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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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      The two girls walked in silence across the campus to the student center. It held the cafeteria, school bookstore and gift shop, as well as the activities center, weight room, and indoor track.

      There was a long line leading up to the table where they dipped the ice cream. Cass tried to fill the silence by scanning the fixings table where people could add toppings and flavored syrups to their choice of ice cream.

      She started putting together her options and choices in her mind as they passed by in line. Before she knew it, she turned to Shelby and said, “I’m getting crushed chocolate cookies and caramel syrup on mine.”

      “Hmph,” Shelby said in reply. She crossed her arms and stared straight ahead.

      “Seriously,” Cass said. “What’s wrong with what I just said?”

      Shelby didn’t say anything at first. When Cass stood and stared at her, waiting for a reply, Shelby finally broke down and answered.

      “Caramel and chocolate? First of all, pick one or the other. They don’t mix. Second, you missed the best part of the toppings.”

      “What’s that?” Cass asked, glancing at the table again.

      “The gummy bears. They are the obvious choice when they’re available.”

      “Ewww. I like gummy bears, but not on my ice cream. They get all hard and chewy in the cold, and get stuck in your teeth.”

      “That’s the best part.” Shelby smiled. “You save some for later.”

      “Gross.”

      Cass’s response made Shelby laugh out loud.

      It caught Cass by surprise and before she knew it, she laughed, too. “We can’t even get along about our ice cream options. That’s pretty sad.”

      “So much for Mitch’s grand plan to get us to agree on something.”

      “I know, right?” Cass said. “He acted like he was bored by our fight, like we were interrupting something he had to do.”

      “Yeah, if he acts like that all the time, it’s going to be awful having him living on the floor with us the whole year.” Shelby glanced at Cass. “I guess that’s one thing we agree on, at least.”

      Cass nodded. She realized Shelby had offered a cease fire to their argument with that last statement. It was her turn.

      “Shelby, I’m sorry about what I said. I’m trying to learn all these new things and sometimes I say stuff without realizing it.”

      “I just wish you’d told me about your family over the summer.”

      “Would you have agreed to room with me if I had?” Cass asked.

      Shelby didn’t answer.

      “I didn’t think so,” Cass said. “Look, I want to learn more about the things they taught me growing up. I know now so much of what I learned isn’t like they told me it would be out here in the rest of the world.”

      “I can’t even understand what it was like growing up there like that. Did you have any access to the net or anything?”

      Cass shrugged. “We had a closed network inside the community. That gave filtered access to outside information and news feeds. It was enough to do school projects and stuff like that.”

      “What about VR gaming?”

      “Oh, no, nothing like that. That’s giving yourself over to influence from the AI. The name says it all. Virtual reality isn’t actual reality. How are you supposed to tell what’s fake from real if you do that too much?”

      “Weird. I can’t even think what it would be like without any sort of VR gaming. I’d be so bored all the time. What did you do?”

      “I read books. I like stories about kids like me growing up in the past.”

      The line had moved forward far enough that Cass and Shelby were next. Cass grabbed a bowl and handed it to Shelby before grabbing another for herself.

      “We’ve got chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry,” the girl behind the table said.

      “I’ll take two scoops of vanilla,” Cass said. She handed the other girl her bowl and waited while another older student dipped the ice cream for her.

      When she got her bowl back, she moved on to the toppings table. Shelby was right behind her. She’d gotten two dips of chocolate.

      They both laughed as Shelby went right for the gummy bears, spooning so many atop her ice cream that a few fell off the sides to the floor.

      Cass bent down and helped pick them up and throw them in the trash before finishing making her own sundae. She put crushed cookie topping on hers and then caramel as promised. She topped it all off with whipped cream from an aerosol can at the end of the table.

      “Want some?” Cass offered Shelby the whipped cream.

      “Sure,” Shelby said, holding out her bowl.

      Cass squirted a generous pile of whipped cream on top of the gummy bear laden bowl. Shelby nodded and grabbed a spoon for each of them as they moved away from the line.

      “Let’s sit over here,” Shelby said, pointing to a bench in front of the bookstore entrance.

      Cass followed her over and sat down next to Shelby. For the next minute or so, the two of them enjoyed their ice cream in silence.

      Cass was the first to speak up again. “So, can we stand to live together until they approve a change of room?”

      “We don’t have to change rooms, Cass, at least not right now. You shouldn’t have hidden who you were from me, though.”

      When Cass started to respond, Shelby held up a hand to stop her. “I understand why you did it. I just wish you didn’t feel like you had to hide who you were from me.”

      “I’m still the same me you talked to all summer, the only difference is now you know where I grew up. I’m not defined by that, Shelby. I don’t believe everything I learned back in the enclave schools.”

      Shelby turned to face Cass on the bench. “What have you learned is different?”

      “I’ve learned that just because you have add-ons and enhancements, it doesn’t mean you’re under control of the Mantle. You’re just like me in most ways, the ways that really matter.”

      “And, what have you learned is the same as you heard growing up?”

      That question was hard for Cass to answer. She didn’t know where to start because she was still learning so much about the world outside the enclave.

      “I honestly don’t know yet. I guess that list is a work in progress.”

      Shelby smiled. “Good answer.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “I know, Cass. That’s why it’s a good answer. Look, I made some snap judgements about you earlier, too. I have to hold myself accountable if I’m going to take you to task.”

      They finished the last of their ice cream and stood to throw the bowls away. Together, they turned back towards the dorm.

      Cass had a random thought and laughed out loud.

      “What?” Shelby asked.

      “Oh, I was thinking about how smug Mitch is going to be if we come back and we’re no longer fighting.”

      “The hell with Mitch. I gave up worrying about what boys think about me a long time ago. It’s much more important to me what you think.”

      They walked a bit longer then Shelby smiled.

      Cass glanced her way and asked, “What are you smiling at?”

      “I know how to get Mitch. Let’s make him think his plan worked too well.”

      “What?”

      “We’re almost there. Hold my hand.”

      Cass looked down. Shelby held out her cybernetic hand to her. Cass swallowed hard and reached down, taking the metal hand in her own.

      She was struck immediately by how warm it was to the touch. The smooth metal wasn’t cold at all. It wasn’t soft like skin, but it still felt alive somehow. That surprised her. She stroked the back of the hand with her thumb.

      “Stop that. It tickles,” Shelby said.

      “You can feel that?”

      “Of course, I can. What good would it be if I couldn’t feel something touching my hand? The neural-mechanical connections allow for all the basic senses: hot, cold, pressure. It can even generate a diminished pain response if the arm is damaged in some way.”

      “Wow, I had no idea.”

      “Let’s set some ground rules from here on out,” Shelby suggested. “If you have a question about my arm or my v-tats or anything else, just ask. Don’t assume you understand. I will do the same about your parents, family and friends growing up.”

      “That sounds good,” Cass replied.

      “Awesome. Now, ready to go inside and blow Mitch’s mind?”

      Cass nodded and with a burst of laughter, the two roommates entered the dorm and headed back to their room.
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      The visit to the ice cream social on the first day on campus started to cement the friendship between the two roommates. Cass was glad. There was a lot to like about Shelby, despite her implants.

      The two of them came up with some additional rules to help them avoid sensitive topics unless they had to time to sit down and make sure there were no misunderstandings regarding technology and enhancements. Instead, the two girls focused on their past activities in high school and what it was like growing up in their families.

      They both had broken up with long-time girlfriends over the summer. They talked a lot about how hard it was to leave all their friends behind. Those discussions helped to draw them closer over the following weeks as school got underway and the stress of studying began.

      Shelby talked about her older brother most. He’d already graduated from the same university they attended and now worked as a social worker in the city nearby. His job involved working with transient and homeless communities around the area.

      Shelby’s animated tone when talking about him showed her pride in him. It made Cass want to meet him someday and she asked Shelby when he would be on campus.

      For some reason, Shelby hesitated answering Cass about her brother coming to visit.

      “He’s really busy, Cass. I don’t think he has a lot of time to drop everything he’s doing all the time and come here to visit me.”

      “Even on the weekends?”

      “Yeah, especially then.” Shelby looked away as she answered.

      “Shel, what aren’t you telling me? Remember we agreed not to hide things from each other. Our rules still apply.”

      “Eric is a bit of an activist for the cyber-human community.”

      “Okay, so?” Cass asked.

      “I haven’t told him about your family and where you come from. He’s super-focused right now on the Sapiens movement.”

      Cass paused. She’d never mentioned that before.

      “Focused how?”

      “Well, he’s convinced he’s uncovered evidence of a Sapiens First cell in the city.”

      Cass laughed. “Sapiens First is a myth perpetrated by people opposed to the movement. There is no secret terrorist arm of the Sapiens Movement.”

      “And that’s why I haven’t invited Eric to come meet you. I don’t want the two of you getting into an argument.”

      “I wouldn’t start a fight with him. He’s your brother, Shelby.”

      “For now, the two of you should hold off on meeting each other, alright?”

      Cass nodded and let it drop. It wasn’t worth arguing about. Shelby was the only friend Cass had at school. She missed all her friends from high school. Most of them enrolled at the nearest Sapiens higher education program and she’d seen some messages from a few of them that indicated they were having a great time away at school.

      For Cass, that wasn’t the case. She had worked things out with Shelby and the two of them grew closer as the weeks passed by.

      Shelby always asked Cass to accompany her when she went out to do things with other friends from school. Cass refused, citing her schoolwork or the need to call her parents. Shelby surprised her on more than one occasion when she opted to cancel her plans and hang out in the room with her, sharing funny stories about the various people she knew around campus. Cass came to relish the times her roommate stuck around to spend with her.

      Other than Shelby, though, Cass found it hard to make friends with the other students around her. She feared they’d hold her Sapiens background against her, so she avoided sharing any details about herself. That caused others to pull away from her and gravitate towards those who were more outgoing. It wasn’t that they didn’t like her, it was worse. They stopped noticing her altogether.

      Cass got over the lack of a social life by staying focused on her studies instead, as her attempts to make friends didn’t pan out. As she dug into her own school work more and more, Cass noticed right away how Shelby didn’t seem to spend as much time on it as she did. She studied in a different way than Cass did.

      It took Cass a while to realize it had to do with her cerebral implant that made the difference. While Cass poured over the carefully typed notes in her tablet, Shelby would lean back in the chair at her desk or on her bed and close her eyes.

      At first, Cass thought her roommate was sleeping all the time. Shelby laughed when Cass asked her about the constant napping.

      “Do you have to sleep a lot more because of the implant? You’re always napping while I’m here studying.”

      “No, silly, I’m studying just like you. My implant connects to the university’s auto recordings of all the class lectures. They’re indexed and transcribed so I can jump right to the parts I need to review without having to listen to the whole thing. It’s super-efficient.”

      Cass wondered what it must be like to be able to review things that way. As she pondered it, though, the thought sent a shiver down her spine. Studying that way let the machines and AI into Shelby’s head. It scared Cass to even think about being connected and exposed to the whole world via the Mantle that way.

      Shelby’s study regimen was so different and took so much less time, she spent much more time out socializing than Cass did. Over the next few weeks, Cass became more and more isolated and lonely.

      The only break came when she went home for the weekend for Elena’s birthday. It only served to compound her loneliness. Her mother talked the whole time about all the updates she got from the other enclave mothers about Cass’s friends who were all away at college together.

      She returned to school from that weekend even more depressed. Shelby wasn’t there and Cass didn’t even bother to turn the lights on when she came in the room. She dropped her backpack on the floor and flopped down on the bed, staring at the ceiling while she lay there in the dark.

      Shelby returned, bubbling with energy as usual, entering the room and flicking the lights on while chatting over her implant’s comm interface with one of her friends. “…Yeah, I just need to grab a sweater.  It’s going to be chilly tonight. I’ll be right there and we can leave.” She paused for a few seconds and then said, “Great! See you soon.”

      She turned and spotted Cass on the bed. “Oh, sorry, Cassie. I didn’t know you were back already. Were you sleeping?”

      “No, not really. Just thinking.”

      “In a dark room? Did everything go all right on your trip home? You were at your sister’s birthday, right?

      “Yes, it was fine,” she said as she sat up. “Elena got some nice stuff.”

      “Well, something is wrong.” Shelby sat on the end of Cass’s bed. She reached out with one hand and placed it on her roommate’s shoulder. “What happened that put you in a funk?”

      “I guess it was my mother. She kept going on about all my old high school friends and how much fun they’re having at school. Most of them went off to the same place together. After hearing her go on about all the things she’s heard about them from their parents, I feel so disconnected to everything that used to be big parts of my life.”

      Shelby smiled and nodded as she listened to Cass share what was bothering her. Cass noticed right away how much better she felt just talking to Shelby about it. She was always a good listener.

      “I’m sorry, Shel. I feel like I’m always dropping my sad, depressing problems on you.”

      “I don’t mind. I tell you when stuff is wrong, too. We’re here for each other. That’s what friends are for.”

      Cass didn’t say anything. She shrugged and stared at the floor by her bed.

      “You know what?” Shelby said. “We need to get you out of here. Let’s go grab something at the Special Grind cafe off campus. It’ll be good to get out in public around people for a while.”

      “I thought you had plans already tonight. I heard you talking about it when you came in.”

      “That? Oh, that was nothing major. I’ll tell them you got home early and we are heading out to grab something to eat together. They’ll understand. It’s just Lisa and a few other people from one of my classes.”

      “You talk about Lisa a lot. Is she cute?”

      “Yeah, you might say that. It doesn’t matter, though, because I’m here with you, now.”

      Shelby stood up and grabbed Cass’s coat from the floor by her back pack. She tossed the coat on the bed. “Come on. We’ll have fun. We can try and guess what weird jobs people have as they come in to the cafe. That’s always fun.”

      Cass smiled. They’d played that game before. It always ended up with the two of them giggling in hysterics as they each tried to come up with the more outrageous profession. She stood up and put on her coat.

      “Good,” Shelby said. “You feel better already, don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Cass admitted. “It’s annoying how good you are at that.”

      “At what?”

      “Making me feel better. How come you’re so good at that?”

      “I am a psych major. It’s what I want to do. I’ve always been good at helping people around me. My mother says it’s my calling.”

      “I think she’s right,” Cass said as she headed to the door behind Shelby. “Hey, Shel.”

      Shelby stopped and turned to look her way. “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”

      Shelby’s infectious grin spread across her face. “Sure thing, Roomie. We’ve got to stick up for each other, don’t we?”

      Cass smiled back and nodded then followed Shelby out and down the hallway. Cass’s connection to her roommate seemed to grow each time the two of them went out together like this. She liked it and wondered if it meant there was more there than just a friendship between two roommates.
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      A few weeks later, right before fall break, Shelby bounced into their room right after lunch one day, humming to herself.

      Cass looked up from studying for her intro to poly-sci midterm. The approaching exams frightened her a little and she wanted to be prepared for anything the professors might throw her way. She scowled at Shelby as the girl puttered around the room humming to herself. The noise her roommate made irked Cass. Shelby was singing along with a song playing in her head via her Mantle connection.

      “Hey, can you keep it down? I’m studying for my poly-sci test.”

      “Oh, sorry. I’m kind of excited. I got an awesome invite today.”

      “What’s it for?” Cass asked.

      “Remember Lisa, from my psychology class? She asked me if I wanted to go with her and some of her other friends to her parents’ condo in the Caribbean on our fall break next weekend. We have Friday and Monday off, which would give us plenty of time to hang out on the beach and hit the clubs at night. The plan is to come back late Monday night in time for class Tuesday morning.”

      “Is this the girl you think is so cute?” Cass asked.

      “It is,” Shelby said, blushing a little. “But she’s got a girlfriend already so I’m outta luck.”

      The v-tat on the inside of Shelby’s right arm changed to a blushing emoji face. It fascinated Cass how the v-tats changed spontaneously when Shelby wasn’t paying attention to them.

      Cass smiled at her roommate. “That sounds like a lot of fun, Shelby. You should go.”

      Shelby turned around to look at Cass. “I will if you will.”

      Cass looked up. The offer caught her by surprise. “Me? I thought maybe you’d want to go by yourself to be with your friends.”

      “You’re my friend too, Cass. You can’t stay in our room all the time. Come on. Come with us and have some fun for a change. You’re always studying and I don’t see you going out with anybody to do anything at all on the weekends.”

      “Yeah, well I did have to go home that one time for my sister’s birthday. The rest of the time, I just felt more like hanging out in the room. Besides, my parents are expecting me home for break.”

      “Well, I think you should tell your family your plans have changed and you’re going to go on this trip with me. You need to get out for a change. Come on, what part of this idea don’t you like? Is it the white sandy beaches or the clear, blue water? Just think how much fun it will be to just hang out and do nothing for a change.”

      Cass did like the beach. The offer tempted her, but she was unsure what her parents would say.

      “I’ll have to see what my mom and dad say. I’m sure the answer is going to be no.”

      “Then you have nothing to lose. Let’s make a deal. Call them up. If they say no, you don’t have to go. But if they say yes, you’re in.”

      Cass was sure her parents would say no to the trip, so the decision to call Shelby’s bluff was easy. Shelby didn’t understand the dynamic with her parents and how things worked in the Armstrong family. Her parents had always been so protective, there was no way her dad would say yes. He made all the important decisions in the family, and her mother just sort of went along with whatever he wanted.

      “I’ll have to see what they say. I’m supposed to face chat with them this afternoon. I guess I can bring it up to them. They’re not going to say yes, though, so don’t count on winning the bet.”

      “There’s no hurry. You can let us know as late as the night before we leave. I’m sure there’ll be room on the flight.”

      Cass smiled as she thought about the offer of the trip. Despite her reservations, the trip sounded fun. Cass knew she’d cut herself off to put some distance between herself and everyone else here on campus. Other than Shelby, Cass avoided talking with anyone unless it was absolutely necessary.

      Part of the problem was she didn’t want anyone knowing about her family or her father and his position in the Sapiens movement. Her argument with Shelby the first day on campus made her wary of sharing too many details about herself with anyone else. Most other students seemed pretty liberal in their views and the Sapiens movement wasn’t popular with most people on campus.

      Later that afternoon, while Shelby was at her late class, Cass sat on her bed on face chat with her mother. After a little random conversation, Cass decided to get the request out of the way so when her mother said no, she could move on to talk about when her dad would arrive to pick her up and bring her home for break the next weekend.

      “So, Mom, I was wondering if I could go on a weekend outing with Shelby and some of her friends over fall break? We’re off from Friday through Monday and they wanted to do something fun together that weekend.”

      Her mother’s response caught Cass completely by surprise.

      “Oh, really? That’s so funny. Your father and I were just talking about this. You didn’t seem to be doing much socializing with anyone there at school and we were both worried you weren’t making friends. You should go. If you have something fun to do with friends, that’s a better idea than coming home. Where are they planning to go?”

      Even though her mom said yes to the initial request, there was no way she’d agree to the actual trip once she had the details. Cass would be leaving the country alone for the first time. Her passport was up-to-date from a family trip to Europe that previous summer so her father could attend a Sapiens Europe event. She’d never gone anywhere on her own before.

      Cass stammered a bit as she continued with the trip details. “Uh, there’s this resort in the Bahamas they’re going to. One of Shelby’s friends has a family condo down there.”

      “All the way to the Bahamas?” Faye asked. “Hmm, I’ll have to ask your father. You know how he feels about some of the other countries around the world.”

      “How I feel about what?” Cass’s father asked from off-screen. He must’ve just walked into the room.

      James Armstrong slid into a chair next to Cass’s mother and smiled when he spotted his daughter on the screen.

      “Hi, Cassie. What’s up?” He looked at his wife.

      “Cassie wants to go on a trip to the Bahamas with some school friends.”

      “Yeah, Dad, Shelby invited me to go with her and some other girls from our classes.”

      Her father glanced at her mother who gave a little shrug. James looked back at Cass and a broad smile crossed his face. “You know what? I think that is a great idea. I’ve been worried. It seemed like you were always in your room whenever we called. You never talk about anyone but Shelby. It makes me happy you’re finally making friends.”

      “I am not a hermit, Dad. I have made a few friends,” Cass lied. “I’m focused on school to make sure I do well in my studies. I want to make you and Mom proud.”

      “You’ll always make us proud,” her father said. “There’s nothing you can do that won’t make us happy. Just be careful. Let me know how much the trip will cost. I’ll transfer the money to your account so you can take care of the arrangements. You have your passport with you, right?”

      Cass nodded. The shock they’d said yes still kept her from answering right away. She found her voice after a few seconds. “Yes, yes I do. Um, I don’t know what to say.”

      “You can say thank you,” her father replied with a wink.

      “Um, sure. Thanks.”

      “That reminds me,” her dad said. “When are we going to get a chance to meet Shelby. Every time we call over there, you tell us she’s out of the room.”

      “Yeah, she’s a little bit different from me in that respect. She likes to be out socializing a lot more than I do.”

      Cass’s mother frowned. “She’s not partying too much and keeping you from getting things done, is she?”

      “No, Mom, she’s not like that. She’s just out hanging with other friends all the time. She does study in her own way, probably as much as I do.”

      Cass hoped that answer would put her parents off on the subject of meeting Shelby for a little while. This wasn’t the first time they’d pressed her about meeting her roommate.

      She knew how they’d react if they saw how many cyber enhancements Shelby had. Cass knew she couldn’t keep it a secret from them forever. She also knew her parents were going to freak out when they found out she was living with a cyber-human.

      “Maybe, when we come to see you, Shelby can come along and go out to dinner with us?” James offered.

      “We’ll see, Dad. As I said, she’s usually out with friends or watching some event on campus. She’s not usually around to do things like that.”

      “Like what? Hang out with your stuffy parents?” her father asked with a chuckle. “Don’t worry about it, Cass. We won’t embarrass you in front of her. I promise.”

      Cass smiled. Her father got along with all of her friends back home. Half of them called him Dad because they were always hanging out at Cass’s house. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe he’d get along just as easily with Shelby, too.

      “I’ll let her know there’s a standing offer.”

      “All right, honey,” her mom said. “We’ve got a dinner tonight with some of our friends from the movement. Sterling is in town and he
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with others.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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TERMINATION
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