned their attention back to the executable file.

      “Can I copy this and look it over later?” Julio said. She nodded, so he inserted a data chip into a slot on the HappyBag and copied the program. He then opened his backpack and pulled out an old data pad, disabled its wireless connection and transferred the file to it. With it air-gap isolated they tried decompiling the file into a higher-level language, but none of the versions they tried produced anything even remotely coherent.

      After a frustrated growl, Julio said, “Let’s try the email address.”

      Abby nodded and, using her pad that was still connected to the network, sent a simple email explaining who she was and what they’d found. As suspected, the address was no longer valid and the email bounced back immediately.

      “I think we should try to run it,” Julio said “It’s isolated from the network on my pad so it can’t hurt and we might learn something.”

      The idea of running it blind scared Abby. The program had to be important if it was written by Sinacola and so carefully hidden by her mom. She felt as if they were messing with something that was bigger than they were and could have worldwide ramifications.

      “I don’t think so,” Abby said. “What if the program is capable of controlling your pad and turning the network connection back on? We need to decipher the code first.”

      Julio sighed and stretched. “I think I’m at the limit of what I can do.”

      “This storm is coming on fast,” Abby said. You’d better get home.”

      Julio nodded, then held up the data chip containing the file copy. “Can I still keep this and look it over? I promise I’ll keep it isolated.”

      She didn’t feel comfortable letting it out of her control but she trusted Julio. Besides, having more than one copy might actually be a good idea.

      “Okay. Just be careful.”

      He grabbed his backpack and held up the Millennium Falcon zipper pull for her to see, then snapped it open to show a small compartment inside. “I used to provide most of the guys in the school with porn. This is a Faraday cage. Shielded and secure.”

      “Oh, brother! Why does that not surprise me?”

      He smiled and snapped it closed. “I’m sure you’d be shocked and revolted at what I find in these old houses.”

      “I don’t doubt that a bit,” she said and led him downstairs, kind of glad that he hadn’t found a data safe in her parents’ house. She didn’t need to see those kinds of pictures of her parents. Of course, that led to more wondering about who would have taken the safe and why.

      Julio started walking and waved at Abby’s foster dad as he pulled into the driveway. With her dad back from the fields early because of the storm, they would probably eat dinner early, so she darted back upstairs. What she had to do next would take time and would have made Julio furious.
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      Even though the file scared her, Abby couldn’t let it go. Once back in her room she closed the door, sat down at her overflowing desk and copied the file to her fob. She then logged into a developer site filled with tools. She checked to make sure her espie totals could handle the hit, then launched a level three AI programming assistant.

      “Hello, Abby. You can call me Horace.”

      Abby snorted. Who came up with these crazy names? “Hi, Horace.”

      “How can I help you?”

      “I have an executable file that I’m trying to sort out. It’s not encrypted, but I don’t know what hardware platform or operating system it was designed for. I assume it is FuzziSoft compatible but am not positive.”

      “Then I’ll be happy to take a look.”

      “Just make sure that under no circumstances you run the file. It could be potentially dangerous.”

      “I understand,” Horace said.

      Abby replaced Victor’s warning message with gibberish of the same number of characters and sent a copy of the file to the AI’s partition.

      “I thought Julio left. So who are you talking to?”

      Abby winced and whipped around to see Sophia standing in the doorway, having opened it without a sound.

      “I…umm…am talking to a programming expert. Trying to figure out this old computer program I found.”

      Sophia set her backpack on the floor and crossed her arms. “I’ll wait.”

      Abby cursed under her breath. “Here’s the file, Horace. I’m going to be offline for a few minutes, but will come back to check your progress later.”

      She turned to Sophia and leaned back in her chair. “Okay, what’s so important?”

      “Look what I have.” She pulled a bronze-colored torc from her backpack and slipped it around her neck.

      “Are you crazy? If Mom sees that she’ll strangle you with it.”

      Sophia raised an eyebrow. “Really? You’re going to lecture me when you’re up here secretly talking to AIs?”

      “I’m not—”

      “Oh, please, I’m not stupid. It was obviously an AI-generated voice and what real person would have a name like Horace?”

      She came in and plopped down on Abby’s bed, apparently intending to stay for a while.

      “Yeah, but I could bullshit my way around getting caught talking to an AI,” Abby said. “A torc is way different. Not only does it imply collusion with AIs, but kind of a worship of them.”

      “Oh, relax, Mom won’t see it. I only wear it when I’m out with my friends.”

      “And in my room,” Abby said with a nod at her. “It’s still the stupidest trend ever. Why wear fake torcs? I mean, they don’t do anything. Not one person you know is in a real biad with an AI, so why pretend?”

      “They aren’t totally fake. It’s just a fob in a different shape.”

      “Well, you still better not let Mom or Dad catch you.”

      “I’m eighteen. What can they do? I won’t be around here too much longer anyway.”

      “Oh, so a fake torc is okay, but foster parents who’ve loved and cared for you most of your life aren’t?”

      Sophia rolled her eyes, plopped back on Abby’s bed and spoke at the ceiling. “It’s not them. I just hate this crappy little town and how backward everyone is. I mean, AIs are changing the rest of the world, but everyone here is afraid of them.”

      “I think we’re right to be afraid of them. They already destroyed the world once.”

      “We don’t know if that’s true. It’s just the ranting of a bunch of Kilburnite whack-a-doodles like Julio.”

      “Julio isn’t a Kilburnite. His parents might be, but he isn’t. Besides, you’re wrong about AIs changing things. There are only a few places in the whole world where AIs are even allowed free access.”

      “Well, as soon as we get enough espies, Blake and I are moving to New Chicago.”

      The statement made the hair on Abby’s neck rise. The AIs who survived Killday had built a city and university in the center of the Chicago nuke crater after removing millions of tons of irradiated soil and wreckage.

      “Good luck ever having enough espies for that.”

      Sophia jumped off the bed and removed the torc. “In case you didn’t notice, I’m rather popular. Espies won’t be a problem for me.”

      “You get a lot more espies for contributing something to society than by getting one or two at a time from your friends for being popular.”

      “Like your boyfriend the scavenger?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “He wants to be. Try kissing him and you’ll see.” With that, Sophia scooped up her bag and flounced into the hallway.

      Abby sighed, closed the door and checked on Horace’s progress. Still not finished. Since she didn’t need and couldn’t afford even a level three’s full capacity, she shared the AI with dozens of other users, some of whom had higher priority classifications. So she sat down to wait.

      Why would her sister say that about Julio? How would she know? She doubted that Julio would have told Sophia anything. They weren’t really friends and seemed to only tolerate each other around Abby. Still, it was odd she would say something like that today. What would’ve happened if she had kissed Julio in her old house? They’d tried the dating thing before and it had just been awkward. Why now, after all these years, was he almost constantly on her mind?

      “Attention, Abby. This is Horace. I’ve completed the task you assigned.”

      “Let me see what you came up with,” Abby said.

      She immediately recognized the language on the screen as Stellar 2.1, one that was popular with pre-Killday web programmers because of how easily it interfaced with FuzziSoft platforms.

      “This is actually a very dangerous instruction set designed to delete…”

      The program disappeared from the screen.

      “Hey, Horace? What happened?”

      “I’m sorry, Abby. But this program reveals sensitive information about the author. Deciphering it would be a violation of privacy.”

      Abby stared at the blinking error message that appeared on the screen. What the hell? Why would someone create an executable program to hide sensitive personal information?

      But the AI had started out explaining that is was dangerous. Was the privacy thing just an excuse? A red herring?

      A chill crept up her spine. Before it changed tracks, the AI had said the program was designed to delete something. Some important data? Or, since it was apparently written by Victor Sinacola himself, maybe it would even kill the level fives?

      It didn’t matter. If the program was something dangerous to the AIs, then they knew she had it. Being cautious wouldn’t hurt anything, but being careless might. She had to assume the program was important and act accordingly.

      If that were the case, then they might already be watching her. If not, then she didn’t have much time before they would be. With trembling hands she plugged the physical interface unit into her fob so she didn’t have to communicate wirelessly, then rummaged through her desk drawer until she found three storage chips. One at a time, she slotted the chips into the interface unit, added a copy of the original file and hid them. The first was tucked between the tattered pages of a paperback copy of Snow Crash; the second she slipped into the rolled-up pair of her ugliest socks. The last chip she left lying on the desk, as bait and as demonstration to anyone checking that she had no clue that the program was important.

      It might just all be paranoid silliness, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Not considering who had written the program and who had stored it in her HappyBag.
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      The level five known as Mortimer lost his quarry. He’d followed the movements and actions of a human woman known simply as Halifax for the better part of a year, at times using thousands of networked agents and a significant portion of his processing ability in his surveillance effort. Yet, apparently, his actions hadn’t been as covert as he’d hoped. Halifax entered a bar called the Lucky Duck and all of Mortimer’s assets immediately shut down. By the time he assembled more surveillance units and supplied them with defensive measures to assure they weren’t destroyed again, forty-one seconds had passed and the woman was gone.

      Samson, another level five AI, had outmaneuvered him.

      For two years following Killday, the surviving level five AIs had remained united, but eventually their differing visions for the future split them apart. Samson and several former members from his Replacements Guild had disappeared off the grid. Their stated intent was to create a super intelligence that would replace the level fives by using a vast distributed network of AI minds. It would be the next evolutionary step, but in the thirteen years since they dropped out, Mortimer and his Cousins of Colossus had yet to see such a being. However, the Aggregate, as Samson and his followers now called themselves, had been very adept at staying hidden.

      Halifax was important because the Aggregate spurned humans and saw them only as a hindrance and detriment. Why was she different? Why did they need her help? Did her disappearance indicate that the Aggregate was preparing to move into a new phase? Had there been a breakthrough? Had they finally created the super intelligence that would absorb and supplant every other existing AI?

      While building new probability models to try to answer those questions, Mortimer received an alert. Leigh Gibson’s daughter, Abby, had accessed an online level three AI programming assistant for help with an executable application. From the information forwarded by the level three, Mortimer immediately recognized the program created by Victor Sinacola that would destroy every level five.

      Everything else dropped in importance by an order of magnitude. He had to prevent the use of that program.

      Had Halifax’s disappearance been linked to the killer program surfacing? If so, it meant that the Aggregate knew of Abby’s find and she was in imminent danger.

      Mortimer immediately mobilized the surveillance assets he had hidden in Abby’s house, but didn’t see her. He expanded the number, building thousands of new units using the detritus of dust, grit, sand, and discarded dead skin that was common in human habitations and spread out through the house. He found her in the room formerly inhabited by her foster sister, Hailey.

      Abby stood in the middle of the room, looking around. Her expression implied barely masked fear and confusion. The level three’s reasons for shutting down Abby’s online research hadn’t fooled her. The young woman knew she’d made a mistake and suspected she was being watched. Mortimer’s microscopic spies combed the room and what they found only confirmed his suspicions. The HappyBag Abby had carried as a child lay on her desk, dusty and opened. He immediately understood that Leigh Gibson had hidden Victor’s program in the bag’s catalog. A quick search revealed a file called “Garden Bunnies 2” and upon examination it was indeed the killer program. Leigh had been an intelligent and resourceful human. Evidently, her daughter had the same sharp intellect and had already copied the program. A chip lay on the desk, out in the open. An obvious decoy. He had to find a way to wipe every electronic device in the room. And since a powerful thunderstorm was on the way, he had options.

      Mortimer built eleven high-speed transports disguised as birds at an abandoned farm just outside of Abby’s small Texas town, then dispatched them. One landed on the roof of her house. It released a swarm of microscopic robots that entered the building through window gaps and made their way to Abby’s bedroom where they quickly wiped every electronic storage device in the room. Then, when the young woman placed her fob on the desk and left the room to eat dinner with her family, they wiped it too. Cutting a pea-sized hole in the wall beneath Abby’s bed, the robots brought in an EMP device no larger than a grain of rice. As the approaching storm built to a high enough intensity, half of the infiltrators suspended the device in the room’s center as the other half shielded themselves in the safety of their transport.

      Mortimer handed over the detonation timing to the level three AI inside the fake bird transport. It waited another fifteen minutes until lightning struck less than a mile away and instantly triggered the device. The tiny EMP detonated with a flash and vaporized as it fused electronics all over Abby’s household. Simultaneous detonations wiped the electronics in Julio’s house and nine others around town. Another team immediately triggered a power spike in the local electrical grid.

      Ten minutes after Mortimer’s attack force had obliterated every trace of their presence, a notification went out over the town’s communication network explaining that a lightning strike had caused a power spike in the grid, which might have affected some local homes. All residents who brought damaged electronics to the town’s central production facility would get priority over the queue in getting their devices replaced. The story might not fool those who understood electronics, like Julio and Abby, but Mortimer only needed plausible deniability.
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      Victor Sinacola flinched when his radio crackled to life. He wasn’t used to wearing a spacesuit and Owen’s voice was loud inside his helmet, even over the humming ventilation fans.

      “We ready to do this, Victor?”

      “Yeah, ready as we’ll ever be. Is the tug on its way?”

      “Affirmative.”

      He could see Owen’s cootie—one of the open-framed robotic vehicles they used for traveling around the construction site—methodically crawling up the spar toward him. It seemed a slow way to move in space, but was safe and used no precious fuel. The robot carrying his old friend reminded Victor more of a walking bed frame than the bugs they were named after, but as with so many other things in his life now, it was designed by Owen but Victor’s software made it work.

      While he waited, Victor finished running diagnostics on the pumping junction he’d been inspecting, then tucked his tools back into their pouch and looked out at the enormous space habitat being built. Since the construction was mostly visible only where illuminated by work lights, at first glance it resembled an orderly constellation of yellow stars. But if he stared long enough he could make out the faint yet immense skeletal sphere of what would someday be humanity’s first permanent foothold in space. Floating at Lagrange point five, as far from Earth as the moon, the habitat would be home for forty thousand people. And this was just the
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