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I'm scared.

That's the only explanation for this. Pulse racing, razor-sharp pains stabbing at my abdomen—not to mention the perspiration prickling across my brow. I don't think I'm feverish or suffering a panic attack. There's no reason for either. 

I'm standing in the hallway outside a door I've passed through countless times over the course of my life, but now I'm frozen in place. My legs have turned to stone, refusing to budge. My breathing is shallow.

I've gone toe to toe with drunk and disorderly curfew violators. Underworld kingpins and their ilk. A freakish AI intent on total domination. You'd think I could handle a measly dinner party.

Except this one promises to be anything but meager. Knowing my parents, they've rolled out the red carpet to welcome their guests, and as soon as I allow this door to read my neural implant and slide open, I'll have to face them all. My parents, Dr. Victor and Abigail Chen, as well as my biological parents, Luther and Daiyna. 

No idea if they have last names. I should know that, right? A daughter should know, even if she's been estranged from her birth parents her entire life. Maybe that's the wrong word. Estranged implies that I used to know them, but we've drifted apart over the years, becoming strangers to one another. The problem is I've never known them. I met them for the first time just last year, and we've talked maybe half a dozen times since then. Mostly in passing, never for very long, due to my hectic work schedule.

Not like this: an evening devoted to nothing but conversation.

That door is going to slide open eventually. It's inevitable, no matter how long I stare at it. My two sets of parents will turn to look at me, their conversation interrupted, and I'll be standing there half an hour late, with a bottle of sparkling apple cider from Paine Orchards in one hand and no idea what to do with the other. 

Investigator Sera Chen in a dress and heels instead of my tactical suit, so far out of my element it's not even funny. Dressing up my avatar this way is one thing; in a VR StoryLine, I can be somebody else. But this isn't me. I don't feel like myself at all.

Why should I be afraid of my parents meeting my birth parents? My parents love me and accept me for who I am. They always have. And my birth parents seem…friendly enough. If it wasn't for the invisible wall I've built between us, I'm sure they would be downright amiable. But I haven't made it easy for them. I've been too busy, my job too important to make space for social gatherings. 

Tonight's about changing that, about us getting to know each other better.

Maybe that's what I'm most nervous about: that these larger-than-life superheroes who somehow managed to survive outside the Domes for decades might have an overblown idea of what I'm supposed to be like. Their biological daughter, created from their DNA without their permission. Carried across the North American Wastes in an incubation chamber. Born safely inside the blue-tinted plexicon walls of the Domes. Will they expect me to be like them? 

How disappointed will they be when they find out I'm not?

For some reason I can't explain, I want them all to get along well. My two mothers, my two fathers. But I'm worried they won't. My dad's a doctor. He believes in science and rational explanations for things. My birth father is religious. He follows the Way, an ancient belief system that, until recently, was outlawed in the Ten Domes. He also believes in spirits of the earth, which I really hope doesn't come up in conversation but have a feeling it just might. Because things won't be awkward enough, otherwise. As for my mothers, Mrs. Chen is an educator and a woman of peace while Daiyna is…not so much. I've seen her in action, and she's a real force to be reckoned with.

Worst-case scenario? This dinner party will be such a fantastic disaster that we'll never have to do anything like it again. 

On second thought, maybe that's best-case.

The cognitive dissonance is killing me. I want tonight to be a success as much as I want it to be a failure. I want to get to know my birth parents, and I wish I'd never met them. I know things will never go back to the way they were, yet I want them to. 

Life was simpler when I didn't know Daiyna and Luther existed.

I don't look much like my mom and dad, but they're Mom and Dad. I share a connection with them that defies DNA. Now when I look in the mirror, I see Luther's piercing eyes and Daiyna's olive skin. And every time I turn off my augments and allow my weird night-vision ability to assert itself, I remember that Daiyna has the same gift. But the telepathy is all mine. I never asked for these strange abilities, yet they make my job a hell of a lot easier. And it's thanks to my birth parents that I have them.

I'd rather be on a case right now. Anything to avoid going through that door. And, at the same time, I want to see them on the other side. Smiling. Getting along. Happy to see me dressed up like Vivian Andromeda from my favorite Future Noir StoryLine. Telling me I look nice.

I think I just might puke.

Cursing under my breath instead, I allow the cube's door sensors to read my neuro and slide open, revealing the warm, inviting interior of the spacious apartment.

"Sera!" my parents cheer in unison, beaming at me. 

They're standing in the middle of the living room on the sandy-colored area rug with ancient geometric designs around the edges. Egyptian, maybe? They've each got a wine glass in hand, and they're both dressed up. Dad's wearing one of his navy wool suits without a tie, and Mom's gown is even fancier than mine. The shimmery black matches her shoulder-length hair, a striking contrast to her porcelain complexion. Dad's hair is a similar shade except for at the temples, where he's gone a bit grey.

Facing them, each with a matching wine glass, are Daiyna and Luther. Either they didn't get the message on dress code, or this is the best they could do. He's in baggy trousers and a cable knit sweater, both in earth tones, and she's wearing something similar but more form-fitting. If they had boots on instead of sandals, they'd look like silver-haired paramilitary operatives. Not that they're ragged or unkempt. They're well put together in appearance. Just not dressed for a Dome 1 dinner party.

And I find myself instantly envying their disregard for the upper caste's unyielding conventions.

"I'm sorry we started without you," Mom apologizes, reaching for the bottle in my grasp with her free hand and admiring the flowing script on the label. "Oh, is this from Erik's farm?"

"Sorry I'm late," I mutter, averting my eyes from Daiyna and Luther's gaze. 

They're smiling at me, too, just not as broadly. Nobody smiles like the Chens when their daughter shows up, tardiness be damned.

"Such a lovely dress. Is it new?" Mom always likes me in something floral, so I wore red satin with yellow orchids. One of the few colorful things I own.

"I've had it a while." But never worn it. Probably would have at Chancellor Hawthorne's Revelation Banquet for the Twenty, had the celebration not been indefinitely postponed due to an attempted coup and subsequent change in leadership.

"Didn't realize Paine Farms had expanded into vineyards." Dad takes the bottle from Mom and studies the label with an arched eyebrow.

"I believe they have." Luther's voice is commanding but calm. A leader with an aura of quiet confidence. "Samson and Erik have been doing quite a bit of expanding as of late. But if I'm not mistaken, that would be sparkling cider from their orchards. Another recent addition."

"So it is." Dad nods with a smile and holds up the bottle. "Shall we give it a taste test?"

Mom leans toward me. "I'll get you a glass." 

"Thanks." They know I avoid alcohol when I'm on call, and they don't make a big deal of it. I notice that Daiyna hasn't touched her wine. Everyone else's glasses are half-empty. 

Then I notice something else: She looks just as uncomfortable as I am right now.

Mom heads to the kitchen, and we naturally gravitate in that direction, following as if we're all somehow tethered to each other.

The cube is a quad—four times the size of mine. Registered married couples are assigned doubles, but since the Chens are members of one of the higher castes, and due to their careers in medicine and education, they're afforded a larger living space. Five people in here doesn't feel crowded at all. Helps that the design is very open-concept and free-flowing with the main space including a kitchen, living room, and dining room. Two bedrooms lie on the opposite side of the living room's far wall, and the restroom is located out of sight on the other side of the kitchen. Like my cube, a floor-to-ceiling windowall looks out on the domescrapers and other mirrored-glass buildings of Dome 1, their roof gardens overflowing with lush greenery. During the day, streams of aerocars would be gliding by in aerial traffic lanes, but at this time of night, after curfew, everyone's home, and all that soars through the Dome's air space are the intermittent red and blue lights of curfew enforcers' pilots making their rounds.

I'm sure Daiyna and Luther have been granted a special pass to travel anywhere they need to after dark, what with them being pals of Interim Chancellor James Bishop and all. After the horrors they endured together, it's the least he could do. 

"So glad we're finally able to get together like this." Mom rounds the butcher block kitchen island and reaches for fresh wine glasses from the under-cabinet rack holding half a dozen upside-down. "I'm afraid I've been pestering Sera about it for months now." She glances back at me with an apologetic half-smile. "But we know how incredibly busy you've been. Particularly after that fiasco with the rogue artificial intelligence and all the damage done to your building."

Unlike Chancellor Persephone Hawthorne, her successor has no problem with telling Eurasia's citizens the ugly truth. While Hawthorne would have explained away the Prometheus incident as a series of unfortunate, unrelated accidents, James Bishop came on the Linkstream right away and explained exactly what happened. That a powerful AI sought to destroy the Ten Domes' way of life, that it succeeded in blowing up our police headquarters and causing a staggering amount of damage across Dome 1, but that it had been contained and was no longer a threat to public safety.

Which remains to be seen, of course. Last I knew, the Interim Chancellor's daughter—Commander Mara Bishop, who oversees all law enforcement activities in the Domes—had the AI imprisoned on an antique phone with a whole lot of memory, severed from any contact with the Link. Supposedly, we can breathe easier now, knowing Prometheus won't be able to mindjack any more victims and make them do its dirty work. 

But I'd feel much better if it was completely destroyed.

"How soon until you're able to move back into HQ?" Dad asks, popping open the bottle and pouring the golden cider as Mom sets out the glasses, one at a time. Everything they do seems effortlessly synchronized, as if they're telepathically linked. Like dance partners for life who know each other as well as they know themselves. They've always been this way. 

For some reason, being around them tends to calm me down. My pulse evens out. Those invisible knives stop jabbing my stomach. I think maybe, just maybe, tonight's going to be alright.

"Another month, probably." I take the glass Mom offers to me, and I watch the innumerable bubbles race each other up to the surface. "Until then, we're still crammed onto the third floor of Hawthorne Tower."

Daiyna exchanges her untouched wine for cider and takes a swig. She licks her lips and nods. Then she looks straight at me. "What am I thinking right now?"

Not sure how to respond to that. "It's good?"

"It is that, definitely." She smirks at the cider in her glass. Then she taps her temple. "Are you on or off?"

"Well, I'm on-call, so…" I shrug. Have to stay online so the boss-man can order me around at the drop of a hat. But then I realize what she's really asking. "I'm not reading your mind, if that's what you're worried about." I try to laugh it off, but I fail miserably and nearly choke. Because she's dead serious.

"Good." She looks away as she takes another drink.

Not hard to imagine: people don't like being around a telepath. It's the same at work. Avoiding me is a game everybody can play, and they're pretty good at it. But contrary to public opinion, I don't enjoy reading their thoughts. I save it for interrogations that are heading nowhere and emergency situations. That's it. Anything else just feels…wrong.

Have I ever peeked into my parents' minds? Never. I wouldn't even consider invading their most private space. And besides, I don't want to know what they're thinking. I want them to tell me. They know what I'm capable of, and they've never treated me weird because of it. They accept me as I am.

But this woman? My biological mother? It's her damn fault I have this bizarre ability, and she's the one giving me flak about it?

Calming down now. She just asked me a simple question. A fair question. One I might have asked myself, if I was standing in her sandals.

Dad clears his throat in the quiet awkwardness, interrupted only by the melodic background sounds of ancient woodwinds emanating from his antique stereo system, and samples his cider. "Ah yes, crisp and sweet. Very nice. My compliments to Paine Orchards." He turns toward Luther. "Do you see your friends Samson and Shechara often these days?"

"Not as much as I'd like, I'm afraid. The work in Dome 6 consumes most of our time." Luther glances at Daiyna. Is that a look of concern that passes through his clear-blue eyes? "We'll reconnect again at some point, I'm sure."

"After all that you went through, surviving the Wastes…" Dad shakes his head mutely. "You must feel as close as family. Closer, perhaps."

Luther nods with another glance at Daiyna. She's keeping her eyes on her glass. "Indeed we do. Sometimes it's hard to believe we're here. Safe inside the Domes. Protected from the outside world, which was all we knew for so many long years. It's strange not to see each other every day, after living elbow to elbow. Something you're dealing with now in your temporary offices, I'm sure." He gives me an understanding look. "Difficult to imagine a single floor with room enough for all of the lawkeeping that goes on across the Domes."

"We're packed in there pretty tight," I admit. "But thankfully I don't spend much time at HQ. My partner and I are usually out and about, investigating and stuff." So very eloquent. He must be proud.

"How is Dunn?" Mom asks. "He was injured badly, you said. Something to do with rampaging robots?"

Killbots, programmed by Prometheus. Not a fond memory.

"He's doing better. Both of the new arms are state-of-the-art prosthetics." Not sure what else to say about that. So I take a sip of cider. "This is good." I glance at Daiyna. She almost smiles at me but then looks away again. "Hope dinner didn't get cold because of me."

"Piping hot, actually." Dad gestures for us to take our seats at the rectangular table made of dark synthetic wood. "Hope you're hungry. We've prepared a veritable feast. No protein packs tonight. It's all the real deal, shipped fresh from our friends in Dome 9." 

Only the best for the upper castes. Instead of synthesized proteins in a variety of disguises, which is what everybody else eats in the Domes—even most of the farmers themselves—we're having actual foodstuffs. Vegetables. Noodles. Dumplings. Egg rolls. 

"The orange chicken's a substitute, of course," Mom apologizes.

"Yes, until we can get those critters out of cryo in Futuro Tower, all of our meat will continue to be flavored tofu, I'm afraid." Dad chuckles.

 Luther waits for Daiyna to choose her seat before he pulls out a chair beside her. "When will that be, do you think?" he asks with a curious frown. "I know there has been talk of constructing an eleventh Dome as a wildlife sanctuary. But after the Prometheus event, I'm sure those plans have been placed on the back burner, so to speak."

Dad nods grimly. "But it will happen. Only a matter of time. We'll crack open Wong's Ark and rescue all of those embryos, then bring them to term safely within the plexicon walls of Eurasia. Can you imagine? Seeing an elephant or a zebra in person?"

"Or even a chicken." Mom grins as she retrieves the first steaming platter from the oven.

"Why not wait until Wong's clones figure out how to terraform the planet?" Daiyna says. "Keep the embryos in cold storage until then. Let the animals live outside where they belong, once it's a suitable environment."

"That would be the ideal scenario, of course." Dad nods, assisting Mom without being asked to do so. "And if we're unable to build Dome 11 in our lifetime, that may be what our descendants decide to do. Keep the animals in cryo on the shores of North Africa, and wait for those clones in Futuro Tower to discover the key to a better future."

"A new earth," Luther murmurs, half to himself. Daiyna looks at him and takes his hand. They've got their own version of unspoken communication, too. Maybe it's just a side effect of being married to someone for a long while.

"Have you seen Erik lately?" Daiyna asks me as I sit down.

Two for two. Is she going out of her way to make me feel uncomfortable? In my own childhood home? But I play it cool, keep things conversational. Because that's what we're going for here. 

"He's busy on the farm. Growing apples." I raise my glass as Exhibit A. Pause for laughter, or even a chuckle. None. So I forge ahead, "He went through a lot. I figure he needs time to figure things out. Find himself again."

Daiyna stares at me without expression. "Being a monster's puppet will do that." 

Spoken as if she knows what it was like for him. Or knows someone who went through something similar out in the Wastes. A chilling thought.

Mom and Dad have set out all the food, and the mingling aromas are incredible. I know they like to cook, but they've really outdone themselves tonight. 

"Let's dig in," they say in unison and then laugh self-deprecatingly at the impromptu synchronicity. They take their seats at opposite ends of the table, bowing slightly to each other as they do so.

Luther holds up his hand, and in the warm light of the crystal chandelier, his scarred fingers are clear to see. The tips look like they were cut open once upon a time and stitched back together minus the fingernails, then left to heal badly on their own.

"If I may…" He smiles at each of us in turn. "...say grace?"

Three for three. Time to embrace the awkwardness.
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"Certainly," Dad says, kind amusement shining in his eyes. He and Mom share a brief, knowing look before bowing their heads.

Luther clears his throat quietly and closes his eyes. He and Daiyna are still holding hands, but they don't expect the rest of us to. Thoughtful of them. "Heavenly Father, we thank you for the hospitality of our dear friends the Chens, and we praise you for this opportunity to share a meal together. Bless them for the hard work that went into preparing such a delicious feast for us, and bless our time of fellowship together. May we enjoy good food and good conversation, learning more about each other in the process. And may we be ever mindful of the needs of others, all across the Ten Domes. In the name of your precious Son, Jesus Christ our Savior, we pray. Amen."

Daiyna echoes the amen in a low tone. My parents and I just glance at each other, glad it's over. They're smiling, of course, friendly and accepting as ever. I have no idea what my face is doing.

"Have you always been followers of the Way?" Dad sounds genuinely curious as he passes the bowl of noodles.

"Ever since the bunker," Luther replies. "Speaking for myself, of course." He glances at Daiyna. "Sectors 50 and 51 were very different."

She grunts in acknowledgement. There's a fierceness in her eyes I've seen before, in the heat of battle. We were inside Futuro Tower at the time, fighting Dr. Wong's trigger-happy scientist-clones, and she was a real warrior-woman. But I guess I kind of assumed she'd be able to set that demeanor aside at the dinner table.

"I can't imagine living underground for so many years, in seclusion like that." Mom frowns sympathetically as she passes the platter of spring rolls. "Only to be released onto the surface too early…"

Luther shakes his head. "The timing was right. It was far from easy, I assure you, but it was right. The Lord moves in mysterious ways, His wonders to perform. And the miracles He worked in us and among us made it possible for us to do His will." He arches an eyebrow at Dad. "Are you a man of faith, Victor?"

"I'm a man of science."

"You believe the two to be mutually exclusive?"

Oh boy. Here we go. Cue the cringe.

"Not necessarily. But in my experience, there are logical, rational explanations available to us without the need to reach for a higher power." Dad pauses, shrugging one shoulder. "And, of course, we have lived most of our lives in a society where such religions and cults were outlawed, due to what has been perceived as their divisive nature. Only recently have these belief systems been allowed to flourish once again."

Luther nods pensively. Then he offers half a smile. "Perhaps such is the case here, in Dome 1. But in Dome 6, we have encountered a vibrant community of believers, many of whom never forsook their faith, even when the government strictly outlawed it for the majority of their lives."

"Is that so?" Dad looks intrigued. "Do you enjoy the work you're doing there? Living among the—"

"Sicks?" Daiyna just about spits the word out. "Kind of tough to enjoy seeing people suffer every day, but we do what we can to help them." She hasn't touched her meal. "Resources are limited. Not something you're used to around here, I'm sure."

Dad blinks, his smile faltering. "I was not aware…"

"We make do." Luther tries to keep things upbeat, glancing at his wife. "We get by. The people we serve suffer from chronic mental illnesses and physical disabilities that require consistent treatment. Prayer helps." He pauses. "It helps them to know that we care. And it helps us make it through the difficult days, knowing we are not alone."

Daiyna nods silently, her eyes on her plate.

Dad watches her for a moment. "Chancellor Bishop has expressed an interest in reintegrating the disabled across the Domes. Do you think that is a reasonable goal?"

"Allow them out of the ghetto, you mean?" Daiyna looks him in the eye. "Are you sure anybody wants to see them? People disfigured by the Plague, wearing prosthetic limbs. Better to keep them all hidden away in Dome 6, don't you think? That way the upper castes can pretend they don't exist."

Should I start choking? Anything to interrupt the uneasy silence that has descended on the table, courtesy of my biological mother.

But then Mom reaches over and places her hand on Daiyna's arm. "You're right. It has been this way for too long, and we have no excuse for our complacency. Things must change. And I have a feeling they will, with people like you working to make a difference, and Chancellor Bishop determined to undo the norms his predecessors put into place." She squeezes gently. "Tell us how we can help you."

For a moment, Daiyna just sits there, stunned. But then the fierceness melts in her eyes, replaced by eagerness, and she leans forward, speaking quickly as if Mom is the only other person at the table. "Medical equipment. Robodocs. Parts for repairs—upgrades. We're making do with outdated tech, so anything you can spare would be greatly appreciated. Basic medicine—antibiotics and antivirals, pain meds, mood stabilizers, you name it." She pauses to take a breath, glancing at Dad to find him nodding attentively. "You're welcome to visit anytime, to see for yourself what our needs are. As a doctor, you'd know better than most."

"Of course," he says without hesitation. "Let me check my schedule, and I will see what I can do." His eyes glaze over as he focuses on what his ocular lenses are showing him. Check my schedule wasn't a delay tactic. He's checking it at this very moment. "With MedTech offline at police headquarters, we've had to work double shifts at the MedCenter…"

Mom taps him lightly on the arm. "And there are always good excuses to keep us from doing the right thing. But not tonight."

His eyes clear, and he smiles at her. "No, not tonight." Then, to Daiyna, "I can take the train over tomorrow afternoon. Would around two work for you?"

Daiyna glances at Luther, and for the first time this evening, she's smiling. "That would be great. Thank you." Then, as a quick afterthought, "I hope you don't think this is the only reason we came over. I don't mean to be rude." She glances at me. "It's just that our work can be all-consuming, and seeing how everyone in Dome 1 has so much…"

"An embarrassment of riches," I mutter.

She nods, holding my gaze. "Something like that."

"It's difficult not to make the work all there is, particularly when it is so important," Mom agrees. "But we need to take care of ourselves, so we can continue to take care of others. Which is why we must get enough rest. And we must eat." She withdraws her hand from Daiyna and gestures at her plate. "Please. Try something, won't you?"

"Right." Daiyna almost laughs as she digs in. Her shoulders have relaxed considerably, and I realize that mine have, too.

I should have realized why she was being so stand-offish. It had nothing to do with me. It had everything to do with visiting two members of the upper caste after spending the past months living among untouchables. The differences between Domes 1 and 6 are almost as stark as those separating Domes 1 and 10. Luxury living versus manual labor. Haves versus have-nots—in the extreme. 

It wasn't that Daiyna felt uncomfortable meeting her biological daughter's parents. I didn't enter into the equation at all. This was just about getting the medical resources she and Luther need from a respected doctor—and his wife, who happens to be known for her philanthropic work. Daiyna didn't know what to expect. Would the Chens be shallow and frivolous like so many other rich people? Or could they open their hearts to the needy?

But the unnecessary rudeness was a weird way for her to go about getting what she wanted from them. Which makes me think there might be more to it. Maybe I do make her uncomfortable, in the same way that mentioning her bunker in Sector 50 just about made her flinch. She doesn't like remembering the atrocities from her past, the things that were done to her. My presence makes that past—all that she's tried her best to forget—unavoidably real.

Would she rather not get to know me? If so, can I blame her? It's not like I've gone out of my way to meet any of my own offspring. The last thing I want to think about is those government doctors extracting my eggs after I reached puberty. 

Of the one thousand children created from the Twenty's DNA, how many of them are even related to me? Their genes were spliced with those of their adoptive parents, mixed and matched to strengthen the gene pool of Eurasia's future generations. Can I really say with certainty that any of them are my direct descendants? 

Does it matter?

I had no say in their creation. I have no attachment to any of them. In the same way, Daiyna had no choice about bringing me or any of my nine siblings into the world. It was done to her, without her permission. Not a reality anybody would want to be faced with. Yet it's something we share. Common ground. If we wanted to, if we were just masochistic enough, I bet we could really bond over it.

Luther nods sincere thanks to Mom and Dad, and then he looks at me. "As an investigator, you must travel across the Domes more than most. For the rest of us, it's natural to become fairly myopic, only able to see what is right in front of us. We seldom have any reason to leave whatever Dome we call home—or wherever we've been assigned. But you see what we have in common, and what has the potential to divide us. What, in your mind, is the single greatest threat against the precarious balance of these self-sustaining biospheres we've created for ourselves?"

Nothing like light dinner conversation to brighten the mood. Well, I'm up for the challenge. Try this on for size, Luther old chap: 

"Someone told me once that the Domes have become a reflection of the United World, back in its heyday. They lived large while the Sectors of North America produced everything they needed. Now Dome 1 is that central authority, the hub of the wheel. The richest, the most powerful. The other nine Domes slave away to keep the citizens of Dome 1 living as comfortably as possible." Absently, I twirl my noodles around the bottom of my bowl with chopsticks. "What do I see, traveling out to the perimeter? People are discontent. They want to believe that Bishop will make things better, but they don't trust the Governors to upend the status-quo. The Patriots' concerns are becoming more mainstream, their rhetoric more insidious. And after the Prometheus incident, people are scared that our LawKeepers can't protect them from new threats—like getting mindjacked by a sentient AI."

Luther looks impressed, pleased even, by my response. Do I care? Is that what my nerves are all about? I want Luther and Daiyna to like me? What am I, a pathetic child?

"I still can't believe he's meeting with those terrorists." Mom shakes her head. "Chancellor Bishop. What is he thinking?"

"He hopes to avoid the mistakes of the past," Dad replies. "What's that saying? Those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it? Well, we have been ignoring our history for decades here in the Domes. The credo itself: We live only now, never looking back. For the common good. It is incredibly shortsighted."

"The so-called Patriots have their own saying," I offer. "The sun shines on Dome 1 while clouds cover everyone else."

Daiyna and Luther glance at each other. "We hear that one often," she says. "But not from wanna-be terrorists. Just your average citizens living outside the garden."

Dad scoffs, wiping his mouth on a napkin. "They seem to think Dome 1 is this majestic, opulent city favored by the Chancellor while those in the other Domes live only to serve. To provide for Eurasia's every need: agriculture, manufacturing, technology, oxygen generation, recycling, and waste management, to name a few. But it doesn't matter where you live or what your job assignment is. Our society would cease to function if anyone gave up his or her responsibilities. And that includes the work we're doing right here." He jabs the tabletop with his index finger. "Advancements in medicine, cybernetics—technology that bridges the gap between human and machine intelligence. It's all happening every day in Dome 1. We're building the future! And for visionaries to do the necessary work of planning for that future, we must of course have our basic needs met." He shrugs. "That's really all there is to it."

"Every Dome is vital," Mom agrees, looking at each of us seated around her. "As is every citizen."

Can't argue with that.

"And that population is growing." Luther glances at Dad and then me. "Once the Thousand reach an age when they are able to procreate, will that not put undue stress on the balance we strive so hard to maintain? Can the Domes continue to function with a sharp increase in mouths to feed?"

Mom nods slowly, her smile intact but dimmer than before. "Yes. There will be safeguards in place, of course, but projections indicate no major breaks in our current equilibrium. That is, as long as the Thousand limit themselves to one child per couple."

"Population control." Daiyna looks like she's tasted something foul. But it's definitely not the food. "You're seriously considering a one-child policy?"

Dad raises his hands, his smile unwavering. "This is new ground for us. Not that long ago, we expected the Terminal Generation to be our last. After the Plague rendered us sterile, we were prepared to witness the end of the human race." He pauses. "Now we have hope for the future. But we must be careful. Birth rates will have to be monitored closely along with oxygen and water usage, food production—the balancing act will continue in earnest."

"Have you met any of them?" Luther's looking at me again. "The children?"

He didn't say your children. I appreciate that. 

"No." I shake my head, keep my eyes on my plate. Funny. I'm not hungry all of a sudden. "But I hear they're doing well. Keeping them safe from the Prometheus cult was a top priority."

Luther murmurs something under his breath that I don't catch. When I look up, he's still watching me. "To think…they would have been harvested for their DNA." He frowns. "Are any of them exhibiting special abilities as of yet?"

"Probably too soon to tell." Daiyna glances at me before returning to her meal.

"That's the prevailing thought. And once they get their neural implants, we won't know one way or another." Because as long as they're online, they won't even realize what they're capable of.

"Unless someone shows them," Luther adds. "Teaches them how to deactivate their augments in order to see what the Creator has blessed them with."

Just when I thought we could take a break from the awkward stuff.

"Like I said… We don't know yet if they'll show any signs of…certain talents." I drain my glass and seriously consider trading it in for something stronger.

"It's an incredible field of study," Dad interjects. "The extrasensory and telepathic abilities alone exhibited by certain members of the Twenty—"

"Milton can't fly anymore," Daiyna says without looking up. She glances at me again and shrugs, her shoulders moving the same way mine do. "I can't see in the dark, either. I noticed the night-vision fading a couple months ago. Now it's just…gone."

I frown and look at Luther. He nods, backing her up. But then he exhales, forces a smile, pats his wife's hand with affection. His scarred fingers are tough to look at. "The Creator blessed us with gifts we needed for a certain time. We don't need them anymore. What He gives, He can take away. It is not our place to question Him."

"There's more to it than that," she mutters.

"I haven't heard about this phenomenon…" Dad trails off, brow creased as he glances at Mom. She shakes her head; she hasn't either. "Is it affecting all of the survivors from the North American Wastes?"

"Every single one of us," Daiyna says with a wink. "Cost of living indoors, I suppose. We weren't meant to be housebroken."

Dad's brow furrows further. "Why should living inside the Domes affect—?"

"Tell them." She nudges Luther. "Go on. They're dying to know."

He chuckles. "I'm not sure about that. And of course, I don't know for certain. But in our experience, if we spend extended periods away from God's creation, our abilities diminish. Here, in the Ten Domes of Eurasia, we are surrounded by human-made materials. Even the dirt is synthetic. We are separated from the dust of the earth."

"The dust…" Mom echoes, giving me a cautious look. "So…your abilities are due to…"

"We're not dust freaks." Daiyna's turn to laugh, and my parents join in, but it's forced. 

I don't. Because I have a queasy feeling I know what's coming next.

"We don't snort the stuff," Daiyna adds. "But we have a connection to it."

Luther nods. "The spirits of the earth used it to change us. To make it possible for us to survive on the surface—in the Wastes, as you call them."

And there it is.

After a lengthy pause, Dad replies, "I see. So…after months without contact with the…dust of the earth…your lack of contact with these…spirits?...has caused you to lose your abilities." I've never heard him sound so unsure of a situation. Talk about a balancing act. He's trying very hard not to insult their beliefs while, at the same time, understand what the hell they're talking about. "But Sera, you and Erik have not experienced any such diminishing in your abilities, is that correct?"

"Right. No change." I smile at him. "You'd be the first to know, Dr. Chen."

His concerned look is replaced by a grin of approval.

"I would hope so!" Mom reaches over and rubs my arm. "You're such a private person, Sera. We want to know what's going on with you!"

"I know, Mom. I'll do better." I pat her hand.

 Luther and Daiyna are watching me. They seem to like what they see. If they were hoping that I was raised by loving parents, then that hope was not misplaced.

"Feel free to stop by the lab anytime," Dad offers. "I'm curious what sort of genetic markers we're talking about here that would pass on specific abilities to your progeny and yet preclude you from carrying them indefinitely. Needless to say, there's no precedent for this! The entire realm of potential research is a fascinating new frontier."

Daiyna looks pale all of a sudden. Luther doesn't look much different. 

"There are no markers," he manages hoarsely. "We have been tested before."

Not a fond memory, by all indications.
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An alert flashes at the corner of my ocular lenses, and a wave of relief washes over me. It's an incoming hail from HQ, and it couldn't have come at a better time. I let my eyes glaze over and quickly check the message, hoping with everything in me that I've been assigned a new case, and I'll have to leave abruptly.

"You must forgive my husband." Mom's voice is quiet as she attempts to save face. "Sometimes he can be a bit…overzealous, shall we say?"

"Yes, of course. I didn't mean to dredge up any bad memories," Dad backpedals, chiding himself. "I should have remembered what you both went through decades ago. It was insensitive of me to think you'd ever be interested in visiting my lab."

The hail is from Chief Inspector Hudson: Report to HQ at once. Your suit has been located.

More good news. My exo's been MIA since the Prometheus uprising. I had to abandon it in Dome 10 when Drasko rescued us from a squad of killbots. There wasn't enough room for the motorized exoskeleton—halfway between light body armor and a full-on mech—in his muscle car. But when I went back for the suit later, after things settled down, it wasn't there. Stolen by local miscreants, I assumed. No way they'd ever be able to operate it without the command keycode, and I'm one of only two people who know it. The exo's probably been gathering dust in a grungy warehouse for the past few weeks.

I blink, restoring my vision of the dinner table.

"The past is never far from our minds, I'm afraid." Luther stares down at his scarred fingers. That's how close his reminders always are. "But our Lord has given us strength to forge ahead, despite the horrors that lie behind us."

Captivity. Torture. Human experimentation. Those are the horrors he and Daiyna survived at the hands of an evil megalomaniac named Arthur Willard and his underground cult determined never to set foot on the earth's contaminated surface.

Mom nods with sympathy shining in her eyes. "Time does not heal every wound."

"Got that right," Daiyna mutters. Then she exhales. "The wounds fade, though, given enough time. The ones on the inside take the longest. But maybe like our abilities, someday they'll vanish completely." She meets Luther's gaze, and he smiles faintly. "The Lord's mercy and grace are a real blessing. But it's good to have flesh-and-blood people to rely on as well during tough times." She looks at Mom and Dad but doesn't say anything for a beat. Then she adds, "I'm glad to have met you both."

Luther nods emphatically. "And I hope this is but the beginning of a long friendship."

Mom and Dad glance at each other, all smiles again. "We hope so as well."

Glad to see them playing so nicely together. It was touch and go there for a second. I clear my throat as unobtrusively as possible and get to my feet, taking advantage of a rare moment with no awkwardness running rampant. 

"Sorry to eat and run…"

"Oh no," Mom says, her expression crashing as she, too, rises. "You're not leaving already?"

"But we haven't even gotten to dessert!" Dad interjects. "I made steamed pears just the way you like them—with rock sugar and dates and everything."

Daiyna and Luther watch me without a hint of disappointment on their faces. Because they're glad to see me go? Because they don't care whether I'm there or not? Or because they accept the fact that duty calls, even when it's far from convenient?

"I wish I could stay." I try to sound sincere. I even wrinkle my forehead a little. Dessert would have been wonderful. "But when the boss-man calls…"

"Of course." Mom hugs my arm. "We know how important your job is. We will have to do this again sometime soon, perhaps when you are not on-call. If that's ever the case!" 

She laughs, but I know she wishes I was able to spend more time with them. Part of me does, too. If only we could turn back the clock a few years to when I was still living at home and going to the academy, incapable of appreciating how good my life was at the time. There was so much I didn't know, so many of my own horrors that had yet to be revealed. Ignorance can really be bliss sometimes.

"Let me walk you out." Dad gets up and heads toward the door.

That's when Luther and Daiyna rise and approach me self-consciously.

"It's been good to see you," he says, glancing at Daiyna. Undoubtedly noting our similarities in appearance. Except for the streaks of grey in her hair and a few wrinkles here and there on her face, she could be my sister. "I hope we can get together again."

Daiyna nods, not seeming to know what to do with her hands. Her eyes are glistening, and she looks down when I meet her gaze.

"We've all got our priorities." Not sure why I said that. A not-so-subtle jab at their request for resources, maybe?

Daiyna looks me in the eye then and takes a step toward me, her voice quiet. "This is new for us. For all of us. We'll have to figure it out as we go."

For some reason, I feel like a weight has dropped off my shoulders. The pressure squeezing my lungs evaporates. Because she wants to make an effort. That much is clear.

"With plenty of mistakes along the way?" I raise an eyebrow and almost smile. "That sounds good to me."

"Then it's settled." Mom clasps both Daiyna and me by the arm and sandwiches herself in between us. "We'll make this a monthly occurrence. Dinner with family. Yes?" She beams at each of us in turn.

I'm having some troubling feigning enthusiasm at the idea. Daiyna looks speechless.

"An excellent goal." Luther puts his arm around his wife's waist and smiles at me. Do my eyes sparkle like that? "And we'll do our best to make it happen, despite whatever obstacles life throws at us. This is important—breaking out of our bubble." He looks over at Dad. "Perhaps you would like to join us at our place sometime?"

In Dome 6. Dad's already agreed to visit the work they're doing at the local MedCenter, but to spend the evening in what's sure to be cramped quarters? That's asking a lot—

"Indeed we would! We could alternate every other month, if that works out." He's serious about this. And he's enthusiastic. He and Mom both are.

Luther and Daiyna brighten, probably just as surprised as I am. Not that I ever thought my parents were stuffy upper-caste types, but they're definitely creatures of habit. I've never known them to venture outside of Dome 1 for extended periods.

"No pressure, Sera." Luther holds up a hand. I try not to notice his scars. "But if you're available, we would love to have you over as well. And your partner—Dunn, is it? I would very much like to have a conversation with one of them."

I frown at that. "One of…them?"

"The clones. Dr. Wong's creations, made in his own image. I've seen plenty but never spoken to one before." Luther shrugs. "I am curious how well they're able to mimic the divine spark."

Daiyna nudges him and shakes her head. She must have picked up on my nonverbal cues. Arms crossed, brow furrowed. Annoyed as hell.

"I don't know about any spark, but Dunn's the best partner I could ask for. He's put his life on the line more than once in the line of duty. I wouldn't be standing here, if it wasn't for him." My muscles are tense. I try to relax. "I owe him my life."

Luther smiles warmly. "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends. Or a copy of a man, in this case."

Dunn is no copy of Wong. "He's his own person. Trust me on that."

Dad steps in. "Sera has always been very protective of her pets. I remember a particular drone—"

"Dunn's not a pet!" I turn sharply to scowl at him. 

"A pet project then," he rephrases. "The only one of his kind working in law enforcement, isn't that right?"

"He's not a project, either."

"Of course not, dear one," Mom consoles me with a side-squeeze.

They're treating me like a child. And what's worse, I'm feeling like one. Maybe even acting like it. Am I pouting? Outnumbered, the youngest one here. But while they might have the market cornered on life experience, I know my partner. 

"He's not like other clones." I keep calm. "He's…evolving. Recognizing his humanity. Becoming more than he was originally intended to be."

Luther looks intrigued. "I meant no disrespect. My overweening curiosity sometimes gets the better of me. And I must confess a certain prejudice against science acting in roles reserved for God."

"Now there's a topic for our next dinner party!" Dad grins.

Another hail from Hudson blinks in the lower right corner of my lenses. The analysts have undoubtedly informed him that I'm not en route to HQ yet. The little tattletales. 

At the same time, I receive a transmission via audiolink from Dunn: "I am on the roof, Investigator Chen. Ready to depart when you are."

I back away toward the door, reaching out for my parents and biological parents as if to gather them all in one warm embrace. "This has been great. We'll do it again. Sorry, I've got to go."

"Let me walk you down," Dad repeats. It's our usual routine. He still feels protective of me, even though I'm an adult and a trained LawKeeper, and he and Mom live in one of the safest neighborhoods in the safest Dome of Eurasia. It's just that father-daughter dynamic, I suppose. Tough to shake.

I give him a smile and point in the opposite direction. "My ride's on the roof."

He chuckles. "Bond. Sera Bond."

Everybody else seems to think that's quite amusing. But I have no idea what he's referring to.

"Goodnight. Love you." The door senses my presence and slides open. I'm out in the hallway before they have a chance to return the sentiment, and I half-run down the corridor to the speedlift, the thick carpet muffling every thump of my heels. "Need to make a quick stop at my place. Not dressed for work," I subvocalize to Dunn via my augments.

"Understood. Course laid in to your cube complex," he replies instantly.

The speedlift's polished plasteel doors open as I approach, and I step inside the vacant car, reaching for the control panel to enter my override code. Access to the roof gardens and landing pad is limited to the building's residents, but being an investigator comes with a perk or two. 

As the doors close and the lift glides upward, I open the second message from Chief Inspector Hudson: Report to HQ immediately, Investigator Chen. Reading between the lines, I get the feeling his patience might be wearing a little thin. And just when I thought we'd established a tolerable rapport.

All things considered, probably a better idea not to stop by my place and change. I'm sure the analysts would notify Hudson of any deviation in my route, no matter how slight. Part of the fun of living in a panopticon. The analysts see all and know all, hardwired into the Linkstream for twelve-hour surveillance shifts. More machine than human, shaved bald with thick cables plugged into cranial jacks on the back of their skulls, dilated eyes that never seem to focus. Impossible to converse with—not that I've tried. Their communication tends to be one-way: delivering information. Only Commander Bishop is authorized to issue them queries.

The speedlift doors slide open, and I jog out onto the garden pathway, lit with soft-glowing solar lights. It's a peaceful area up here with well-manicured lawns, geometrically shaped shrubbery, and healthy trees, not to mention all the varieties of flowers. A popular spot for residents to lay out in the sun, filtered through the Dome's translucent blue-tinted ceiling. Right now everything is vacant and still and dark, save for the subdued landscape lighting.

A black & white aerocar is waiting on the landing pad, its engines purring in idle mode. Dunn sits at the controls with the copilot door open.

"Change of plans." I hike my dress up around my knees and climb inside. The door drifts down behind me and locks itself into place as I strap in. "Straight to HQ."

Dunn looks my way for a moment, then seems to do a double-take, the black faceplate on his white helmet hiding his expression. Without a word, he changes coordinates on the console in front of him, the fingers of his gauntlet tapping out a quick, precise rhythm across the touchscreen.

"I apologize for interrupting your dinner party, Investigator Chen."

"Not your fault, partner." I fail to mention how glad I am to be out of there. 

He takes us aloft as the electromagnetic coils hum and the ionic thrusters kick in, sending us over the side of the complex and between two rows of gleaming domescrapers. Far below us, the street lies empty, proof that tonight's curfew enforcers are doing their job. It takes a concerted effort to conserve energy across the Ten Domes—each as big as an average-sized city in the Old World—and that means everybody staying in when it's dark out.

"Hudson said they've found my exo."

"That is good news. You have been wondering what became of it." He returns his attention to the neon green overlay on the windscreen with our trajectory mapped out in shades of blue. "Or is it not good news?" he adds with a quick glance at my face.

That's what I'm wondering. "I thought it was, at first. But now Hudson's urgency is making me nervous."

"You are thinking that perhaps the suit has been used for nefarious purposes?"

I smirk at him. "Thought I was the only mind reader here."

He dips his chin but doesn't say anymore. Is he smiling under that helmet?

I can't help thinking back to the brief interchange I had with Luther. You'd think someone following an outdated religion that's all about loving others, particularly the less fortunate, would be more open-minded. But maybe the tenets of the Way don't apply to those its followers consider less than human. In his words, a clone is a copy of a human, lacking a divine spark. Or mimicking one. Not sure on that point.
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