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      Cass Armstrong picked up the last stack of T-shirts from the suitcase and placed them in the dresser beside her bed. She put the new one she’d received upon arrival on top of the others. The words “Class of 2054” framed the university logo on the front of the new shirt. Cass slid the drawer shut and flipped the suitcase closed.

      “All finished, honey?” Cass’s mother Faye asked.

      “Yeah, that’s the last of it.”

      “Good, we just have to wait for Daddy to bring up the last box from the car.”

      Cass’s thirteen-year-old sister, Elena, burst into the room from the dormitory hallway. “This place is so supe, Cass. There are so many kinds of people here. They’re all so different from us. I can’t believe you’re going to live here.”

      “Different’s one way to put it,” Faye said.

      Cass cringed and looked toward the door, scanning to see if any of her new dorm mates overheard the narrow-minded comments from her sister and mother.

      Faye continued, unaware of her eldest daughter’s pained expression. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t choose to attend one of the Sapiens-recommended college programs. They’re fully accredited and all your friends from home are going to one of them. You know the risks you run when you choose a regular university attended by all these others, Cassie. The people here aren’t like us.”

      “Mom, keep your voice down, please. You know I can’t get a degree in political science worth a damn at one of the Sapiens’ so-called colleges. I need to go to school here if I’m going to help Daddy with his work.”

      Faye started to interrupt Cass, but her daughter kept going.

      “You don’t have to worry about me, Mom. I’m not going to go away to college and come home with all sorts of cyber-enhancements like Maggie did.”

      “We don’t talk about her anymore, Cass. You know that.” Her mother shuddered at the mention of her niece.

      The tone of her mother’s voice stopped Cass. She turned away and straightened her makeup containers on top of the dresser. It was an awkward subject for all of them.

      Cass missed Maggie, who was only two years older than herself. The family had disowned both her aunt and her cousin after Maggie returned from college with some embedded electronics and cybernetic skin enhancements. They were relatively minor compared to some, just a few v-tats. They were enhancements nonetheless and Cass’s family’s leadership position in the Sapiens movement required them to shun that branch of her mother’s family.

      “I’ll be fine, Mom. Promise.”

      “Promise what?” James Armstrong said, entering the dorm room behind Cass.

      She turned and smiled at her father. “Hi, Daddy. It’s nothing.” She pointed at the box he carried. “Is that the last thing?”

      “Yes, finally.” He set the plastic bin down on the bed.

      It contained all of Cass’s newly purchased desk supplies as well as the special-order tablet computer her father bought her for school.

      James shook his head and pushed the door closed. He made sure it was latched and scowled as he turned around. “I can’t believe all the damned subs there are in this place, Cassie.”

      “Dad, you can’t talk like that,” Cass admonished him. “We’re not in the middle of the compound. You of all people know better than that. You’re the politician after all.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s why I shut the door. I can be as politically correct as the next guy when necessary but I’m still a little pissed off that my daughter is going to be living near so many people pretending they’re still human instead of machines.”

      “I’ll be fine, Daddy. I told Mom, I have to learn what they’re like if I’m going to help you with your work when I graduate.”

      “I know, Cassie, but I don’t have to like it.” James sat down on the bed and checked the old-fashioned analog watch on his wrist. “When did you say your roommate was getting here?”

      Cass stammered an answer after an awkward pause. “Uh, she said sometime late this afternoon or this evening. She’s traveling in from visiting relatives out of town I think.”

      “It’s such a shame we won’t be able to meet Shelby,” Faye said. “It would be nice to get to know your new roommate. I’d like to know she’s the right kind of person to be sharing a room with you.”

      “It’s fine, Mom. I’ve talked to her by face chat several times. I promise she’s not an ax murderer. She’s a really nice girl.”

      Elena giggled. “Does that mean you two are going to be girlfriends?” Her sister wrapped her arms around her shoulders and made kissing noises.

      Cass started to say something but her mother beat her to it.

      “Elena, leave your sister alone. She’ll find someone new when the time is right.” Faye turned to Cass. “I still don’t know why you broke up with Susan. She was such a nice girl and you two could have kept things going. Your father and I liked her and she comes from such a good family.”

      Cass groaned. The last thing she wanted was a discussion with her parents about her love life. “Susan and I parted on good terms, Mom. We both decided we didn’t want a long-distance relationship.”

      “It’s only long distance because you didn’t choose to go to the same college as Susan,” James said. “You could still change your mind, you know. It’s not too late. You know enrollment in a Sapiens school is guaranteed to children of members. I had a difficult time explaining to our friends why you didn’t choose to go to an approved educational institution.”

      “If I’m going to be a politician and lawyer like you, Dad, I need to go to a good school with a program that affords me the opportunities you had. I thought you would’ve understood that by now.”

      “I do,” James said. He glanced towards the closed door again. “I just don’t like you being around all these people who aren’t like us. Things were different, safer when I went to school. We didn’t have the opportunities offered to us now.”

      “That’s why I’m here, Daddy. I need to see how things are in the world if I’m going to help you bring about change for people like us.”

      Cass resisted the urge to bite her lip. She didn’t want her father to see through her lie. While she held some of her parents’ technophobic views about body enhancements using cybernetics, she wasn’t quite as rabid about it. She believed in most of the Sapiens movement’s core values guarding against artificial intelligence’s intrusion into the world. Some of their views were a bit too extreme, though.

      The Sapiens movement stood against all uses of artificial intelligence, seeing it as the eventual doom of humanity. Because of that, anyone who received any sort of electronic addition to their bodies, whether medically necessary or merely cosmetic, was considered less than fully human anymore. Most add-ons included cybernetic implants connecting to the Mantle.

      The Mantle was an overarching artificial intelligence network that offered connectivity to all robots and cybernetic devices. It allowed autonomous robots to operate and navigate in a complex three-dimensional human world. For connected humans, it was an exponential leap beyond the simpler internet of the early twenty-first century.

      That was why James and many members of conservative organizations like the Sapiens movement referred to all people with such connected enhancements as “subs,” short for sub-human. It was considered a derogatory term by most, but in Sapiens’ circles and especially in their sheltered and gated enclaves, it was accepted as normal.

      Cass glanced at the watch her father gave her on her twelfth birthday, a battery-operated analog model from a different age. It was later than she thought and things were going to be cut a little too close with Shelby’s arrival if she didn’t hurry things along.

      “Hey, I’ve got an orientation thing to go to this afternoon. Is it all right if I finish putting away the rest of my things myself? I can unpack the remaining boxes. You all can go ahead and head on home.”

      “Are you sure?” her mom asked. She crossed the room and put an arm around Cass’s shoulders. “We don’t mind staying here and finishing up while you go to your thing. Maybe we’ll get a chance to meet Shelby, if she gets here before we leave—”

      “Um, no, really, that’s all right,” Cass interrupted her mom. “Like I said, I’m pretty sure Shelby will be here much later. She’s coming from quite a distance. You guys should get on the road. You’ll all want to get home in good time.”

      “Cassie’s right,” her father said. “It’s time for our girl to step out on her own, Faye. We need to let her do her own thing.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Really, I’ll make sure to call all of you tonight and tell you about everything I learned at orientation. We can face chat when I get back to my room later or maybe tomorrow if it’s too late.”

      Cass’s mom looked disappointed and didn’t hide it well. She smiled and gave Cass a big hug. Her father did the same.

      Elena came over and hugged her big sister, too. As she leaned in, Elena whispered in her ear. “If you find a hot, new girlfriend, make sure you let me know first.”

      “Don’t worry, Elena. You’ll be the first person I tell.”

      Cass smiled as her mom, sister, and father all turned to leave. She remembered at the last minute to grab her new room key from the desktop. The plastic card was her pass not only to get into the building and her room, it also was used to access the other facilities and buildings on campus. If she forgot it, or lost it, the dorm monitor would charge her account to let her back into the room.

      She slid the card into the back pocket of her shorts and pulled the door closed as she followed her parents out into the hallway.

      Outside, in front of the dorm, lines of cars waited behind those unloading all the incoming freshmen’s luggage and personal items. Seeing the backup, Cass was glad she’d convinced her parents to get here early, for several reasons.

      Cass stopped at the curb beside their car. Elena jumped in the back of her dad’s official company sedan, already slipping on her headphones and pulling up something on her tablet to watch.

      “Goodbye, pumpkin,” James said as he hugged her. “I’m proud of you for stepping out like this. Risk-takers are just the kind of people our movement needs right now. When you graduate, the company will be proud to hire you.”

      James Armstrong’s company provided consulting and lobbying support to Sapiens’ political candidates around the country.

      Cass nodded and smiled at her father’s words. “Thanks, Dad. I’ll do my best.”

      She waved as her mom and dad got in the car and drove from the parking lot. Cass followed the car with her eyes until it was out of sight, leaving her alone and on her own for the first time in her life.

      She smiled and looked around at her new classmates. Her father was right. It was a bit of a shock to see the few people with cyber enhancements all mixing with normal people like herself. All of the add-ons she saw were voluntary and mostly cosmetic. It had become quite the fashion statement for some people, although they were still very much in the minority, even here on a progressive university campus full of young people.

      Cass went back into the dorm and returned to her room to finish unpacking. She thought her parents would never leave. They seemed to be dragging out the whole move-in process on purpose despite her best efforts to hurry them along.

      She accomplished the mission of the day, though. She got them on the road home several hours before Shelby’s scheduled arrival. That was important. Cass didn’t really have an orientation meeting that afternoon. It was scheduled for much later that evening after dinner. The real reason her parents needed to leave had to do with her new roommate, Shelby Moore.

      Cass knew from the first time she saw her prospective roommate via a private face chat that her father and mother definitely wouldn’t approve of Shelby.
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      When the dorm room door opened less than an hour later, it caught Cass by surprise. She’d been sitting on her bed, listening to high-energy dance music on her headphones when the raven-haired girl bounced into her room. The flicker of movement she saw out of the corner of her eye made Cass jump to her feet.

      To say Shelby Moore was the opposite of Cass Armstrong was an understatement. The two of them couldn’t be more different. Cass had strawberry blonde hair, long enough to hang down past her shoulders to the small of her back, which was how she preferred to wear it. Shelby’s shorter, dark hair reached just to the nape of her neck. While Cass was of average height for a woman, the newcomer was taller by several inches.

      The most striking difference, however was the cybernetic extension on her left arm, replacing her entire forearm and hand. She also had several v-tats visible across her neck and right forearm. Each played a series of recorded animations. The images looked like Manga characters. Cass knew from her previous conversations with Shelby there were others playing in more intimate locations on the girl’s body.

      “Hey, roomie,” the newcomer said. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s all right,” Cass said, taking off her headphones and dropping them on the bed. She glanced at her watch. “I didn’t expect you for another few hours.”

      “I managed to catch an earlier bullet train down from Boston. I wanted to get my things moved in before it got dark. Besides, we have a bunch of cool things going on tonight to kick off our freshman year. I heard they’re going to give us a whole lot of free stuff just for showing up.”

      Cass nodded. She’d heard the same thing from their dorm’s upperclass hall monitor. Cass looked out into the hallway behind Shelby. “Do you need help carrying anything in?”

      “Yeah, I had the van driver help me unload everything at the curb outside. That’s actually why I came in to check and see if you were here. I was hoping you’d be here to help me.” Shelby looked around the room. “Did your folks leave already?”

      “My parents and sister had to leave early,” Cass lied. “I think they had something going on this evening back home.”

      “I’m sorry I missed them. If I’d known they weren’t going to stay later, I would have caught the first train down this morning.”

      “It’s all right, I’m sure you’ll get a chance to meet them another time.”

      As she spoke, Cass caught herself staring at Shelby’s left arm. The mechanical fingers looked almost like normal ones, except for the smooth metallic skin. The thought of self-mutilation like that intrigued her in a horrific sort of way. She couldn’t think of anything that would make her do something like that.

      She yearned to ask Shelby a ton of questions about how the arm felt and if getting it or her v-tats installed was painful. The only thing she knew about such things came from the Sapiens educational programs she’d had in the enclave’s school about the practice of what her people called cyber-butchery. Based on what she’d learned, the changes were excruciating and not something any sane person would do willingly.

      Shelby caught her staring and held up her left hand. “You like my new arm? I got it done up in Boston while visiting my family a few weeks ago. It was a gift from my older brother, Eric, as a going-away to school present.”

      Shelby reached over with her right hand and tapped a place on the metal skin of her left forearm. A panel popped open, revealing a hidden compartment. She reached in and pulled out a piece of gum.

      Popping it in her mouth, she asked, “Do you want some?” Shelby extended her left arm towards Cass, offering gum from the hidden compartment.

      Cass flinched away from the metal appendage before she could stop herself. The reaction was a reflex and she tried, without success, to hide the brief instant of horror she felt at almost touching the cybernetic limb. Cass caught herself with a mental admonishment, “Chill, Cassie. It’s not a disease.”

      She tried masking her initial reaction by waving a hand of dismissal at Shelby. “Uh, no, that’s okay. I’m not much of a gum person. That’s pretty cool, though.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Shelby replied, seeming not to notice her roommate’s reaction. “My brother gave me enough to have them replace my entire arm with a new one. I opted for just the forearm but with some extra add-ons. Look, now I don’t need to carry any school supplies with me at all.”

      Shelby held up her metal hand and raised her index finger. The rounded tip of the finger opened and turned into a stylus. She extended all her fingers. Each of them now displayed a different fixture or tool.

      Shelby laughed as she wiggled her fingers. “It’s like the ultimate pocket knife, but built into my hand. We shouldn’t have a problem with needing any tools around the room. I’ve got them all covered right here.”

      Cass tried not to wince again as she heard the faint whine of the mechanical servos in her roommate’s arm. A part of her, deep inside, had the morbid desire to reach out and run her fingertips over the lifeless, mechanical forearm. She wondered, was it cold and hard like the outer sheet metal skin of a machine, or warm with the heat of Shelby’s body like a living limb.

      Cass caught herself staring at it again. When she’d first met Shelby via face chat, the only enhancements her roommate had were a few v-tats and the cerebral control interface implant beside her left ear. That was already extreme enough in Cass’s mind.

      This artificial arm was something else entirely. The thought of replacing an entire body part with a cybernetic replacement was beyond alien to Cass. It hadn’t occurred to her that Shelby would have gotten another enhancement before they met in person.

      Cass wanted to understand why someone would do something like that to themselves. If she was going to join the Sapiens political strategy team alongside her father, she needed to understand the mindset that would allow someone to intentionally destroy their humanity that way.

      Cass had learned a lot about Shelby via their conversations over the summer. Those initial chats challenged a lot of her conservative views and stereotypes about cyber-humans like Shelby. Cass now questioned many things she learned while growing up in the enclave.

      “Hey,” Cass said, changing the subject. “Let’s go out and bring your stuff inside before somebody grabs it for themselves.”

      “Nobody will do that,” Shelby said. She reached up and tapped the small metal implant visible just in front of her left ear. “I deployed a remote drone to monitor all my stuff. It’s all still there. I can see it right now. Anybody who tries to steal it, will get to hear me yelling at them while I run out there and teach them the error of their ways.”

      Cass laughed at the expression on Shelby’s face. She looked so fierce all of the sudden. Even the scrolling v-tats on her neck and right arm changed to reflect her mood. They shifted to animations of snarling tigers as she voiced her threat. While cyber enhancements seemed alien to Cass, some things were pretty awesome in an ornamental sense.

      Once again, Cass found herself wanting to reach out and touch her new roommate’s enhancements. What did the skin over a v-tat feel like? She had so many questions for her roommate. Shelby intrigued her.

      Cass resisted the urge again, instead lifting her arm to point to the door. “Let’s go get your stuff. We have a bunch of activities coming up this evening and I’m kind of hungry. We can get your stuff moved in and then go find some food. I think there’s an ice cream social some time this afternoon.”

      “Ice cream sounds awesome,” Shelby said. “You’re right, let’s get my stuff. There’s a sundae out there with my name on it.”

      The two women headed out of the room to start carrying in the boxes Shelby had piled out at the curb. Despite their different backgrounds, Cass found herself drawn to Shelby’s charismatic personality. She seemed so full of energy and excitement, in contrast to Cass’s more introverted nature.

      It didn’t take the two of them long to carry everything back inside. Cass saw a bunch of items similar to hers. There was no evidence of a tablet computer like the one she brought to school, though. She wondered how Shelby planned on accessing their assignments and class reading.

      Once the two of them were back in the room and unpacking Shelby’s things, Cass asked about her roommate’s lack of a physical computer.

      “You still use a tablet?” Shelby asked in reply. She laughed and gestured to her head. “I got the full integrated educational implant upgrade last year. I’m tied directly into the Mantle now.”

      Cass gasped, “Aren’t you afraid the AI will take you over in your sleep?”

      Shelby’s puzzled frown caught her by surprise.

      Cass realized she’d reacted poorly and covered her exclamation by adding, “I always figured the Mantle’s cyber brain would be so alien to us it would confuse a person who was tied in directly to it.”

      Cass grew up hearing stories of rogue vigilante robots attacking people and about the Mantle randomly frying people’s brains after the connection was made.

      Shelby laughed and shook her head. “Not at all. It’s really liberating. Because the campus systems are connected to the Mantle’s interface, too, I’m tied in to everything that happens here. I don’t have to take notes in class or anything like that. I can access the original lecture recording, with video and audio, anytime I want. Not only that, but I have access to the direct text transcripts so the lectures are searchable. It makes research and homework super easy.”

      “Isn’t that cheating? What about when you take a test?”

      “Oh, the professor can turn off access locally. The classrooms utilize a sort of virtual Faraday cage to shut down my implant’s access during tests and quizzes. That ensures I actually learn the material.” Shelby turned and stared at Cass. “You have a lot of questions. How is it you don’t know this stuff?”

      “My tablet isn’t connected to the Mantle, just to basic services and public databases.”

      “It’s not? How do you search for anything? How do you live?”

      Shelby’s question irked Cass. She’d been avoiding the topic of her family’s aversion to anything in the form of advanced AI-connected technologies. This was a topic she had stayed away from during all their private chats over the summer. Cass was afraid of what Shelby would think. She didn’t want to have to explain herself or defend her beliefs and the way she’d been raised.

      Cass shrugged and tried to blow it off. “My family just doesn’t like a lot of the new technologies out there today, that’s all.”

      “What do you mean? You aren’t like those crazy people in the Sapiens movement, are you?”

      When Cass didn’t answer the question right away and looked away instead, Shelby barked out an awkward laugh. “Oh, my God, your family are Sapiens members? I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

      Shelby raised her arm, noticing Cass’s involuntary flinch this time. “I suppose you think it’s fun to have some kind of freak as your roommate? Are you going to brag to all your Sapiens high school friends about your pet subhuman?”

      Cass shook her head. This was going all wrong. “No, it’s not like that. I wanted to meet new people and learn about people like you.”

      “People like me? I’m not any different than you just because I have this arm or any other enhancement. I’m as human as you are.”

      “That’s not what I meant, Shelby—”

      “I thought all you Sapiens members hated people like me? That’s why you live behind the walls of your private enclaves, isn’t it?”

      “We don’t hate you, we just don’t want to be like you,” Cass blurted out, trying to get a word in around Shelby’s shouting. “All we want is to remain human.”

      Shelby put her hands on her hips and cocked her head to one side. The snarling tigers were back on her arm and neck. “So now I’m not human to you? You know, I read the crap you people put out there in your flyers and so-called safety notices about the dangers of cyber-humans like me. I know fear and hatred when I see it. I’ve heard of the things that people like you do to people like me.”

      “None of that stuff really happens,” Cass said. “You’re just repeating fake news. The violence you talk about isn’t real. Nobody I know would hurt anyone unless someone attacked them first. We’re peaceful. The goal of the Sapiens movement is to protect humanity from the dangers of too much integration between humans and technology.”

      Shelby scowled at her. The metal hand balled up into a fist to match the other one, just as  a real hand would. It was as if it really was a part of her body. Cass knew it wasn’t, of course. It was a metal construct, something that had been added by medical doctors who were better described as butchers than healers.

      Shelby caught Cass staring at her cybernetic forearm. She lifted it and held it right in front of her roommate’s face.

      Cass flinched backwards again and raised her hands up to block what she thought was an incoming attack. “So now you’re going to hit me? I’m just telling you how I feel, how I was raised.”

      Shelby snorted and lowered her arm. “I wouldn’t hit you. I wouldn’t waste the energy. I just figured you’d want to get a close-up look at my defect, my deformity.” She lifted her arm again. “Go ahead. Take a look. Don’t you want to touch it? It’s just as much a part of me as my other hand.”

      “No, it’s not,” Cass shot back. “You had your real hand chopped off so you could have that thing put on your arm.”

      “That thing, as you put it, is part of me. I can sense and feel through it. I can pick things up. I can touch you and feel the goose bumps I see raised on your arm. It’s as much a part of me is anything else on my body.”

      This whole argument was a disaster. Nothing was going the way Cass had expected. She’d been fascinated with Shelby’s magnetic personality and her enhancements since their first face chat. Cass merely wanted to understand why anyone would do such a thing to themselves. But her questions now all seemed wrong and invasive. Shelby actually believed the horrible things she said about Cass and her family just because they rightly feared the takeover by AI in the world. She had to find a way to salvage this.

      “Shelby, I don’t want to fight with you. We just met in person for the first time. I didn’t have time to tell you about my family. We only talked a few times before and they were just short face chats. I didn’t intentionally hide anything from you.”

      “But you did. I should’ve known something was off about you as soon as I did a routine search for you and came up with nothing. You know there’s absolutely no record of you beyond your initial birth record in the system at all.”

      “Of course. That’s the point. There’s no reason for humans to be so connected to everything. My family scrubs all mention of us from the system. It’s to protect me and my sister. Keeping us off the AI databases is one way to do that.”

      “So, I suppose you live in one of those weird Sapiens communities where no AI is allowed inside the gates? Would I even be allowed to enter if I showed up?”

      Cass wasn’t sure what to say. Shelby obviously knew enough about the movement and the private enclaves to know the answer to that question. She knew all about how the Armstrong family, and others like them, separated themselves from the rest of society to protect their families from the inevitable.

      “You don’t understand why we live apart. It’s not about being welcome, Shelby. It’s about protecting ourselves. You’ve put far too much trust in what technology can offer you without understanding the risks involved. I learned to understand those risks and be wary of them.”

      “So, I suppose your family are friends with people like Sterling Noble and his goons. That asshole wants to make people like me against the law. He wants to make us all second-class citizens.”

      “Mr. Noble is not like that. He wants to protect the people who don’t choose to integrate themselves with technology. That’s all. It shouldn’t be something that holds us back just because we don’t want to be as connected or dependent on technology the way you are.”

      “Mr. Noble? You mean you’ve met him?”

      “He’s been over for dinner a few times. My father is one of his political consultants on technology risks.”

      Shelby spun around and stalked away across the room, her hands in the air. She stopped and looked out the window. Shelby shook her head. “So, my roommate is not only a Sapiens member, she’s also a personal friend of that racist bigot Sterling Noble, too.”

      Shelby turned to face Cass and rolled her eyes. “How the hell did I get myself into this mess.”

      Cass held out her hand. “Shelby, I don’t want to be enemies. I came to a school outside our closed educational system so that I could learn more about everyone else in the world. I realize I was raised separate and sheltered. I came here to understand why you did what you did to yourself and why your parents let you do it.” Cass barely stopped herself from using the word “mutilate.”

      “My parents were wise enough to let me be me, Cass. They made me hold off until I was sixteen, but that’s just the law. My mom and dad didn’t fill my head full of hatred and lies.”

      Cass started to shout a response in defense of her family but stopped when there was a knock at the door. Both she and Shelby stopped and glanced at the closed door to the room. Neither made a move to open it.

      After a few seconds, the person knocked again, “Ladies, open the door. It’s Mitch, your dorm monitor. Everyone on the floor can hear you two yelling at each other.”

      Shelby moved to the door before Cass could recover from the shock and embarrassment at Mitch’s words.

      As she pulled the door open, Shelby said, “I’m glad you’re here. I want a new roommate. I can’t live with her.”

      Mitch, a senior who made extra money working for the school as a dorm monitor, sighed. “Why do you want a new roommate?”

      His bored tone and attitude angered Cass. It was like he didn’t take Shelby seriously. She didn’t want to change roommates but this guy didn’t seem to care one way or the other and that infuriated her.

      “She’s a Sapiens racist. She called me a sub freak.”

      “I did not.”

      “You may as well have. I can’t even think about staying in the same room with you tonight.” Shelby turned back to Mitch. “Put me in another room.”

      “There are no other rooms. This dorm is full. Everyone else already has a roommate.”

      “What about other dorms? There’s got to be a room somewhere?” Shelby sounded almost desperate.

      “Look, there will be an opportunity to change rooms and swap with someone else in a few weeks, once things settle down. Until then, you two will just have to get along.”

      Cass stepped forward. She was worried now about how Shelby might react to being forced to stay. Was she safe in the room with her now that Shelby hated her?

      “I’m not sure we can do that,” Cass said. “I’m not the person she says I am but now I’m afraid she might attack me or something.”

      “What? So now I’m some sort of animal who can’t control myself?”

      Mitch put up his hands. “Ladies, ladies. There’s literally nothing I can do to change your room assignments. What I can do is write you both up with causing a disturbance in the dorm.”

      That stopped both Shelby and Cass in their tracks. Cass had never been in trouble in her life and now she was going to be sent to the Dean or something like that.

      A glance at Shelby revealed she might be having similar thoughts.

      Taking advantage of the silence, Mitch continued. “I don’t have to do that, though, if you two will do what I say.”

      “What’s that?” Shelby asked.

      “I want you both to leave the room and go, together, to the ice cream social over at the student center. Get some food there and sit down in public for a while. Maybe out in the open, the two of you can work out your differences without shouting hateful things at each other. Deal?”

      “And if we don’t?” Cass asked.

      “Then you can visit the Dean, together for fighting and causing a disturbance in the dorm. You’ll still end up staying together but you’ll have the added benefit of getting some joint community service hours around campus on top of it.”

      Cass stole a glance in Shelby’s direction. Shelby returned it then said, “Fine, I’ll go, but you can’t make me talk to her.”

      “No, I can’t, but here are the rules. You two have to go together, sit together while you eat, and return together. Otherwise, I’ll start the report now and send you to the Dean.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Cass blurted out. “We’ll do it, right Shelby? Just don’t write us up.”

      Shelby nodded after a brief pause and Cass sighed. She was afraid Shelby was too upset to see reason.

      “Excellent,” Mitch said. His pleasant grin irked Cass. “Grab your keys and go. I don’t want to see either of you back here for at least an hour.”

      Cass walked over to her desk and grabbed her key card. Shelby waited for her by the door.

      Cass stalked past her and headed down the hallway, her mind spinning with ways to fix the horrible mess she’d made getting to know Shelby.
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