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Part One: Pinky
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Pinky got out of the autonomous electric car and her breath puffed in the cold November air. She wrapped her pink scarf around her neck as she headed inside the CTA subway station with Jess. They touched the sensor with their wearable phones to pass through the turnstiles, and went to wait for their train.

The platform was chilly, and Pinky held her black coat closed with a gloved hand. Her long raven hair was covered with a pink beanie that kept her ears warm. She wore black pants and black boots, and the pink of her beanie, scarf and gloves were a nice touch of color.

Still, winter clothes. She sighed internally. She didn't want to go down the weather discussion route with Jess again. She was the foreigner who still needed to get used to the local weather!

This was more January weather for her, and it was barely past Diwali, or early November! But of course she was no longer in Rome, Italy, but in Chicago, Illinois, the Windy City, with freezing winters she was still not used to, having experienced only two so far.

Private carsharing services ruled public transit above ground, but existing public transit continued to rule and expand below ground – or on elevated rails in the case of the Loop – with maglev trains that smoothly came and went. The Chicago subway system was still the best thing when it came to quickly and efficiently moving massive numbers of people from one part of the city to another.

The platform of the Red Line was quite busy, mostly with students heading for the College of the University of Chicago, like her and Jess. Education at the end of the 21st century was slightly different from the start of the new millennium. After the pandemic had changed teaching methods, classes were now a mix of in-person, online and in VR.

Pinky belonged to Generation Delta, and she had the germline modification that allowed her to learn multiple languages with no effort on her part. Her student visa allowed her to attend college in the US, to get a major in TAPS (Theater and Performance Studies).

The genius children of her generation, even without germline modification, could have the world's data wirelessly streamed into their brains through neural interfaces, and for them the acquisition of information was as natural and effortless as breathing air.

However, information alone was useless without the wisdom and experience to properly process, interpret and utilize said knowledge, so real-world application of information ensured students continued to value their schools.

They didn't have to attend every day, but twice or three times a week they needed to go to in-person classes. The high cost and barriers to access higher education had dropped so low that education had become a right, so even foreigners like Pinky could attend college in the US without bankrupting their families.

So twice a week Pinky took the Red Line to attend some in-person classes. At least Jess came from the same side of town, so they shared both the car ride to the subway station and the train ride.

Jess Tan was Asian-American, her looks a cross between her Chinese father and her American mother. She was more gender-fluid than Pinky, who definitely identified as female, but she had taken the place of Carola, her inseparable classmate back in Rome.

The maglev train quietly slid to a stop in front of them and Pinky climbed on, followed by Jess. They found two seats next to each other, and Pinky took off her pink gloves and grabbed her vanilla-scented lip balm from her backpack as Jess looked around the busy train.

"Sunita Kapoor, will you stop worrying about your looks?" Jess snapped.

Pinky cringed. When her best friend used her full real name, she was doing something wrong.

"It's not lipstick!" she protested, showing the lip balm.

"Good! And I hope you'll stop shooting those stupid subway videos nobody cares about!"

"Whatever," she muttered.

At twenty-two, she was considering being an actress/entertainer. She wouldn't mind becoming a Fashion Show manager, either. Her few attempts at stand-up comedy hadn't gone too well so far, so she was reconsidering her future, although she did want to get her major.

She had finished the Italian high school system at nineteen, and had started at the Interpreters School in Rome, when her father, who had been the Indian ambassador in Italy, had retired, so she had gone back to India for a few months.

She didn't want to go to college in India, so she had started applying to US colleges, and because of a delay in her student visa, she only had managed to leave after Diwali, missing a month of lessons she had to catch up on.

She had come to Chicago alone, then her elder brother, Karan, had been assigned to the Indian Embassy in Washington DC four months after they had gone back to India. Six months later Karan had managed a transfer to the Consulate General of India in Chicago, so they could share the rent in a bigger, more comfortable house.

Pinky loved the town, its theaters, its live-music pubs, and had found great courses at the local College, where she had met Jess, who was doing a major on Media Arts and Design. The only thing that bothered her were the cold winters.

Pinky had a social media video channel where she posted short videos, playing with languages and funny translations. User Polyglotpinky had followers in the mid-five-digits, from all over the world, and comments on her channel where in many languages, which pleased her immensely.

She usually shot her videos at home, but sometimes, when she overheard conversations in languages other than English on the subway, she started filming even while commuting, to Jess's dismay.

At Loyola a handsome guy got on and stared intently at her. He had short black hair and was clean-shaven, suntanned and gorgeous, although his body was hidden under winter clothes.

"Aren't you Polyglotpinky?" he asked her. "I follow your channel, I like your impressions of people and languages."

"You do?" She giggled. "Thanks. Which user are you?"

"Desisunshine, but I don't have a proper channel, I'm more on videogames forums these days."

"Really? Which ones?" Jess asked.

That was her hobby, Jess spent a lot of time at Virtual Reality Centers, where she practiced martial arts and played immersive video games. Her own channel was mostly martial arts or dance videos. He mentioned a couple of sites that made Jess brighten but meant nothing to Pinky.

"Desisunshine... are you Indian?" she asked.

"My name is Surya, but my friends call me Sun," he answered with a dazzling smile. So he had translated his name from Hindi to English. Cool.

"My name is Sunita, but my friends call me Pinky," she replied. "Where are you headed?"

"Chicago Booth," he answered. "I'm a full-time STEM MBA."

"Wow, so you got specific genetic modifications?" Jess asked, impressed.

"Actually, none." He smiled. "My super-intelligence comes from connecting mind to computer. I have a neural interface."

"Oh, cool!" Pinky said, even more impressed.

So he was a "natural" but also augmented. She hadn't met anyone like him before. Genetically modified youth like her and Jess yes, youth using a neural implant turning them into veritable learning machines, not until now.

"So... can I friend you on social media?" he asked, still smiling.

"Sure," Jess and Pinky chorused.

They exchanged contacts, then he had to get off to take another CTA train. Jess and Pinky exchanged a satisfied smile. He was definitely interesting and quite charming, and Pinky looked forward to getting to know him better.
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Pinky finished later than Jess that day. They didn't have the exact same classes, since they were studying for different majors, but it was all good because she would meet her older brother on the Red Line on the way home.

She texted Karan when she got on the maglev train so he could find her when it reached Grand. She usually took the first coach, since it was closer to the exit when she got off.

Her elder brother was almost thirty, with dark-brown hair and amber eyes like their mother. He was always very quiet and almost boring, but Pinky preferred dealing with him than with her parents.

The seven-year gap between them had felt like an abyss in India, but now it was less daunting. Besides, she got along with his wife, and talked more to her than to him.

Karan wore a suit and tie under his coat, and carried his laptop case on his shoulder when he entered the Red Line train. He sat next to her, but he wasn't very talkative, so most of the trip was filled with small talk. When they got off the Red Line, he called a carsharing vehicle to take them both home to Rogers Park.

Chicago hadn't become a megacity like New York, but it was now fully smart and eco-friendly. Digital technology monitored and managed municipal services, and the IoT connected the driverless, electric cars and vehicles in the streets.

Like Rome Smart City, it was filled with massive fleets of electrically-powered, self-driving cars that offered direct-to-destination rides to individuals for pennies a kilometer. Unlike in Rome, where driverless electric buses were still part of ATAC, like the Metropolitana, in Chicago the bus fleet, especially in the suburbs, had been resold to private ridesharing services.

Personal ownership of cars had been replaced by widespread access to autonomous carsharing services and very few people still needed a driving license. Pinky didn't know anyone who could actually drive a car.

Karan was married to Monali, and they'd had their firstborn in India right before leaving for the US. The family lived in a smart house big enough to allow Pinky to have her own room, at least while Yash and his upcoming little sister were small.

It was an old Chicago bungalow that had been retrofitted with energy saving features, and came with a domestic robot that kept it clean and could also cook when required. The house had a home automation control center with touch interface and WiFi connectivity.

It wasn't much different from the smart condo apartment the Kapoors had had in Rome, and much better than Kapoor Mansion, their family home in India that looked more like a palace than a house.

Pinky had been very happy to find an excuse to leave that place, and this house reminded her of the happy ten years in Rome. She suspected Karan and Monali had been even happier than her to leave Kapoor Mansion, having spent two years there and not just a couple of months.

Pinky dropped her purse and her tablet off in her room, changing into sweatpants before going back down to dine with Monali, Karan and Little Yash. Pinky didn't like babies much, although lately Yash, who would soon turn two, was becoming a cheerful and funny toddler.

Monali was twenty-seven and genetically modified to be a polyglot, like most Indian diplomats' offspring, including her husband and her sister-in-law. She came from a wealthy family who had chosen different skills for each child, and her parents had made the only girl a polyglot to match her with a diplomat's son. She was very pretty and Pinky still hadn't figured out if the couple were in love or just living together as husband and wife after an arranged marriage.

She had noticed that her brother didn't want his son to hear his pet name, though, so nobody called him Tinku on this side of the world. It was as if Karan had been born again away from India, and Tinku was buried somewhere in his past, possibly in Rome, which he'd left two years before the rest of the family.

Pinky, on the other hand, didn't want to be called Sunita, especially by friends and relatives.

"How was your day?" Monali asked, putting the dishes on the dining room table.

Karan was already busy feeding Little Yash and didn't even look up.

"It was okay," she answered, serving herself a good portion of rice and curry, since she was famished by now. "One of my followers introduced himself on the Red Line."

"Wait, what?" Karan snapped, glaring at her. "A guy tried to pick you up?"

"I was with Jess." She rolled her eyes. "And he is a follower. And a rather interesting one at that. I have studied his profile with Jess, and he doesn't look like a sociopath. You might even like him if you met him."

Karan looked skeptical, but Monali wanted to know more. Surya "Sun" Dhawan was twenty-six, an Indian-American born in the US to parents who had been born and raised in India. He identified as male, and mentioned his neural interface even on his social media.

While genetic engineering was still quite expensive in Italy, since all the European nations had explicitly banned germline manipulation at the beginning of the century – leaving only the US as "rogue nation" to experiment with designer babies – Americans had started using it earlier and it seemed to be more widespread.

So while in Europe the genetically modified children were Generation Delta, in the US some members of Generation Gamma were also genetically engineered. And while in Europe "naturals" were just that, here many were augmented with neural implants and BCIs (Brain Computer Interfaces).

And there were differences also in the germline manipulation of children between continents. While Pinky's parents had picked specific skills for the germline manipulation of their offspring, it looked as if American parents had a different approach.

On one hand they wanted to take advantage of any tool to improve their child's lot in life, but on the other hand, trying to micromanage the child's life at the genetic level neglected the child's future free will and limited the life choices available to them in unpredictable ways. For this reason, personality alterations were shunned in favor of basic physical enhancements that conformed to societal norms around beauty.

While race and ethnicity remained largely unaltered, couples who gained access to designer baby tech opted to give their children a range of physical enhancements. Both boys and girls had the basic enhancements that included: immunity to all known viral, bacterial, and fungi-based illnesses; decreased aging rate after maturity; moderately enhanced healing abilities, intelligence, memory, strength, bone density, cardiovascular system, endurance, reflexes, flexibility, metabolism, and resistance to extreme heat and cold.

More superficially, parents also favored their sons to have an increased average height, symmetrical facial and musculature features, the often idealized V-shaped shoulders tapering at the waist, a toned and lean musculature and of course a full head of hair.

For girls, the superficial attributes had an extra emphasis on the often idealized hourglass figure and an average breast and buttocks size that conservatively reflected regional beauty norms. And despite gender-specific attributes, transgender, intersex and gender-fluid children were still around, sometimes changing the physical characteristics their parents had chosen for them, like Jess who wasn't as curvy as most girls.

On the other hand, Surya was a natural Indian beauty, augmented by a neural interface that turned him into a learning machine without touching his genes. His parents hadn't bothered with germline modification, but they had made sure he wouldn't be left behind in his studies.

"We could have had that too, instead of permanently changing our genes," Pinky mused.

Karan nodded, thoughtful, but Monali shook her head.

"I wouldn't want a neural implant," she said. "And I don't want that for my children either."

"So did you manipulate their genes?" Pinky asked.

"No," Karan snapped. "I've had enough of germline manipulation for now."

"Will you manipulate your children's genes?" Monali asked in turn. "Whenever you choose someone to have babies with, I mean."

"I am in no hurry to have babies," Pinky replied. "That said, when the time comes, we'll see what he thinks as well."

"Fair enough." Monali smiled. "But stay away from Mother India if you want to have an independent future as a woman."

"I know, that's why I wanted to stay in Italy." She rolled her eyes. "But I can always go back there, I still have friends!"

"And a brother," Karan reminded her, amused. "I don't think Billu is going anywhere anytime soon, except for short trips with his band."

"Why don't you come over too?" she asked. "So we can reunite in Rome and live happily ever after!"

"We'll see." He averted his eyes. Maybe he didn't want to go back to Rome, after all. Strange older brother.

"I doubt your parents would want that," Monali added. "Unless Karan takes your father's place as ambassador, of course, but it would take years."

"I don't mind Chicago for now," she said with a shrug. "So you'll have to bear with me at least until I finish college!"
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Pinky got out of the autonomous minivan with her friends, including Jess, in front of the bar with live music they had chosen to celebrate Shawnta's birthday. The twenty-three-year-old African-American was very excited, saying she had snatched one of the best performers for her party, booked at one of the best bars of the Loop.

The mixed group of twentysomethings was soon seated in a nice, secluded booth not far from the stage. There were ten of them surrounding Shawnta and her boyfriend, Leroy, a young black man with his hair in cornrows. Pinky and Jess sat next to each other, as usual, and the drinks started arriving, carried by multi-armed robotic waiters.

The bar had vintage decorations all over and the atmosphere was of one big party. Prices and food were reasonable, and apparently there was also rooftop seating, but it was too cold to eat outside. Besides, live music had better acoustics in the room that had been built for it.

The place was crowded and was getting louder by the minute with chatter from the guests. The stage was still being set up for the performance and the robot waiters moved swiftly between tables, carrying trays of food or drinks.

"You know, Pinky, they have an open mic night here, you should try to get on that stage at some point!" Shawnta said as they waited for the food. "You should do your sketch about bars, and the difference between Italy and the US."

The explanation of
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