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      “How did they find us again so quickly?” Cass asked as she shoved her clothes in her backpack. She clipped it closed and shrugged her shoulders into the straps.

      Shelby shook her head. “I don’t know. We don’t have time to worry about that. Ramona said to leave the motel and meet her up on the highway ramp leading to the interstate.”

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere, Shelby. I can’t believe anyone knows who we are or that we’re hiding out here.”

      “You heard Ramona’s message. She thinks they’re tracking your implant somehow. We figured as much the last time they almost caught us. She must have found some confirming evidence while she was out searching for the gear we’ll need to mask it from prying eyes. We just have to give her time to figure it out.”

      Cass followed Shelby out the motel room door into the darkness. The small roadside inn only had twenty-five rooms situated in a low, single-story structure. It sat beside a twenty-four-hour diner and an automobile charging station, just off the Pennsylvania Turnpike.

      Shelby stooped in the shadows by the door, looking for any hints of a threat. Across the dark gravel parking lot, the flickering neon sign of the Shady Rest Motel provided an orange-red glow that barely lit up the night. The standard overhead parking lot lights were either broken or turned off.

      Cass dialed in the night-vision capability in her ocular implant and scanned the area.

      Shelby glanced her way as she waited by the door. “See anything, Cass?”

      Cass shook her head, scanning the parking lot that now looked as bright as day, thanks to her enhanced vision. “No, it’s clear. Let’s get across the road first. There are some bushes and trees over there. We can walk that way to the highway ramp.”

      Shelby nodded and let Cass lead the way in the dark. Cass continued to scan the area as she jogged toward the road. She didn’t see anyone. Though her auditory implant picked up the hum of the occasional car or transport on the highway, there were no cars out this time of night here near the rest stop.

      The whole place was deserted, but that was no surprise. Cass didn’t expect to see anyone out and about this late in the small, central Pennsylvania town. It was one of the reasons Ramona had picked this particular motel. Isolation would make any strangers stand out among the locals.

      They picked up speed as they crossed the open space around the roadway, heading toward the trees on the other side.

      As they reached the trees and stopped to catch their breath, Cass glanced back at Shelby and whispered, “Did Ramona say anything about whether she was able to find the equipment she needed from her contact out here?”

      “You got the same message from her I did.” Shelby crouched by one of the trees and turned to look back the way they’d come.

      “There’s no one following us, Shelby.” Cass tapped the side of her head next to her right eye. “I can see in the dark way better than you can. Come on. We should keep moving. I want to get to the rendezvous and see what Ramona was able to pick up.”

      Shelby smiled and reached out for Cass’s hand as they walked through the brush and trees along the road’s edge. “I’m sure she’s found something that’ll help. She was able to reboot my implant with a new locator identity.”

      “Except that she’s had trouble doing the same for my implant. What’s wrong with me?”

      Cass thought back to the four times Ramona had tried to reset her implant’s firmware and identifier code so far. It had been a week since Shelby and her cousin had helped Cass escape the Sapiens Movement enclave where her family lived.

      Each time Ramona made the attempt, she had assured Cass she’d be able to reset the cerebral cybernetic implant in a way that would make her untraceable via the Mantle. The worldwide AI network, known as the Mantle, linked all connected devices in the modern world, including those individuals with cybernetic implants.

      After the fourth failed attempt, Ramona had left them at this motel while she went to a nearby cybernetics wholesale depot. She claimed to have an old friend who worked at the warehouse who could help her put together whatever workaround she had in mind. Given Ramona’s limited track record so far, Cass wasn’t as sure of the hacker’s abilities as Shelby was.

      That last attempt at a reset, something Ramona had called a crash restore had left Cass with a splitting headache that had lasted for hours after they’d disconnected the hard-wired interface.

      Shelby stopped and smiled at Cass in the darkness. “Cassie, look, my cousin is good at what she does. You heard her when she dropped us off this morning. There’s something strange about what’s going on with your implant and she’s got to figure it out first. Remember, your cerebral implant is much more extensive than mine. It’s not only connecting you to the Mantle and other things in the world; it also has essential systems that saved your life after the accident. Don’t forget that.”

      “I won’t forget it, Shel. I’ll never forget it. That’s how we ended up in this mess to begin with. Now, my father and Simon Cantwell have chased me halfway across the state to try and bring me back. They won’t stop hounding us until they retrieve the video files from my implant.”

      Shelby gave Cass’s fingers a gentle squeeze and then tugged a little as they both turned and headed off again, paralleling the road as they headed toward the ramp leading up to the interstate.

      They didn’t have to hide and wait for very long. About five minutes after they got to the cluster of bushes growing near the road, a white van with tinted windows pulled up in the darkness. The passenger window rolled down and Ramona’s voice came from inside, “Come on. Hurry up and jump in. We need to get out of here. They can’t be too far away, based on the message I intercepted.”

      Cass and Shelby darted from their hiding place and jumped into the small delivery van. It was the same one they’d used to rescue Cass from the enclave.

      As they climbed in and Cass shut the door, Ramona stomped on the accelerator and the electric vehicle sped off up the ramp and back onto the highway. It looked like they were heading west again. Ramona thought maybe they’d head to Pittsburgh tonight and find a place to hide out while working on Cass’s implant.

      Cass shrugged out of her backpack, laying it behind the seat. Something Ramona said as they’d run to the van came back to her.

      “What kind of message did you intercept, Ramona? I would have thought they’d be using secure communications instead of something you could listen in on.”

      “The message was in the code of the bot they used to track you down over the Mantle. It had a creation and location timestamp in it. They were only about twenty miles to the east when the bot homed in on you.”

      Cass turned and stared out the back window the way they came, searching for any signs of pursuit. It scared her to know they were so close this time.

      Seeing no headlights behind them, she looked behind the rear seat of the van to the cargo area and spotted several open cardboard boxes full of various pieces of electronic equipment and wire harnesses. It seemed to be the same random collection of gear Ramona already had when they’d rescued Cass.

      Cass turned back to the front. “Did you get what you were looking for?”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I found the circuit board I need to create a firmware scanner I want to use on your implant. When we get to the next rest stop, we’ll pull off into one of the overnight rest areas and see what we can do.”

      Ramona’s clipped words and tone reminded Cass just how frustrated the hacker was with the difficulty in cracking the problem with Cass’s implant. Ramona had initially said it would be a quick fix. That had been six days ago. Yesterday, she remarked that it had become one of the most challenging hacks of her career.

      Cass didn’t like the sound of that. She hoped it didn’t turn out to be impossible. She shuddered as she remembered what her father and Simon had planned for her back in the enclave. If they caught up to the trio— Well, Cass didn’t want to think about it. She’d rather die than fall into Simon Cantwell’s hands again.

      The girls drove for more than an hour before reaching a rest area with picnic tables and a public restroom. Shelby jumped out and headed for the bathroom while Cass stood beside the van and stretched her hands over her head.

      Behind her, Ramona had climbed into the back of the van. She fidgeted with a portable computer rig she’d cobbled together from a variety of systems and devices. It all attached to Ramona’s implant with a crude wire harness running up her arm. Rubber bands clamped the harness at various places along her arm until it reached the side of her head. The whole thing jacked into a port in the cerebral implant that circled the back of Ramona’s head like a broad silver horseshoe.

      “Cass, while we wait for Shelby to come out, open up a narrow-band, local connection to me. I want to renew the masking protocol I had in place before their bot found you.”

      Cass sighed and mentally activated the internal wireless port in her implant’s firewall. She had done this so many times, her system automatically connected to Ramona as soon as the port opened.

      “What’s going to keep them from breaking through this one like the last time?”

      “Look, Cass, I’m sorry that it’s taking me so long to do this. I’m really good at what I do. Believe me when I tell you no one else could do more than I’ve been doing to reset your system to a new, clean serial number. This should be a piece of cake. There’s something strange going on with your implant and I can’t figure out what it is.”

      “You were able to redo Shelby’s in just a couple of hours. She told me.”

      “Yeah, and I should’ve been able to do the same for you, too. The first two times should’ve worked but your system has some sort of patch on it that I can’t get around.”

      “Does it have to do with what Derek did, when he installed his Protocol One hacking program in my implant, so that I could get into the enclave undetected? I haven’t been able to open that file since the last time I tried to breach the firewall there. It’s corrupted beyond repair according to my system diagnostic.”

      Ramona shook her head and met Cass’s eyes. “I thought at first that might be it. Derek and his hacks are legendary. I’ve never met him, but he’s supposed to be among the very best. I tried to open the Protocol One file in your system the last time I tried to wipe the firmware. It’s fully corrupted, almost like the code inside melted into a mass of random ones and zeros. Your system seems to have walled it off so it isn’t accessing your implant anymore. If there’s something it’s still connected to that’s hampering the reset, I can’t find it.”

      “Can’t you reach out to Derek and see if he can help?”

      “I’ve tried. He’s a hard guy to get ahold of under normal circumstances. Now though, it’s like he’s disappeared entirely. I’ve got inquiries out to try and leave messages for him in various places I trust but I’m not sure he’ll get the messages. If he’s gone fully underground for some reason, he won’t surface for a while.”

      A chime sounded in Cass’s mind as Ramona’s system completed the connection with hers.

      “I’ve joined to your implant wirelessly, Cass. Why don’t you go ahead and use the bathroom. I can get started from here with the initial stages of this diagnostic sweep. I’ll get the rest of my gear set up here, in the back of the van, while you’re gone. Once you’re back, Shelby can keep watch while I try to dial into your system again and we’ll see if we can’t run that override I came up with. First, though, let’s try to see what’s going on before we get started again.”

      Cass nodded and headed off toward the small brick building in the center of the rest area. It was just old enough to still have separate men’s and women’s restrooms. Shelby emerged as Cass walked up the sidewalk from the parking lot.

      Shelby threw an arm across her shoulder, pulling her close for a kiss.

      Cass savored it along with her girlfriend’s embrace. She nodded to the women’s room. “What’s it like in there?”

      “It’s not the worst bathroom I’ve ever been in.” Shelby laughed. “I guess we just have to take what we can find.”

      Cass smiled, kissed Shelby again and then went inside.

      Shelby was right, sort of. It wasn’t that the facilities weren’t clean. The bathroom was old and everything looked more than a little beat up and in desperate need of replacement.

      Cass went ahead and did what she came to do, then stopped at the sink to wash her hands. She splashed some water on her face and stood staring at herself in the mirror.

      Cass noted the sunken eyes with dark circles under them. She hadn’t put on any makeup in days, or had a real chance to relax and clean up. She was a mess.

      She dried her hands with the automated blower on the wall and headed back toward the van.

      Shelby was leaning up against the passenger side of the vehicle, sipping soda from a can. She hooked a thumb over her shoulder toward the back seat. “Go ahead inside. Ramona’s got everything all set up for you. I’ll stay out here to keep an eye out.”

      Cass nodded and climbed in the back. Ramona had spun the front passenger seat around to face the rear. She sat there with a large laptop computer propped next to her atop a cardboard box. Beside it, a cable led to a tablet screen on a plastic stand sitting on the rear bench seat.

      Having been through this before, Cass lay down on the long back seat so that her head rested on the armrest closest to the door.

      Ramona moved the tablet on the stand. Now it sat next to Cass’s head.

      Cass looked up at Ramona as the other girl leaned over her. “This isn’t going to hurt like the last time, is it?”

      “Honestly, honey, it shouldn’t have hurt any of the times. I don’t know what caused that. Something that Sapiens IT guy did back at the enclave caused a feedback loop. When he used the security firewall to crash your implant’s systems, he created sub-routines I’ve never seen before. I tripped the loop by accident the first time I tried to overwrite your implant’s firmware. Since then, I’ve been able to partially bypass it for the most part, but not completely. I’m sorry it’s hurting you.”

      “I don’t understand why you can’t remove it, or the file Derek installed.”

      Ramona placed a reassuring hand on Cass’s shoulder. “I’m still not sure what exactly it was he did. For a guy who supposedly hates modern technologies, he’s sure created some unique uses for it.”

      Cass didn’t like the way Ramona seemed more and more unsure of herself each time they tried this. She knew the older girl wasn’t trying to hurt her.

      Cass nodded and said, “I just want to know what to expect. That’s all.”

      “Hopefully, I’ll plug-in and you’ll fall asleep for a little bit. Then, when you wake up, everything will be normal, and no one will be able to track you anymore.”

      Cass hoped it was that easy, but the previous four failures had not instilled much hope in her that it would work this time.

      Ramona reached out and pressed on the silver metal of Cass’s implant, right next to her ear. She moved aside a hidden panel and approached with a pair of fine wires. Each one ended in a small, round plug, kind of like what you would have used with an old pair of wired earbuds.

      Cass felt a little pressure as Ramona held her head still and snapped both plugs into place.

      Ramona smiled down at her. “Okay, close your eyes. Next time you wake up, we’ll have things all figured out.”

      Cass smiled back, closed her eyes, and everything went black.
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      Simon Cantwell climbed out of the black SUV and walked across the gravel parking lot to the open door of the motel room. Three of his men poked around inside the room, searching for any trace of the girl. When he stepped inside, one of them stood up and turned to face him at attention.

      “We must’ve just missed them, sir. They can’t have been gone that long, and it looks like they had to leave in a hurry. They left food and a few of their belongings behind this time.”

      “How did they know we were coming again, Brewster? I thought you said you’d hidden the tracker bot this time.”

      “I don’t know, sir. I assure you. We did nothing to alert them of our arrival in the area. We used the disguised bot and followed the tracker here. The enclave IT specialist installed it deep in the sub’s implant. As long as that is hidden there, we should be able to home in on her location whenever she connects to the Mantle.”

      “I don’t want excuses, Brewster. I want results. We should’ve been able to catch her the first time we tracked her down. Figure out how she’s being alerted to us and cut it off. Understood?”

      Brewster nodded. The other two men in the room worked very hard to appear engrossed in their search efforts and oblivious to the discussion happening behind them.

      “I didn’t hear you, Brewster. Is. That. Understood?”

      Brewster cleared his throat. “Yes, sir, Mr. Cantwell. We’ll figure it out. There’s no way this girl has the experience needed to evade us much longer. We’re definitely closer this time than ever before.”

      Simon snorted in reply and turned around. He stepped back into the parking lot. He noticed a short woman in her mid-to-late sixties standing just outside the motel office watching him and his men.

      He nodded a greeting at the woman.

      She returned his nod.

      Simon smiled. Maybe there was another way to track the girl and her accomplices down. He crossed the lot toward the woman, broadening his smile as he turned on the charm he could use when necessary.

      The woman pointed to the collection of black SUVs parked in the motel’s small lot. “What kind of Federal agents are you folks again?”

      “We’re a special bureau involved with tracking down hackers and their robots who steal information and money from people’s accounts on the Mantle. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

      “Never did trust that robot crap much. Can’t relate to machines the way you can to a person. I’d really like to see Mr. Sterling Noble get elected so he can do what he needs to do. We have to stop everyone from relying on the machines so much.”

      Simon nodded. This was going better than he’d hoped. If he’d known this woman was a sympathizer, he’d have approached her sooner.

      He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the open motel room. “Did you see the two women staying in that room?”

      “Weren’t two. It was three — all of them kind of young. There was a tall redhead, a brunette just a little shorter than her, and another girl with blondish hair. All of them had attachments. You know what I mean.” The woman screwed up her face and pointed to the side of her face.

      Simon nodded. “Did you happen to see them leave?”

      “No. As far as I knew, they were staying through tomorrow. They paid for the room in advance with cash.”

      That made sense. They wouldn’t want to leave any credit trail that could be tracked after them. “Did you hear them talking about anything in particular when they checked in? It’s vital to our investigation that we catch up to them.”

      “I overheard the brunette talking to the blonde, after they checked in, about something to do with fixing her or making something right again. I couldn’t make any sense of it. She looked pretty healthy to me.” The old woman scowled up at Simon. “What did they do, anyway?”

      “I’m afraid that’s confidential and secret, ma’am. I do thank you for your help, though. It’s always nice to meet a woman with a sense of civic duty.”

      “Like I said, I don’t want no trouble with anyone, and I don’t like having people with robot parts stayin’ here. I know I can’t refuse to serve them, but I don’t trust them when I see them.”

      Simon smiled and nodded, reaching into his jacket pocket and removing a business card. He glanced at it to double-check and make sure it was the right one. He’d had several batches of cards made up, using different ones depending on what his cover story was at the moment.

      This one was plain white. It simply read, “Agent Simon Murphy. Special Investigations Division.” Beneath the words was the generic government circular seal with an eagle on it. Below that was a phone number. It looked official enough and it fooled most people he encountered.

      “Here’s my card, ma’am. If you think of anything else, or if they return, please call me immediately.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that.” She glanced past Simon, watching one of his men exit the room, lit up by the headlights. He carried a box to the rear of one of the SUVs. “You and your men aren’t damaging anything in there are you?”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ll make sure we put everything back the way we found it. All you should have to do is get your maid in to clean up and it’ll be ready to rent to the next person.”

      The woman nodded and smiled.

      Simon returned the grin and headed back to his vehicle.

      He climbed inside and checked the map on the heads-up-display (HUD) hovering over his dashboard. No new traces had come in since he’d arrived. The girl had gone dark again, mere minutes before his assault team had arrived to capture her and her friend, Shelby Moore.

      Who was the third girl? Her description matched the one he had for one of the Moore girl’s distant cousins, Ramona Roach. There wasn’t much out there on her. Everyone he’d contacted since the search began assumed she was dead. There was no record of her anywhere for the last five years.

      Simon knew all too well how easy it was to hack into such things and remove yourself from the databases. He’d paid to have it done for himself. Simon Cantwell was the third such identity he’d created for himself following his time in the military.

      If Ramona was as good a hacker as her complete removal from the system indicated, that might be the reason why they were having trouble catching the other two girls. He’d have to rethink his strategy for finding them.

      Simon tapped a button on the dashboard, opening up his cell phone connection. A virtual video chat-screen popped up in the HUD, showing a vibrating phone handset.

      After ringing a few times, a bleary-eyed James Armstrong appeared in the camera pick-ups at the other end. “Simon, I figured it must be you. No one else calls this late at night. Did you find her?”

      Simon shook his head. “They left less than an hour before we arrived. I called to let you know where we stand so far, and make sure you or your wife haven’t heard from her.”

      “We’ve had no contact, I assure you,” James said. “Ever since she escaped, killing one of your men and injuring the other, Faye and I have only been focused on making sure she returns to face up to what she’s done.”

      “Anymore on the internal investigation on how she got away? You know as well as I do it’s unlikely she escaped all by herself. My men were very capable. I find it difficult to believe one teenaged girl was able to overpower even one of them, let alone do the kind of damage she did to both men.”

      “We’re trying to be discreet in our inquiries. We don’t want to alert any of her friends who might have helped her get away. It had to be one or more of her school friends. We’re focusing on the ex-girlfriend.”

      “I expect results, James. This is a serious matter.”

      “It’s going to take time, Simon. We don’t have the kind of investigative facilities the local police do, and we’re trying to keep the deaths from the authorities and the enclave’s community as a whole. You know as well as I do, if the local police find out there was a murder inside the enclave, they’ll raid the whole place and start collecting evidence. We don’t want that kind of scrutiny.”

      Simon frowned and nodded. He understood James’s concerns, but could there could be something else behind the failure of the investigation? There was something not quite right about what happened at the Armstrong home the night the girl got away. He wasn’t sure James or his wife were being completely honest with him.

      That didn’t matter now, though. He’d deal with them soon enough once this chase was finished. His primary concern was catching Cass and Shelby. He planned on using the information contained in Cass’s implant to discredit the video the two of them had recorded and publicly shared.

      That video was the only proof linking him to the execution of the subs at the Sapiens Movement rally several months before. That viral video had done more damage to the Movement than anything else arrayed against them had done in years.

      “You can go back to bed, James. If there’s anything else I need, I’ll let you know in the morning. I don’t have to impress upon you the importance of this to the cause, do I?”

      “Not at all, Simon. You know you have my complete support. Cass has brought this on herself as far as I’m concerned. Anything that happens is completely on her.”

      Simon grunted in response and cut the connection. James Armstrong mouthed all the right words, but there was something that warranted further investigation.

      Simon turned his attention back to the task at hand and stared through the windshield at the open motel-room door. Two of his men came out with another load of cardboard boxes full of evidence to take back to the warehouse, where they could do a more thorough job of inspection.

      It wasn’t much. From what he could see, it consisted of a few boxes of food and a couple items of clothing. He wondered if there was anything there to help him figure out how they were staying just one step ahead of him.

      The only answer that made sense was they’d found the trojan horse program. Aaron Benson, the IT security specialist at the enclave, had cleverly attached the software virus to the firewall’s security response when he installed it to catch Cass in the act.

      Simon had to admit it was a stroke of genius. He’d been skeptical, even though Aaron had assured the Simon that the virus was untraceable.

      Of course, there was no such thing. All computer software was inherently flawed. It was one of the reasons the machines were destined to lose. Nothing could compete with the power of the human brain. That was why the machines could not be trusted.

      Simon tapped the starter button. His SUV’s electric engine hummed to life. Stepping on the accelerator, Simon pulled out of the parking lot, his rear tires spitting up a rooster tail of gravel behind it.

      His men could finish up here on their own. He had to get on down the road. Since the girls were headed west, they might stop in or around Pittsburgh. He had a few contacts there he could use to help catch them. They owed him a few favors and it was time for him to come and collect on them.

      Once they got another ping on the girl, he had to be ready. He got the feeling that time was running out for him to solve this particular problem.
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      When Cass woke up, the rocking of the van told her they were moving again. She sat up from where she lay on the backseat, rubbing her eyes, trying to wake up.

      Ramona was driving and chatting with Shelby. She’d come in during the middle of the conversation, but it sounded like something to do with their extended family.

      A wave of dizziness swept over Cass after she sat up. Something inside didn’t feel right. She’d been a little weaker every day since she’d left home. Not enough to alarm her at first but enough that she’d begun to notice.

      Cass thought at first it was because she hadn’t been eating very much. All implants require additional calories to fuel them. Hers was larger and more extensive than most, due to the damaged areas of her brain it supplemented. She had to eat a lot more than even Shelby did to fuel the electro-mechanical interface. Now, though, the bout of weakness was affecting her equilibrium, causing her to sway as she sat upright. Luckily, it only lasted for a few seconds.

      Shelby turned to look over her shoulder and saw Cass. “Hey, you’re awake. How do you feel? You look a little pale.”

      “I guess I’m fine.”

      “You don’t sound like you’re fine.” Shelby’s brow furrowed with concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “I probably just need to eat something. How did the reset go, Ramona? Were you able to reboot
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