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Acclaim for


HYBRID

“Hybrid takes the world and characters of Enhanced to a new level. Packed with higher stakes, greater depth, and a setting that lets your imagination run wild, Hybrid takes you on an adventure you won’t easily forget.”

—Nova McBee, award-winning and bestselling author of the Calculated series

“Enthralling! Hybrid is pure adrenaline and twisting suspense that left me breathless. It was everything I wanted in a sequel and more. Kade’s immersive world building, innovative technology, and gripping characters make this a story you won’t forget!”

—S.F. Rhoads, award-winning author of The Colliding Line series

“Hybrid is a wild ride begging you to read more. Kade draws you into a lush world, filled with delectable details, cultural nuances, and plot twists that will keep you guessing until the end. I eagerly await the next chapter in Urban’s journey!”

—Candice Yamnitz, author of Unbetrothed

“Once again, we put on our XR suits and dive into Kade’s world of high tech and genetic manipulation, where not everything is as it seems. With heartbreaking betrayals, plot twists that keep you guessing, and expanded worldbuilding, Hybrid will have you on the edge of your seat from page one. Yet sifting through all the incredible technology, Kade reminds the reader that family and friendships are what truly keeps us grounded to reality.”

—Amber Kirkpatrick, author of Until the Rising and Unleashed

“Gattaca meets Hunger Games in this continuation of Candace Kade’s action-packed story. With vivid imagery and fantastic science fiction elements, I felt like I had been transported into a high tech future. Loved Hybrid and can’t wait for book three!”

—Morgan L. Busse, award-winning author of The Ravenwood Saga and Skyworld series

“I love it when I can hand a book to my preteens and teens and know that it will be an exciting read, yet also clean. Hybrid is a heart-pounding continuation of the Enhanced series, where Lee Urban’s pursuit of truth amidst danger and chaos keeps readers on the edge of their seats. As she joins the elite Dragons AI team, tensions between Enhanced and Naturals escalate, threatening society’s fragile balance. Urban’s quest for her origins and adoption secrets adds depth to the story, making Hybrid a thought-provoking read that challenges beliefs and leaves a lasting impact. Don’t miss this gripping addition to the Enhanced series for an unforgettable adventure!”

—Tricia Goyer, USA Today bestselling author of 90 books, including A Secret Courage

“An electrifying tale of genetics and identity, where the search for family intertwines with high-stakes action. Kade weaves a thrilling story of one teen’s exploration of the bonds of family in a genetically enhanced world. Hybrid is a gem of a story!”

—Ellen McGinty, author of Saints and Monsters

“Slick and intelligent! Imaginative worldbuilding lays the groundwork for pulse-pounding action in Hybrid. Kade’s real-world experience with Asian culture beautifully imbues Hybrid and makes for a riveting, incredible read. Hop on for this thrill ride!”

—Ronie Kendig, award-winning author of The Droseran Saga

“Hybrid is a captivating second installment in Kade’s science fiction trilogy. The immersive and utterly unique setting is full of rich details and fascinating technology. With plenty of mystery, thrilling action, and relatable characters, the story kept me eagerly turning pages. I will be impatiently awaiting the next book!”

—B.L. Dean, author of the Shades of Starlight series

“On the heels of self-discovery in Enhanced, Lee Urban plunges into another high-stakes adventure in Hybrid. Brimming with imaginative yet familiar new worlds, and super-fun tech, the search for the hybrid is on. Urban’s dogged determination, the support of a uniquely talented cast, and unexpected twists and turns make this book irresistible. Dive into Hybrid at your own risk—it’s going to keep you up late!”

—E.A. Hendryx, author of Suspended in the Stars
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For Baobei.


We may have taken a while to find each other,

but you were worth the wait.
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Urban aimed straight for the dragon. The creature’s bulbous eyes and enormous fangs grew larger as she pulled hard on the throttle of her motorcycle.

Then the projection flickered over, engulfing her in cherry-blossom red and tangerine orange before the virtual creature passed behind. In its wake, the scent of wet animals, fresh manure, and street food became sharper, contaminating New Beijing’s normally pristine air. The clash of cymbals, upbeat drums, and hum of chattering people roared around her.

Urban tuned them out, focusing on the pulsing green arrow overlaid on reality which was guiding her. She couldn’t be late her first time back home.

Overhead, virtual red hongbao envelopes and soft snowflakes drifted down. Further up in the sky, projected fireworks boomed and flashed, illuminating the evening with a dazzling display of color.

Teeth chattering, Urban wished she had worn her smart suit. Having spent the last two weeks in the Outskirts, she didn’t have hers, for fear of attracting attention from the Naturals who only had outdated models. Swerving, she narrowly avoided hitting a Super clad in ancient armor and carrying a stun club.

She accelerated again, weaving past a Flyer with glowing neon-green wings and an Inventor surrounded by an impenetrable wall of hovering drones. The bots pulsed and formed words in the sky and drifted around the Inventor like waves of the sea.

Urban ducked to avoid them.

Flames shot skyward from a woman wearing a colorful mask, and the frigid air grew warm from the fire. The Artisan dipped her head behind her arm, and when her face reappeared, she wore a different mask. The crowd clapped.

A Camo shimmered into view out of nowhere directly in front of Urban. She slammed on the brakes, her tires skidding loudly and the scent of burning rubber assaulting her nose. The Camo, oblivious, waved at the crowd, then disappeared again.

Huffing a breath, Urban slowed her speed to a crawl as she passed an Artisan dancing on stilts, then wove her way through an Inceptor, Giver, and Aqua, completing the eight gene pools.

Year of the Horse! a virtual sign projected. Up ahead, horses came into view and the stench of fur and manure returned, stronger this time.

The watching crowd pointed. A father lifted a little girl with a tail and pink hair up onto his shoulders. A Super boy, already as tall as a full-grown man, fed the Balikun sugar cubes.

Mothers bounced babies while chatting with friends. Fathers handed out red hongbaos to elated children. Couples linked arms and leaned into each other for warmth. A lightness filled the air and joy permeated every smile.

A hollowness welled up in Urban’s chest at the sight.

She activated the hands-free setting on her motorcycle and pulled her out-of-place leather jacket closer around her. I’ll never belong like them. Her vision blurred.

In front of her, a bot with a laser poleax shocked a horse as it fought wildly against its restraints. These ones had been experimental breeds the Asian Federation deemed too dangerous for rider or environment.

They were one of a kind—the last of their kind.

An Enhanced blue Yunnan Aqua racer reared up, nearly shaking free the water bowl which encased its head and allowed it to stay ashore without suffocating. It snarled, displaying razored teeth.

A Tibetan horse bucked and whinnied, sending pulsing speckles across its body dancing. It stood five hands taller than the other horses and flung its mane, sparking with electricity. The crowd backed away from it, eyeing the horse, and sparks, warily.

Urban felt like these freak-show horses on display. Ever since the Games, when her sosh had skyrocketed, she’d felt even more out of place: surrounded by a sea of people, and yet utterly alone. Even in the Outskirts she hadn’t fit in. Now, returning to the Metropolis, she remembered how much she stuck out here too.

I don’t belong anywhere.

Belong. The word ached in her thoughts like an old wound. Once the hybrid is found, I’ll be able to live in the Metropolis without hiding. But it feels a million kilometers away.

Urban ducked under acrobats swinging from bars, flipping in midair before locking hands and flying back to safety. They were one slip, one miscalculated swing away from plummeting to their deaths.

How similar to Urban’s own precarious act she traipsed every day, pretending to be Enhanced.

As grateful as she was to her adoptive parents for taking her and her sister in, sometimes she wondered what things would have been like if they’d been adopted by a Natural family and lived in the Outskirts instead.

Urban turned down a street full of parked vehicles and free of the parade and crowds. But she couldn’t free herself from her own thoughts. She made her way toward one of the tallest buildings at the Metropolis’s center, mind racing faster than her electric motorcycle.

There had been news that her birth parents might still be alive. The trouble was, the lead was in the Western Federation. Her adoptive parents would never let her leave the Asian Federation to follow it. Not to mention, they’d seemed less than enthused about tracking Urban’s birth parents down. Every time Urban brought it up, they redirected the conversation.

Urban’s bike skidded on a patch of ice. She nearly wiped out before regaining control and focusing on the road.

Around her, this part of the Metropolis was silent and mostly empty. Bright paper lanterns dangled overhead, illuminating the streets in chili-pepper red. Jumbotrons virtually displayed the parade and a commentator’s voice echoed loudly through the street.

“The 2124 Annual Lunar New Year Parade is bigger and better than ever before. With every Gene Pool Award winner represented, and over one hundred different animal species, it’s no wonder that New Beijing citizens have turned out in record numbers.”

It’s no wonder it smells.

Urban bolted down another road. A prioritized ping notification popped in her retina display, but she blinked it away as she concentrated on her augmented maps.

“. . . this year, thousands are participating in the Lunar New Year’s first week tatt fast.”

Urban’s attention jumped back to the jumbotrons, where a New Beijing government official spoke. She recognized him as the Head Prefect from various news broadcasts she’d seen in the past.

“Join us in taking off the overlays by using the Augmented Free app. Once downloaded, your retina will automatically deactivate for the duration you set. An external display will alert others in reality to your status.”

The broadcast shifted to demonstrate someone with a blinking yellow light in their eyes.

Urban’s forehead wrinkled. She’d seen augment-free campaigns before, of course, but it seemed like they were happening more these days.

“Many of the top Key Opinion Leaders are participating. In addition, each Head Prefect will be awarding participants who successfully complete the challenge with a .05 sosh increase. A recent medical study shows significant mental and physical health benefits . . .”

The voice faded as Urban zoomed down into an underground garage. She swiped the golden tatt on her wrist, and her bike locked with a click.

Urban sat there a moment in the cold, harsh lighting of the garage. After weeks in the dirty, chaotic Outskirts, the pristine white walls seemed to close in around her—too bright. She had been looking forward to this moment of returning home, but now all she felt was dread. Unseen shadows seemed to lurk beyond the walls.

This was the first time she was back since the attack.

At the end of last semester, an Enhanced with an illegal, and alarming, number of enhancements had tried to kill her. The Jingcha had yet to find him.

Fear raked a cold, sinewy finger down Urban’s spine.

He could be anywhere.

Movement at the exit of the garage quickened her pulse.

A cat darted into view, and she released a breath. But she still couldn’t shake the feeling that someone watched her.

Shoving her unease away, she climbed off her motorcycle and made her way toward the elevator. She punched the 131st floor and scanned her tatt. With a jolt, she shot upward, the lift slowing as she neared the top. It stopped, and the doors opened, revealing a familiar dark marble floor. She made her way toward a set of inky black doors standing regally at the end of the hall.

Urban lifted her hand to knock.

Images flashed in her mind. Memories from the last time she’d seen her family. Worry creases around Mother’s eyes. Lucas’s glare. His back turned to her as she said goodbye. Her father’s tired gaze.

Apart from her sister, she hadn’t seen any of them in two weeks. Ever since she’d gone into hiding, contact had been minimal. Mother had sent her a few encrypted messages about logistics for the holidays, but that was it. Urban wondered if Lucas was still mad and blamed her for the attacks on their family.

She rapped on the door.

Nerves mingled with excitement in anticipation of seeing them all again. She held out a sliver of hope that maybe things would be fine. Otherwise, pretending to be a normal, functioning family over the holidays was going to be awkward.

The gargantuan doors swung open. A Natural maid with mousey features extended a warm hand towelette before motioning her inside. “Your Father’s on the roof, Miss Lee, about to take off.”

Ignoring the towelette, Urban stepped upon a Persian rug, tugging her levitating suitcase behind her.

Stillness cloaked the house. An unfamiliar darkness filled the usually bright interiors. The smell of Mother’s Bulgarian perfume lingered faintly in the air. The scent brought a wave of nostalgia.

How things had changed since her last trip home. There was no music or laughter. No parties or guests—only silence.

Urban wondered if it was because the house was bugged. Knowing someone could be listening even now made her walk faster as she headed to a washroom to change.

Emerging in a trendy XR silk outfit, she pulled her levitating suitcase past walls with paintings, a dried-up fountain, pristine white couches, decorative fans, and then up a set of stairs.

Following the hum of engines, she came to a garden with three idling helix-pods. Their excess wind made the surrounding plant life dance like crazed fans at a rave.

Her shoulders sagged in relief the moment she was out of the house. Somehow, being on the roof and back with her family made her feel safe—even if it was probably an illusion.

“There you are!” Mr. Lee yelled above the noise. He wore a stylish turtleneck sweater under a suit, ever the picture of a successful businessman. His perfectly parted black hair was thicker than she’d remembered. Was he using stimulants to fight back his ever-receding hairline?

But the creases in his forehead seemed deeper and his expression wary, as if he’d aged significantly in the time Urban had been away.

She knew her parents were planning on rejoining the organization fighting for advancements in genetic enhancements for all, but she hadn’t heard anything about the progress. While in the Outskirts, Everest’s mom had kept her abreast of the developments, but AiE re-forming in the Metropolis was dangerous business. Especially since her parents had been targeted for being involved years ago.

“Get in.” Father gestured at one of the pods, interrupting Urban’s thoughts.

As she did so, Urban couldn’t help the disappointment that bubbled up in her chest. No, “Thanks for being on time,” or “Happy New Year’s Eve,” or “I’m so glad you’re safe!”

Mr. Lee tapped his foot against three boxes full of fruits, pastries, and other gifts for the relatives back home. “I won’t be late two years in a row for the family’s Lunar New Year celebration!” His voice boomed so loudly, Jiaozi—lounging next to one of the boxes—let out a startled meow.

On instinct, her sister’s giant Enhanced cat vanished, though Urban noticed a guard in the other pod yelping in surprise as an invisible force landed in the seat next to him.

Urban was glad—for once, Father’s anger wasn’t directed at her.

Urban’s sister sprinted gracefully up the stairs, two mini drones struggling under the weight of her suitcase. Her large, beautiful eyes sparkled, and she broke into a smile upon spotting Urban. With her long, white-blond hair blowing wildly in all directions, she looked like a model.

Lillian stowed her suitcase neatly into the waiting pod. Sliding into the seat next to Urban, she wrapped her in a tight embrace. Her two drones nestled up against Urban, then flew to Lillian’s shoulder, where they came to rest like birds of prey.

“Good job, Peppa and Dede.” Lillian stroked her drones as if they were pets. “How were the last few weeks in the Outskirts? Sorry I had to leave you there alone. You know how AiE is.”

“It’s mostly just me at the house. Everest is gone and his parents are rarely home.”

Lillian made a sympathetic face.

Urban shrugged. “What’s the update with AiE? I still don’t understand what you and Trig do.”

Lillian brightened at the mention of her fellow AiE operative and Urban’s bodyguard. “As Finders and Protectors, we protect Naturals from harassment and danger. So basically hacking into the Jingcha’s feeds and rescuing anyone who needs it.”

Urban’s eyes grew round. “Does that happen a lot?”

“Fortunately, no. Most of our time is spent looking for the genetic link between Naturals and Enhanced.”

Urban leaned forward. The genetic link—or the hybrid, as she’d learned last semester—actually existed. “Any progress?”

“Actually, yes.” Lillian lowered her voice. “We found a lead. Remember how Ash stabbed our attacker’s wing?”

Urban nodded.

“Well, we ran some DNA tests and traced it back to the Western Federation.”

The Western Federation. Just like the lead on my birth origins. Is it possible they’re linked?

Urban dared to ask, “Could I be the hybrid?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Lillian sighed. “Coral and I hacked into the PKU Games last semester, that’s the only reason it broke. Other people don’t know that and may think you’re the hybrid, but we know better.”

“Are you sure?” Urban felt sheepish even asking. To be honest, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to be the hybrid. It made her a target. Then again, she already was one.

“Our adoptive paperwork came with our genomics analysis, remember?” Lillian kept her voice low. “We already know you’re a Natural. Of course, there’s always the possibility when someone hacked our paperwork, our records were altered. That’s why we’re trying to figure out who hacked them. But even then, your genomics have been analyzed since then.”

“Hurry up!” Father was shouting. “These fagao will have dried up by the time you all get your sorry rear ends out here!”

Lucas sauntered out of the stairwell, three suitcases in tow. “No one likes those bland cakes anyway, Dad.”

Mother followed close behind, patting down a stray wisp of hair. “Lucas, dear, why do you have so many bags?” She eyed her son’s suitcases, a perfectly penciled eyebrow raised in disapproval. “We’ll only be in New Harbin for a few days.”

“This suitcase is full of the stuff you gave me for the holidays.” Lucas gestured at one. “This is for extravagant parties.” He kicked another with his foot. “And this one is full of thermal swimwear.”

“Swimwear?” Father huffed, climbing into the pod. “The high will be minus thirteen Celsius. The water will be frozen. You’d be crazy to attempt swimming this time of year.”

“They’re smart thermal, and I’m Enhanced. I’ll be fine.” Lucas spotted Urban and muttered, “Unlike some people.”

Urban tensed, but Lucas only retreated to the back of the pod to stow his luggage.

Mother gave Urban a genial smile upon seeing her. “Urban!” She came forward as if for a hug.

Hesitating, Urban stood from her seat and met her mother at the edge of the pod. Bending down, Urban gave her an awkward embrace. It was simultaneously too tight, and yet loose in the wrong places.

“It’s so good to see you again.” Mother’s eyes had more lines around them than usual, but her smile seemed sincere, though Urban could never be sure. She’d found out last semester just how good of a liar her mother could be.

Urban smiled politely, suddenly uncomfortable at this display of affection from her normally reserved parent.

Mother took a seat next to Father, and Lucas gave up on attempting to shove his suitcases into the storage compartment. Dragging one of them into the main cabin with Lillian and Urban, he placed the suitcase on his lap.

Urban winced. “Your suitcase is hurting my leg.”

“It’s barely touching you!” Lucas snapped. “You’re always such a baby.”

Urban shifted and turned her gaze out the window as the doors shut automatically. Being back with her family made her feel like a little girl again. Sometimes, it was as if all the ways she’d grown and changed since attending uni had never even happened.

Last semester, she’d been thrown into the Games, survived as a Natural, and even turned into a KOL with many brands requesting her as their Key Opinion Leader spokeswoman. Urban had accepted an offer from Croix, the athleisure brand. The pending crypto points would soon mean she had freedom from her parents, since she wouldn’t be dependent on their allowances.

The last two weeks, especially surviving and blending in in the Outskirts, had changed her. But with her family, none of it seemed to matter.

She thought about what the next semester could look like. Her parents still didn’t want her going back to school, but Urban had grown restless in the Outskirts. Several weeks of living in her ex-boyfriend’s parents’ apartment, and she was desperate to get out and find answers about the hybrid.

The wind outside grew louder and more violent. Natural servants and Inventor guards climbed into the other two pods, fighting against an onslaught of wind. The noise-cancelling bubble activated with a pop, surrounding the Lees in silence. With a lurch, they lifted off the ground and into the sky.

Urban’s thoughts drifted back to her origins. She’d gone over it again and again, but couldn’t make sense of it.

Two weeks ago, her parents had found something linking her past to the Western Federation. The adoption agency had initially accepted her from there. Which made no sense.

Urban stared at her hands. She didn’t look like she was from the Western Federation. Her features were too dark and she was petite, even by Asian Federation standards. It seemed unlikely she could be from anywhere else.

On the attacker front, they had initially thought Supers Against Soups, the brutal organization started by Supers who killed Naturals attempting to mix with Enhanced, were behind the attacks. But if the attacker was from the Western Federation, could it still be SAS?

So many dead ends.

The buildings faded further below as they climbed into the sky.

“Wo zi,” Father swore in Federation Mandarin, as their pod joined a swarm of others. They came to a standstill mid-air. “I told Nainai we’d be there in time for the family reunion dinner.”

Urban’s mouth watered at the thought of the dinner. Last year’s feast had left her in a food coma for days. She was pretty sure the New-Year-Nine kilo gain was a thing, even for the Enhanced.

“Yeah, we’re definitely not gonna make it in time.” Lucas stuffed several sheets of dried seaweed in his mouth. “Good thing I brought snacks.”

Lillian eyed the seaweed bag with disgust. “So that’s where that smell is coming from. Can’t you wait until we’re not in a confined space to eat those?”

“I’m hungry!” Lucas protested.

Lillian made gagging noises.

As they inched their way across the skyline, Urban pulled up her pings, remembering she’d received a prioritized one earlier. It was from Dr. Gong, head of Peking University. Her nerves spiked.

[Dr. Gong: Lee Urban, I would like to be the first to congratulate you. Your spectacular and, quite frankly, baffling performance in the AI Games has warranted the attention of more than one recruiter. After consulting the team lead, and running rigorous AI analysis on your performance, the team has decided to offer you a spot on the Dragons’ team starting this coming spring semester.]

[I know there was some concern around your safety. However, I can offer you housing in our KOL dormitory. State-of-the-art security exists to ensure all of our high-profile students receive quality care and protection. Should you choose to accept this offer, you will receive free room and board in the KOL dormitory. On behalf of Peking University, we sincerely hope you will accept this opportunity. Please inform myself and the Dragons’ team leader of your decision no later than the Lunar New Year. All the best, Dr. Gong.]
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Urban leaned back in her seat, dazed.

Last semester, when the Inventors had chosen her as their gene pool representative in the AI Games, she’d thought that was the end of it. There had been ten contestants and only one spot available. The thought had never even crossed her mind that she’d actually make it onto the team. How long do I have to make a decision?

Lunar New Year was tomorrow.

Do I want to join them?

Soon, Lillian would be going back to school for the Spring semester. Urban’s friends Coral and Ash wouldn’t have time to visit, either, as they’d be busy with class. Everest, her ex-boyfriend, would be the only one left in the Outskirts, and spending time with him sounded painfully awkward.

If she was honest with herself, she actually missed uni. Even though she was constantly on her guard and stressed about grades, she liked going to classes with Coral and Ash. She even had started to enjoy her workouts at Infini-Fit with Lillian, and jiujitsu training with her skilled instructor, Orion.

As a KOL, how long can I stay hidden in the Outskirts?

Urban’s mind hummed, connecting pieces.

KOLs have the world at their fingertips. Access to data and people. It’s the perfect opportunity to get the answers I need to find the hybrid. Then, maybe SAS and anyone else who thinks I’m the hybrid will leave me alone.

If Dr. Gong is willing to put me in the KOL dorms, I’ll be safe. Then again, what if my Natural DNA crashes the AI again? I can’t afford to make that mistake twice.

“Crossing into the yellow zone. We will be accelerating in one minute.” The pod interrupted her thoughts. The last helix-pod in the line before them shot off, going from zero to 5Gs in seconds. Urban watched its slick, black-and-white circular sides fade into the distance.

“Please fasten your belts and secure your belongings.”

Lucas strapped on his belt and adjusted the suitcase on his lap, digging it into Urban’s knees.

“Ten, nine, eight . . .”

The pod passed through the protective barrier, air filtration systems clicking on.

“Three, two, one.”

The helix lurched forward. Urban slammed back against her seat as the pod accelerated, the corners of her vision turning black.

“Gonna pass out?” Lucas whispered so only she could hear. “Too bad you’re not enhanced to withstand supersonic travel, like me.”

Urban gritted her teeth, but said nothing. As the pod approached cruising velocity, her vision returned.

“Cruising speed reached,” the helix announced. “You will arrive at your destination in thirty-two minutes.”

Below, the tall, shiny Metropolis buildings, like cavernous stalagmites, gave way to dusty plots of land. Soon, overcrowded buildings, black from pollution, rose into view.

As they passed over the Outskirts, Urban wondered how Everest was celebrating the Lunar New Year. Surely not enduring lavish reunions and endless questions from relatives. What would he think of Dr. Gong’s offer to join the team?

It doesn’t matter what he thinks. It’s my decision.

And yet, somehow, it didn’t feel like it. Her parents would have an opinion. AiE, Lillian, her roommates, anyone and everyone she knew would want a say. She shut her eyes.

I still have a day to decide.

She shoved the decision, thoughts of the attacker, and AiE, all out of her mind, trying to relax. She was finally back with her family and determined to enjoy one of her favorite holidays.

The helix eventually slowed, as flaming scarlet and orange rays filled the pod. The iridescent lights of New Harbin blinked into view. The Metropolis was smaller than New Beijing, but still had an impressive number of high-rises streaking up into the darkening sky. This time of year, they all emitted a festive red glow.

The helix crossed into the white zone and they began their descent into the Metropolis. With a jolt, they touched down on a private landing strip. A winter garden in full bloom surrounded them—snow blossoms, weeping willows with genetically modified white leaves, and two songbirds that chirped cheerily in their cages.

Beyond the garden, tall buildings stood proudly, like Supers guarding the Federation’s council.

The other two pods landed next to them. Natural servants and Inventor guards climbed out and helped move the Lees’ luggage. Several GX100s, resembling mini tanks and costing a month’s salary of an average Metropolis worker to rent, idled nearby. Urban had seen several ads for them, claiming to be the most secure rides on the market.

She stepped onto the landing and was confronted with cold, dry air. She darted toward the closest vehicle. Climbing inside, she was hit with a blast of heat, along with blaring New Year’s music. Clanging symbols and children’s voices carried the happy tune. Urban scooted across the warmed leather seats.

“Ugh. Not this song again.” Lucas took the seat furthest from Urban. “Why do they play the same music every year?”

“I kind of like it,” Lillian said. “Always gets me in a festive mood.”

“Festive, shmestive.” Lucas flicked at a dangling mini paper lantern.

The vehicle fell silent as they pulled away from the landing. Outside, hoverboards, autonomous vehicles, and pedestrians packed onto the road and sidewalks, a mass of migrating birds all heading home. In the sky above, lights from delivery drones, helixes, and flying vehicles flickered like a thousand twinkling stars.

“We’re already an hour late,” Father growled as they came to yet another standstill in the middle of New Harbin.

Mother touched up her makeup. “Maybe next year, we should take the holiday traffic into consideration when timing our arrival.”

There was a noncommittal grunt from Father.

Lucas had decided it was snack time again, and a putrid scent filled the vehicle as he opened a pack of octopus ink-flavored rice balls. His fingers were already coated in black.

“Lucas! We’re going to show up at our relatives’ smelling like an aquarium.” Lillian brushed at her dress as if to wipe the scent away.

Lucas grinned. “Excellent. You know I forgot my aquarium cologne.”

“If that’s real, it’s absolutely disgusting.” Urban’s nose crinkled.

Lucas pretended not to hear. Though he made sure to chew the next bite with his mouth wide open.

An hour later, they exited New Harbin’s Metropolis and zoomed across a speedway. After twisting and turning down several roads, they reached the suburbs where gnarled trees grew thicker and the traffic all but disappeared.

Their vehicle stopped in front of a towering gate. Guard sheds flanked the snow-covered path and a force field blocked their entry. A Super carrying a deactivated stun pike emerged from one of the sheds. He wore a lightweight jacket and didn’t look cold in the slightest. Urban was always impressed by Supers’ ability to withstand extreme temperatures.

After scanning Father’s tatt, he marched back to the shed. A second later, there was the pop of the force field dissipating, and they rolled silently through. The air fell silent, snow blanketing every surface like a soundproof wall.

The Lunar New Year was always celebrated at Uncle Lee’s house. This time, coming from the Outskirts, Urban couldn’t help but notice the opulence.

Gold statues, hidden beneath snow, lined the road. Exotic pets roamed through a garden, lake, and miniature stone forest. Two sleeping elephants stood silent and still in the middle of a white field. Each wore a red smart vest to keep them warm. A light dusting of snow covered their heads. Red sleeves snaked up their ivory tusks, each studded with glittering diamond bells.

“Remember when the elephants were small and we used to race them?” Lillian asked with a wistful smile. “After seeing that horror flick about deranged elephants, Lucas was terrified when Auntie tried to put him on one.”

Lucas scowled as the sisters shared a laugh. “Whatever. That was ages ago.”

They came to a stop in a small clearing. Thick, dead foliage crowded around on all sides. A steaming fountain, lit up in glowing colors, splashed into a pool. Several valet bots took the SUVs from them.

The Lees and their entourage walked to the other side of the fountain, where a giant pagoda rose above the trees and bushes. The ancient building’s wood was meshed with metal and lit up with warm colors. Industrial techno music drifted over the water, a sharp contrast to the peaceful surroundings.

A pond wrapped around the pagoda served as a moat. Giant, glowing koi, the size of a large dog, swam lazily through the water. It looked deceptively shallow, but Urban could make out the underwater cavern below. She shuddered at memories of her Aqua cousins attempting to get her to swim in it.

Father stepped up to a willow tree and flashed his tatt across its hidden security scanner. The tree beeped, and a moment later, hovering stones appeared on the top of the pond, forming a path to the pagoda.

Urban had always thought her uncle’s security system to be overboard. Now, after the past few months, she was grateful. Her parents had thought it would attract too much attention to bring her Camo bodyguard, Trig, to the family reunion. Without his constant invisible presence, she felt vulnerable.

They crossed the stone pathway and reached two giant lion statues guarding the entrance to a massive doorway. Square pieces of red paper hung on either side of the door, the upside-down character for fu, or fortune, painted on them.

A vid recorder above the entryway scanned the party. A moment later, the sound of slippers padded across the floor.

The door flung open.

“Hello!” Uncle Lee welcomed warmly. “Come in, come in!” He ushered them inside, leaving them in the wake of his overpowering cologne.

Urban’s eyes slid past him and latched on a figure lurking in the back of the hallway. There was something oddly familiar about the shock of black hair and the way he carried himself, confident and relaxed, yet with an air of authority.

Sharp eyes looked her way, and her breath caught.

Everest.
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Urban remained frozen in place. What is Everest doing here?

She realized why it had taken her a second to recognize him. He’d switched out of his dated Outskirts tech and wore the latest XR suit, and his retina displays had changed his eye color to a stunning blue.

A steady yellow light blinked in the corner of his eye. Urban recognized it from the augmented-free challenge.

Smart. Using it as cover.

Urban managed to school her features as she forced her feet to step into the warm hall. She couldn’t let on that she recognized Everest. And she certainly couldn’t let her uncle know that Everest was a member of AiE and a Natural.

Am I supposed to know about Everest being here? Pretend to be surprised? Then again, no pretending necessary on that front.

Several pairs of minx fur slippers were already laid out, as was customary. Urban slipped out of her heavy boots and donned the silky-smooth slippers, trying to corral her wild thoughts away from the boy standing meters away.

She thought back to their last conversation, where he’d offered to give her time to think and had left an open invitation to date again.

Do I want that?

So far, she’d been too busy adjusting to the Outskirts, reeling from the attack at the Reservoir, learning about SAS bugging her family’s house, and all the news from her parents about the strange events surrounding her adoption.

Turning to face the group, she feigned interest in the pleasantries exchanged, pretending not to notice Everest. Heat crept across her cheeks, and not just from the warmth of the room.

“Come in.” Her uncle ushered them inside to a tastefully decorated receiving hall. Golden mirrors and framed paintings cluttered nearly every portion of the walls, and Natural maids stood at attention, forming a long row of watching eyes. One of the Naturals sat at a wicker chair playing the erhu and filling the room with its stringy notes. Urban barely noticed any of it. She kept sneaking glances at Everest, still lurking in the back of the hall.

Her auntie joined them. “How good to see you!”

Father handed the fagao and other gifts to his brother and sister-in-law.

Auntie turned and swatted at her husband. “Dear, you didn’t introduce our guest!” She turned back into the hallway and dragged Everest into the circle. “Look who’s already here.” She beamed at Urban. “Your boyfriend!”

My what?

Lucas gave Urban the side-eye while Lillian stiffened. Only her parents seemed to keep a calm exterior, though she could tell by the muscle twitching in Father’s jaw he wasn’t too happy about this development.

So much for pretending not to know Everest.

How did he get in here? Then Urban remembered Everest had access to her digital key so they could communicate in private. It was the same key she used to communicate with Auntie, and showing it must have convinced them to let him in.

Her parents probably recognized him as the Outskirts lead for AiE whom she’d been staying with. But they knew nothing of her past relationship with him. What must they be thinking?

The air had gone still and Urban realized everyone was waiting for her response.

What was the right move? How long had they been “dating”? Should she embrace him like long-lost lovers? A new interest?

Her head hurt from the possibilities.

Fortunately, Everest took the lead. “Thanks for the invite, Urban. Your aunt and uncle have graciously given me the house tour.” He started to move forward toward Urban but slowed at the look on her face.

Instead, he smoothly turned to face her parents. “It’s so nice to finally meet you. Your daughter has told me so much about you.” He extended a gift basket full of colorful fruit. “Here, this is for the family.”

There was a slight pause, then Mother accepted the gift, all smiles. “You shouldn’t have.” She almost seemed sincere.

“Come, come, the food has already been served.” Auntie ushered the Lees toward the dining hall. A long line of Naturals followed in their wake, but Urban and Everest hung back.

Urban rounded on him the moment they were alone. “What are you doing?”

Everest stepped back at the vehemence in her tone.

“Showing up at my relative’s house like this?” Urban struggled to keep her voice down. “I thought you said you’d give me time to consider dating again. Why are you forcing my hand, pretending to be my boyfriend?”

Everest extended his hands in a gesture of peace. “I can explain.”

Urban glared daggers, waiting.

He lowered his voice. “The Advancement in Enhancement’s org wanted me to do this. It’s their idea.”

Urban’s expression wavered.

“AiE is trying to boost my sosh,” Everest continued. “They want to transfer me to the Metropolis. Also, I need to be here for tomorrow’s operation.”

“Operation?”

Everest glanced both ways, then stepped closer. He smelled of jasmine and smoke from the Outskirts. The familiarity of it forced the archives of Urban’s brain to retrieve unwanted memories that twisted in her gut.

“. . . we found the scientist,” Everest was saying.

Urban blinked. “Sorry, who?”

“The scientist who invented the microneedle patch. We think he can lead us to the creator of the hybrid. The lead is here, in New Harbin.”

“Here? Why didn’t you tell me any of this when I was at your parents’?”

“AiE suspects we have a mole. They only told me the plan yesterday. I’ll explain everything later. For now, we need to find out a way to get through the night as . . .”

“A believable couple?” Urban snorted. This would happen to me.

Everest’s expression was apologetic.

“Do my parents know?”

“They should be getting a message from AiE.”

Urban flung up a hand. “That solves one of three thousand and six problems.”

Two relatives entered the greeting room, interrupting their conversation.

“Urban, dear.” Aunt Song glided up to them. “So good to see you! And who’s this?” She glanced at Everest.

“Um, this is my boyfriend.” Urban scratched her arm.

“Boyfriend?” Aunt Song asked, her eyes lighting up.

Her son pushed toward them. “Let’s link!” He extended his tatt at Everest.

Everest didn’t move. “Sorry. Can’t.”

Song’s eyes narrowed.

“I’m participating in the Lunar New Year tatt fast,” he explained, not missing a beat. He gestured at the yellow blinking in his eye.

“Good for you.” Aunt Song nodded approvingly. “I keep telling my son he needs to do an hour or two with his tatt deactivated, but he never does. Kids these days.” She clucked her tongue.

“I told you, I’ll do it once you do.” The young boy rounded on his mom. “But you haven’t ever deactivated your tatt.”

“Yes, well, it was nice seeing you dears! We’re off to get this one to bed.” Aunt Song turned and practically dragged her child away.

Everest folded his arms across his chest. Urban noticed how toned they were, even through his smart wear. Had he been working out more?

Why am I noticing his arms?

“You okay?” Everest cut into her thoughts, watching her with concern.

As okay as I can be with my ex back in my life as my fake boyfriend. Urban nodded and began walking again to clear her head. They entered a narrow hallway with dark glass walls. Glowing jellyfish floated by on all sides.

“I’m really sorry,” Everest said. “I knew AiE was preparing me for the Metropolis, but I had no idea their plan involved us.”

Urban let out a long breath as they reached the end of the walkway. “Well, looks like we’d better figure this out fast.”

They entered a circular room with spotlights shining down on deadly weapons and strange inventions. One plaque even had a tiny beetle pinned to it.

Everest read the description. “Cybug?”

“The Lees are Inventors and Aquas,” Urban explained. “These are some of their creations. That’s a cyborg bug. Implanted with a receiver chip that takes in the chemical makeup of the air as a larva. When it grows up, its flesh combines with the device. That one over there”—she gestured at another bug—“picks up sound, and the one over there can record.”

“Does the Asian Federation know about these?” Everest asked.

“My family has tons of stuff like this they’ve invented. Usually, it’s for personal use or fun.”

Everest studied the cybug. “Invented by Kim Star . . . who’s that?”

“I think it’s someone who married into the family, but he’s dead now.”

Everest bowed his head respectfully before approaching a platform hovering at the center of the room with a helmet next to it. A holo projection of a thundercloud spun slowly. “And what’s that?”

“That’s my family’s most prized possession.” Urban stood next to Everest. “Have you heard of the Race to the Clouds?”

“Who hasn’t? But one of your family members actually qualified to race?”

“My father. Not just qualified—he won.”

Everest stared.

“That’s the helmet my father wore when he won the championship. He used to be a pretty daring Inventor and competed with one of his own inventions.”

“Incredible.” Everest fingered the helmet next to the trophy. It was made of gold, with reinforced blue gears and shiny attach points that smoothed into aerodynamic lines to look like small fins streaking behind it.

“Don’t touch that,” Urban ordered. “My father doesn’t let anyone go near it.”

“Sorry.” Everest pulled his hand away, but remained staring.

“Come on, let me see your tatt.” She reached for his wrist, fingers tingling when they brushed up against his.

Something passed between them, a spark zipping up Urban’s arm. She jerked back and spoke quickly to hide her embarrassment. “I manually transferred a list of relatives with their names. Now, here’s what you need to know about my family.” She ran through each member along with their name, gene pool, and sosh.

“Since you won’t be able to link with any of them, this guide should help you,” Urban explained. “Most of them won’t think twice about you supposedly being an Artisan like me. The only ones to watch out for are Uncle Chang, who’s an Inceptor, and my cousins Jade and Jem. They hate Naturals. Be very careful around them.”

The sounds of raucous laughter and the beat of music grew louder as they headed toward the dining hall.

“Got it,” Everest said. “Anything else I should know?”

My brother’s a jerk, half my extended family is psycho, my relationship with my parents is rocky, I never fit in, and now you’re going to see all of it.

Urban forced a smile. “Nope.”
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A thick silence descended as Urban and Everest drew nearer to the banquet hall.

When Urban had first met Everest’s family, she’d thought she would pass out, she’d been so nervous. But they had all been welcoming, and Everest had done his best to put her at ease.

His family’s apartment was so small—nearly the size of one of Auntie’s restrooms—but it had been homey, peaceful, even. She wondered what Everest must be feeling now, in this mansion with the pressure of meeting her extended Enhanced family.

Urban sneaked a glance at him. He walked with confidence and back straight, in an almost leisurely stroll. A barely perceptible hardness lined his features, but she doubted anyone other than herself would recognize it.

She wanted to say something to put him at ease, but what? Don’t worry about being a Natural, my family won’t care?

Lies.

Her extended family didn’t even know Urban was a Natural.

My family’s not drowning in wealth. It’s not a big deal you come from the Outskirts?

More lies.

“Be on your guard and keep your head down,” she whispered instead.

Everest gave a barely perceptible nod as they rounded a corner and paused at the entrance.

The room was a shrine of red festivity. Rich, rose-red carpets blanketed the floor, decorative red fans lined the walls, and red cherry blossom trees stood spaced between the tables, filling the room with a floral, earthy scent. The ceiling far above, drowning in paper lanterns, glowed brightly and cast a warm red hue. Natural attendants dispensed hand towels with the character fu embroidered on them.

Auntie has really outdone herself this year.

Birds chirped happily in cages, though they were nearly drowned by laughter, and shouts ricocheting off the walls. Urban recognized a few familiar faces among the hundred or so relatives wearing red silks and elegant ball gowns. She broke into a cold sweat at the prospect of having to introduce them to her boyfriend.

She’d once wished for this moment, to introduce Everest to her world, but that was before, when they were still dating. Now everything was different. Despite the awkwardness between them, there was something else she couldn’t put her finger on. But it sparked a warning in her chest, even as his arm edged closer to hers.

She wiped sweaty palms on her silk XR slacks.

Everest’s calloused hand slipped into hers, and Urban’s breath caught. She looked over at him in surprise and he offered an encouraging smile.

Urban turned back to the hall, trying desperately not to think about the warm, steadying hand she held.

They caught up to the rest of the family.

“You’re doing great,” Lillian whispered. Leave it to her to always seem to know what to say. Urban gave her sister a grateful smile.

“Come, come, I’ll show you to your place.” Auntie led the Lees past huge circular tables. Each one had a blooming lotus flower arrangement, the family’s emblem. Surrounding the display, every delicacy imaginable ladened the tables: roasted duck, home-made jiaozi, pumpkin soup, swan intestine, chaomian, pork rinds, spring rolls, and more. There was also a wide variety of vegan seafood dishes, since the Aquas in the family all found eating real seafood distasteful. Auntie stopped at a table with Uncle Chang, Jade, Jem, a younger cousin, and two other relatives Urban didn’t recognize.

Of course we get seated here.

Several of the relatives at the table were pink-faced and shouting. Either they’d already had a plethora of drinks, or they’d chosen to reduce the alcoholic metabolism in their livers, so as to feel a little more than lightly buzzed tonight.

“About time!” Uncle Chang said, noticing them.

Chairs scraped the floor as Urban and her family took their seats.

One of the relatives Urban didn’t recognize motioned at Everest. “Urban, who’s this? Introduce us!”

Urban had no idea who the relative was, and checked her retina display. Unfortunately, there was a yellow blinking light in the corner of his eye, and Urban had no way to pull up his avatar.

Urban felt Everest’s gaze on her and silently pleaded for help.

The corner of Everest’s lips twitched upward, and her cheeks warmed.

“I’m Everest.” He smiled genially.

“Very nice to meet you, Everest. I’m Shard. I see you’re doing the augmented-free challenge.”

Everest brightened. “You too? How’s it going?”

Urban released a breath.

Shard and Everest talked about the pains of not having their retina displays, laughing over shared experiences.

“I’m trying to get her to go augment free.” Everest nudged Urban playfully.

Urban nearly fell over with surprise. How was Everest so calm and composed right now? And how was he pulling off the whole dating act and being Enhanced with such ease? She could hardly focus on the conversation with him sitting this close.

“Have you seen the latest news on the Western Federation’s Revolutionaries?” Shard asked.

That caught her full attention.

“The killings?” Everest asked. “I read about it right before I took off my overlays.”

Urban did a quick search in QuanNao to see what they were talking about. She held in a gasp. Her stomach churned at the gruesome images. A caption read: Radical Western Revolutionaries Attack Shoppers. Twenty Fatalities, More Injured.

“The Western Federation is out of control.” Father joined the conversation. “Thank goodness there’s an ocean between us. They have way too many lethal enhancements and weapons, easily accessible to the general population. I don’t understand why their government doesn’t crack down on them.”

“Don’t think they haven’t tried,” Shard told him. “There’s too many of them to completely snuff out. Hope is a dangerous commodity. The Revolutionaries have had a taste of it, and I don’t believe they’ll stop until they get what they want.”

“What’s wrong with their hope?” Everest interjected. “The hope that all people, regardless of genetics, will be treated equally?”

Urban stiffened.

Shard studied Everest as if only seeing him for the first time. “That’s a fine thing in theory. But reality doesn’t work that way. We will always have the rich and the poor. The strong and the weak. The Enhanced and Naturals. It’s how things are. Nothing’s going to change that.”

“Maybe nothing small. But maybe that’s why the Revolutionaries are so radical,” Everest pointed out.

Shard’s eyes narrowed. “You agree with them?”

“I think what they’re fighting for, equality between Naturals and Enhanced, is a worthy cause.”

“But do the ends justify the means?”

Everest gave a quick half smile. “You tell me.”

Urban’s chest tightened. Surely Everest would never agree with the crazy Radicals that killing and blowing things up was the answer? Was he really that open to their ideas? And what was he doing, debating it here, of all places? She could strangle him.

Fortunately, the conversation shifted to discussing the pros and cons of legalizing a variety of obscure enhancements.

“Let’s have some fun tonight!” an Aqua yelled, voice filling the room. The woman flashed a brilliant smile from a stage at the other end of the banquet hall. Bright crimson lights swung around the stage and over her. “Who here is the best singer?”

Several people stood or raised their hands.

“Lai lai!” The MC motioned both of them to join her on the stage. “Come up here and give us your best shot!”

As two young men and a woman climbed onto the stage, the crowd shouted and hooted. “Let’s see who can sing along best to this tune.”

The lights dimmed so that only a spotlight focused on each of the individuals. There were several chuckles as the famous tune began to play. The contestants belted out the song, growing louder as each tried to drown out the other.

The crowd roared with delight. They held up holo signs with numbers ranging from 0, meaning auto-tune would have been better, to 10, Artisan-level skills.

“I hear many of you are Inventors here,” the MC called out. “Is that correct?”

The crowd cheered.

“In that case, let’s see some tech!”

One of the contestants pulled out what looked like a barbell, but Urban realized was actually a giant voice enhancer. The device floated inches away from the man, converting his voice into that of a famous pop star.

A smattering of signs displaying 10s projected around the room.

Another contestant, a woman, started dancing. While her moves were incredible, there was something slightly off about them. Urban studied her closely and realized she was wearing the auto dance suit. Supposedly it wasn’t even on the market yet. This time, the signs displayed 8s, 9s and 10s.

The third contestant, an Aqua, roared the last note to the song so loudly, the woman nearly fell off the stage and everyone held their ears. When the music ended, he grinned widely, even while the crowd booed and several of the virtual signs flashed 0s.

Still grinning, the Aqua and other contestants made their way off the stage.

The family’s Lunar New Year’s gatherings always reminded her more of a wild party than a family dinner. But that was the way of her Auntie. She was never one to miss an opportunity to host an extravagant gathering.

Urban’s attention returned to the table as another song started up. Uncle Chang picked up a jug of rice wine and filled Lillian’s and then Lucas’s shot glasses. He paused at Urban’s. “Are you still abstaining?”

“What?” Jade’s ginormous eyebrows lifted. “Not drinking? Why?”

The table turned its attention to Urban. She shifted in her seat.

With her Natural genetics, Urban would end up drunk way too fast to be a believable Enhanced. Then again, most of them had lowered their alcohol threshold for the night. But Urban despised the idea of drinking. Her father drank enough for the entire family.

“She’s morally opposed to it.” Lucas jumped at the opportunity to embarrass her. “Thinks alcohol is made from the slave labor of bots and the chemicals and toxins used to harvest it will erode away her digestive system.”

Several relatives stared at Lucas, not sure if he was serious.

Urban shrank further into her chair wishing she could
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