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“Enhanced thrusts you into an impossible world that somehow feels all too familiar. Peppered with resonating truths about the direction of our society, this fascinating and imaginative story makes you rethink what could be feasible in the not so-distant-future. A must read for fans of young adult literature and science fiction!”

—Lori Langdon, author of the Disney Happily Never After Series

“Enhanced by Candace Kade had me on the edge of my seat from page one. Bursting with rich world building and captivating characters, this evocative sci-fi debut is just the book fans of Ready Player One and The Lunar Chronicles have been waiting for. From mystery to intrigue and every plot twist in between, Kade’s brilliant storytelling is as smart as it is fantastical. I may be a Natural, but everything about this novel Enhanced my reading experience. Buckle up—this one will take you for a ride you won’t want to miss!”

—Sara Ella, award-winning author of the Unblemished trilogy, Coral, and The Wonderland Trials

“Full of action and high stakes, debut author Candace Kade spins an imaginative and futuristic tale of mystery, DNA and danger—don’t miss out!”

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

“A stunning debut filled with action, intrigue and fantastical imagination! Kade’s vision immerses the reader in a darkly complex, futuristic world of genetic modifications, disillusionment and fantastical powers. Urban’s path to discovery is relatable and loaded with mystery, and the story holds a realism which is sure to resonate with readers!”

—Julie Hall, USA Today bestselling author

“Pulling from her unique upbringing in Asia, Candace Kade brings to life diverse cultural and creative influences to craft a stunning urban sci-fi novel with a pulse-pounding story you won’t be able to put down.”

—Kara Swanson, award-winning author of Dust and Shadow and co-founder of the Author Conservatory

“A dystopian world unlike any other I’ve seen. Enhanced has it all—high stakes, mysterious threats, college freshman awkwardness, and a plot that accelerates almost as fast as Urban’s motorcycle. This book kept me looking over my shoulder while I turned pages faster than I could read.”

—Nadine Brandes, award-winning author of the Out of Time series, Fawkes, Romanov, and Wishtress

“Enhanced is brimming with action and fascinating technology in a richly developed, near-future world that begs to be explored. The setting perfectly blends with a poignant story of a girl looking for a place to fit in. A great read for all fans of young adult science fiction.”

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

“Fans of The Hunger Games will appreciate Candace Kade’s high-stakes survival games and slick futuristic imaginings. But the true heart of Enhanced is its themes about identity, belonging, and finding one’s place in the world. I’m excited to see where Kade takes readers next!”

—Lindsay A. Franklin, Carol award-winning author of The Story Peddler

“In her debut young adult novel, Candace Kade builds a futuristic, fictional world like you’ve never seen, yet it still manages the utmost relevance to our troubled, present reality. An impressive and compelling debut, Enhanced boasts a depth of conflict that will wreck your emotions and demand you cheer for Lee Urban on every page.”

—Tamara Girardi, author of Above the Fold and Behind the Mask

“New and innovative. Candace Kade’s impressive debut expertly tackles the theme of identity while immersing readers in a futuristic world unlike any other. In this action-packed mystery where the genetically Enhanced are pitted against Naturals, everyone is suspect and no one is safe. Can’t wait for what happens next!”

—Sandra Fernandez Rhoads, award-winning author of The Colliding Line series

“Enhanced is a thrill ride! Author Candace Kade gives us an intriguing premise, complete with an action-packed plot that challenges all of us to consider who we really are. Are we the popularity scores the world gives us, or are we something more? And what will a life of striving for approval cost us? Fans of dystopian and science fiction writing, will appreciate Kade’s worldbuilding, and anyone looking for heart in the midst of a wild ride, will enjoy the read.”

—Shannon Dittemore, author of Winter, White and Wicked and Rebel, Brave and Brutal

“Enhanced is unlike anything I’ve ever read. Candace Kade’s debut novel will draw readers into the wonderfully inventive urban sci-fi setting of New Beijing, filled with bot professors, social scores, and genetic enhancements. The story is a fast-paced blend of action, adventure, and mystery that kept me reading chapter after chapter. I loved Urban’s story and cannot wait to find out what happens next.”

—Jill Williamson, Christy award-winning author of By Darkness Hid and Thirst
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Urban marched into Gene-IQ, cursing New Beijing’s summer heat. She wiped away the sweat beading on her chin. Her all-black attire, from her heeled boots to her leather jacket, even the motorcycle helmet in her hands, clashed with the garish walls of the crowded facility.

Hundreds of stoop-shouldered employees—also in black—shuffled by her on all sides as she drew near the rows of Extended Reality Domes. The rows, wider than the Forbidden Palace, stacked ten stories high and hundreds deep within the harsh florescent cave. Ice-blue electric light shone out through frosted glass, silhouetting those inside.

Urban climbed the ladder toward her dome, dexterous as one of the temple monkeys. She could have chosen the lift but loathed the stench of so many bodies pressed together.

As she hopped off the ladder onto a walkway, something rammed into one of her bone-thin shoulders.

“Hey, watch it,” Urban snapped.

A towering Super shoved past her but stopped at Urban’s voice. He turned slowly—an Oriental Honey Buzzard sizing up a particularly scrawny grub.

Urban stretched every centimeter of her one point seven meters. While she was average height compared to the other Gene-IQ employees, her head only came to the Super’s abdomen. Then again, all Naturals were shrimp-sized compared to Supers.

“I suggest you watch it, Primordial Soup,” the Super said with a sardonic smile.

A passing employee gasped. Urban’s marble-black eyes flashed. She had several retorts at the tip of her tongue but bit them back. She’d gone the whole summer without giving herself away. She wouldn’t blow it on her last day. Instead, she kept her head down and feigned submission.

The Super laughed and spun away, his huge feet clanging on the metallic walkway.

Urban wanted to kick something. Stuffing down her anger, she made her way to dome 115424. With a flick of her wrist, she waved her tatt over the scanner. With a chirp, two metal panels slid open, inviting her back to her usual uncomfortable work space.

The ash-gray walls of her cube were like a crematorium. She’d taped up pieces of paper with colorful quotes and sketches to brighten it up. Her high school gaokao placement results also hung there—a constant reminder to do better once she started university.

Urban eyed one of her favorite pieces of art, a sketch of a flying crane. The number 60 adorned little cloud puffs under the bird, representing the sosh she needed to be free.

Time for one last ten-hour nightmare. Gene-IQ may have owned all its other employees, but not her. After today, she planned to never come back to the soul-sucking place.

She donned her helmet and slipped on her Extended Reality Dome, or XRD, suit. Cool, soft, smart fabric brushed up against her skin as the external plates conformed to her body. The system scanned her face and booted up. Her internal screen transformed to a live city-penthouse view. Warm terracotta and apricot light reflected off of tall glass windows. A black flag with a golden hammer and sickle billowed in the wind.

The sun’s rays warmed Urban’s face as the gentle breeze tugged at loose strands of silky black hair. She turned her face toward the light. XR or not, she’d take all the sunshine she could get.

She swapped out her personal ear implants with her company-provided set, and the sweet notes of the erhu drifted through her artificial office. While the higher ups wouldn’t let her personalize her virtual office, they at least let her select the music.

“Gene-IQ on,” she said.

Her view changed to display four avatars waiting in a virtual lobby. Urban used the retina display contact lenses in her eyes to zoom in on them.

One woman had jagged dinosaur spikes that ran down her back and onto her tail. Another had translucent sea-green wings tucked neatly behind her. A man near the back sat rubbing his eyes. He looked ordinary enough, but Urban’s system identified him as having modifications in the frontal cortex—enhanced intelligence. Urban hoped he wasn’t one of her clients. Smart ones were always trouble.

The last person in the room was more cat than human with fangs, slitted irises, and retractable claws. She also had some sort of skeletal enhancements that enabled her to take hard hits and falls without injury.

Scanning the log of their social scores, or sosh, Urban found them to be 37, 34, 46, and 42 respectively. White-collar workers, but easy enough to handle on most days. Good.

With a flick of her wrist, Urban signaled the system to put her into the virtual office. Her screen changed to display a spacious room with a desk, two chairs, and a few tasteful scroll paintings of pagodas hanging on the walls. Urban found herself sitting behind a mahogany table as a door swung open. A voice announced her first client.

It was the woman with the dinosaur spikes. Her avatar ID read: Yu Susan.

“Good morning, Madam Yu. How may I help you today?” Urban used her professional tone, reserved for this job or meeting new people.

“I can’t see any of my overlays, and everything is blurry!” Susan slammed her hand on the desk so forcefully, Urban’s suit vibrated. “If you don’t fix this problem within the next two minutes, I’ll blast your sosh so low you won’t be able to afford toilet paper!”

Words appeared on her retina display—a script for Urban to read. She already knew it by heart. “I’m very sorry to hear that. Let’s see how we can work together to make your experience with Gene-IQ a great one.”

A voice only she could hear suggested several possible problems detected with Susan’s system. The AI training for this software was fast. Soon, live representatives would be obsolete. Urban wasn’t sure if it was just her imagination, but it seemed like the AI-training jobs were slowly disappearing as the artificial intelligence grew smarter.

Urban quickly located the problem. “Looks like you enabled manual mode last night.” Urban studied the logs more carefully. “Instead of selecting one of the main enhancement categories to analyze, you selected . . . bacteria?”

“I, well, I was distracted.” Susan flushed.

At 0300? Urban had a hunch “intoxicated” might have been a better word, but she kept the thought to herself. “This means, instead of seeing a person’s enhancements, you requested to see the genetic makeup of skin bacteria, which is all around us. The request overloaded the system. That’s why your overlays aren’t functioning.”

“Okay.”

“This will only take a minute to fix but will require a manual override,” Urban explained. “You might experience a temporary bright light. Please close your eyes.”

Susan obeyed.

“Gene-IQ disable manual vision. Code 3006.”

There was a yell of annoyance as a blinding light flashed.

“Gene-IQ revert to setting 205,” Urban said.

Susan opened her eyes and blinked. The timer in the corner of Urban’s screen showed one minute and forty-six seconds had passed.

Susan harrumphed as her avatar vanished from the room.

Urban sighed, then created a bug ticket. With their giant backlog of bigger issues to fix, she doubted it would be reviewed any time soon.

A moment later, Urban’s rating displayed a satisfaction score from Susan of 4 out of 10.

Urban snorted in disgust. The constant influx of angry customers was only part of the reason she loathed the job. More than that, it was the claustrophobic feeling she had the second she stepped foot into the building. How did so many Naturals do it every day, all year, for their entire lives? Showing up to fix the same routine, easy problems for an entire summer was enough to harden Urban’s resolve.

I’d rather die than end up here.

She helped several more ungrateful customers before classical music began playing outside of her dome. Her system sent a message, reminding her to exit her XRD in the next three minutes.

She logged a couple more notes, then scanned her tatt as she exited. The music grew louder by the minute. Employees climbed out of their workspaces all around her. Here, there were no exotic colorings, facial features, and abilities. No one working at the AI factory had parents who could afford enhancements at conception like the Enhanced could.

The music stopped.

Down below, at the very front of the factory, the Super that had bumped into Urban unfolded a flag with great pomp. He tied the flag to a string on the flagpole while another Super stood straight-backed watching. Being the only Enhanced in the building, the Supers towered over everyone else.

An employee next to Urban stared at the Supers with loathing and muttered curses under his breath. Urban watched the Supers with longing, envying their perfectly proportioned muscles. If only I were Enhanced like them. Getting a sosh of 60 or higher would be easy.

The black-and-gold flag snaked up the pole.

Only members of the Guard were allowed to conduct flag-raising ceremonies. Since Naturals were no longer strong enough to compete against their genetically enhanced peers, they couldn’t enlist. As a result, they had been banned from touching the flag. Flag ceremonies, however, were minor losses compared to other changes that came with the Genetic Revolution.

The Federation’s anthem blasted over the speakers. Everyone saluted, their tatts glowing gold as they sang along with the music.

“Rise up, you who refuse to be slaves!” Their voices reverberated off the XR domes in harmony.

“With our flesh and blood, let us build a new Great Wall!

As the Federation faces its greatest peril,

From each one, the urgent call to action comes forth.”

Urban’s voice joined in the crescendo.

“Braving the enemies’ fire! March on!”

Urban sighed. How the times had changed since the anthem had been written.

“Resume work,” a robotic voice announced over the intercom. Urban climbed back into the stuffy dome.

As she was nearing the end of her grueling shift, there was only one person left in the lobby. Urban considered taking a quick break before she noticed the sosh of the waiting customer.

Her heart skipped a beat.

95.

The client looked like she was in high school, and the tips of her wavy hair were dyed cabbage green. And yet, she wore a tailored suit and stood in the center of the room as if she owned it.

A quick scan of her enhancements revealed more than all the other customers Urban had seen over the last four months. She had the usual traits of an aristocrat: symmetrical and enhanced facial features, strengthened bones, and a superior immune system with several expensive, but not uncommon, brain enhancements.

After that, there was a long list of improvements Urban had never seen before. Obscure things like Obsidian Residual, which allowed her to change the shape of her pupils, and Retractus Flameous, which converted her hands into flamethrowers.

“Wakao,” Urban breathed in Federation Mandarin.

Her heartrate quickened. Her supervisor would be monitoring this interaction. The system recorded any sessions with clients who had a sosh over 60 and would directly ping the manager if they were over 75.

Urban checked the name.

Qing Angel.

Fighting to keep the trembling out of her voice, Urban instructed her system to let Angel in.

“Urban.” A voice rang loudly in her ears. “Urban, this is your manager, Troy.”

Fine time for the man behind the curtain to show himself. After four months on the job, Urban had started to believe the rumors that he let the bots run the show.

“You’re about to deal with a KOL. Do you remember your orientation training?”

“Uh . . . yes, I think so. It’s like ‘always give Key Opinion Leaders a warm welcome,’ right?

“Wozi . . .” Her manager swore. “Just don’t upset her, okay? She has the power to tank the entire company.”

Urban nodded, though she wasn’t sure he could see it. She straightened and cleared her throat. “Hello, Ms. Qing. How may I assist you today?”

The client didn’t move from her spot near the door. She gave Urban a blatant once-over.

Urban’s foot began tapping nervously.

Angel cocked her head to one side as she continued staring. “Why the hurry Lee Urban?”

Urban’s blood ran cold.

Clients weren’t supposed to know their facilitator’s true identities.

If Angel had somehow managed to hack the system, then she was more powerful than even her sosh indicated.

Urban remained frozen.

Her manager breathed out a string of curses that jolted her back to attention. He issued commands to people in the background to trace Angel’s location and put everything in lockdown mode.

Urban was only half listening. “Ms. Qing. How may I assist you today?”

“I have an important message for you.” But before anything more was said, her avatar glitched and then vanished from the room.
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Urban attempted to steady her breathing. “Ms. Qing?”

No response.

Urban waited for Troy’s angry voice in her ear again, but he seemed to have disconnected. A moment later, instead of a rating appearing on her screen, an encrypted file popped up.

[For employee 1207930018.]

Impossible. Tendrils of fear curled around Urban’s chest. How does she know my employee number?

She studied the file, hesitating. Was Angel a malicious hacker? A troll? Everything about the file screamed a phishing attempt. Every other week she’d been forced to endure more obligatory trainings on cybersecurity from Gene-IQ. While the company hadn’t had any breaches, the surge in rising data leaks globally was cause enough for caution.

Urban slowly unzipped her XRD suit. I made it all summer at this job without one incident. Then my last client, on my last day—Qing Angel—hacks into our system to deliver this . . . file?

Had Angel guessed her secret? What was in that file?

Voice shaking, Urban ordered a search in QuanNao, the all-encompassing VR knowledge center, be conducted on Qing Angel. With a score of 95, it didn’t take Urban long to find her. She was on several of the top trending articles.

Angel was from the Western Federation, and her key words were singing and music. There were check-ins for multiple virtual concerts as well as live ones but all in the Western Federation.

None of this adds up. Why would a famous musician, one from the West, be hacking into Gene-IQ to deliver a message to me?

If this were a phishing attempt, it wasn’t a very good one. Urban knew who the culprit was. Since all the sessions were recorded, she even had video evidence.

Heart still beating hard, Urban reexamined the file. Someone smart enough to hack into Gene-IQ would know a manager would be watching their session. If this were an attack, why attract more attention?

Drawing in a deep breath, she opened the file.

A gray box with six spaces popped up in the retina display of her left eye.

<Password needed.>

Urban frowned. She thought for a moment, then entered her birthday.

The box blinked, then another message appeared.

<Incorrect. Three remaining attempts before engaging lock-out protocol.>

At least Angel didn’t have access to her birthdate. That Urban knew of, anyway.

Urban bit her lip. What else was six digits long that she would know and Angel had access to? She almost didn’t want to guess.

Her PIN? She’d set that up ages ago in case her bio-PIN ever malfunctioned. Urban wasn’t even sure if she remembered it.

No, that number had only ever been used once when she set it up. If Angel had access to that and had attempted to steal her identity, Urban would know. Entering it as a second guess, if Angel didn’t possess it already, wouldn’t be wise. No need to hand Angel her PIN on a lacquered tea tray.

What else was there? Almost everything used biometric screening. Urban couldn’t think of any other passwords it could be. Maybe the digits were coordinates? For Gene-IQ?

A quick search in QuanNao pulled up the coordinates for her current location. There were too many numbers to match 6 digits. But maybe with just the first 6 numbers . . .

<Incorrect. Two remaining attempts before engaging lock-out protocol.>

Out of ideas and not wanting to be late for the evening’s event, Urban thought best to leave it. She’d finished the job. That’s what mattered. She’d never see Angel or her encrypted file again.

Logging out of all her Gene-IQ accounts, she signed her official resignation paperwork, then deleted her notes. She pulled her multicolored sketches off the wall, staring at them a moment.

If it weren’t for her desire to be an artist, she wouldn’t even be here. No one from the Metropolis so much as set foot in the Outskirts.

No one but her.

Unlike all the other Natural employees barely scraping by, Urban’s Enhanced family had more than enough to sustain them. They just refused to share that wealth when it came to her dream.

“You don’t have the genetic enhancements to be an Artisan,” Father’s words still rang in her ears. “If you keep pursuing this, we’ll send you to the AI Factories for the summer to get a taste of what people working without enhancements live like. That will teach you a lesson.”

They hadn’t expected her to keep pushing the matter and were shocked to find her gone the next day, interviewing for a role at Gene-IQ. Her parents had spent the summer reeling, covering up for her so that none of their affluential friends found out their daughter was working a low-life job.

Her parents were right about one thing though. Working grueling monotonous hours in the Outskirts had taught her a lesson. Only, it wasn’t the lesson they had hoped for.

Instead, it had sharpened her resolve to never take a job she hated again. Rare moments when she had time to sketch and paint were the only thing that had sustained her over the summer.

Urban carefully folded her sketches and tucked them away. With a final sweep of the tiny XRD, she climbed out of the dome.

Instantly, a weight lifted from her shoulders. She smiled for the first time that day, then climbed down the ladder. I’ll do whatever it takes to be an artist, she promised herself.

She strapped on her black filtration mask, and her retina display flashed a warning as she left the building.

<Entering yellow zone. Exercise CAUTION.>

While New Beijing Metropolis’s air was regulated and clean, the Outskirts didn’t have that luxury. Since Naturals were too poor to afford enhancements, that meant they couldn’t get specialized jobs that paid enough for them to live in the Metropolis. Thus, they were stuck living in the yellow zones wearing masks or else breathing the toxic, polluted air.

Adjusting her mask once more, Urban made her way to an abandoned shack where she’d hidden her motorcycle. Even though she’d installed a complex antitheft device, there was no reason to tempt fate by flashing her wealth around these parts. She’d nearly been mugged her first day in the Outskirts and knew better now.

The leather was hot as she took her seat and strapped on her helmet over her mask. With the gentle whirr of her electric engine, she rejoined the sea of workers sweeping away from the factories. The motorcycle kept the throngs of bodies from crushing her. Even then, the summer heat and the warmth of the crowd emanated around her.

They, too, wore matching filtration masks, which revealed their tired, empty eyes but hid the rest of their faces. Some of them unlocked bikes lined against the street, while others headed for the nearest Bolt line.

Watching them, Urban was reminded why a good sosh score mattered. This was the year she’d be getting hers. Everything from her social life, job opportunities, where she could live, who her friends were, would all hinge on that one number. Most importantly, there wasn’t a chance her parents would allow her to be an artist unless she had a high sosh.

I have to get a 60. I have to.

The well-maintained tech facilities faded into buildings with peeling paint and moldy sides that towered overhead. Sagging walkways and tangled powerlines ran between them, blocking out the sunlight. Holographic signs cluttered the remaining real estate. One sign flickered and buzzed, then popped and went dark.

With the little overhead space left, rusty hoverdrones zoomed around delivering packages through dingy alleys and leaning homeless shacks. Dark windows with nothing but shards like jagged teeth smiled crookedly at Urban. The motorcycle crunched over takeout boxes and glass. The alley reeked of urine, but countless pedestrians and bikers seemed oblivious to the stench. Urban was glad for her mask, though she could still catch traces of the smell.

Urban’s gaze snagged on a figure sitting in the middle of the road. People flowed around him like a stream, oblivious to his hollow eyes. Beggars weren’t uncommon in these parts but what made her do a double take was the fluttering by his side. Two huge wings, once alabaster-white but now a muddied gray, lay next to him.

“Please, some water?”

“Why would we help your kind?” a passerby scoffed. “Get a job. Or are you too lazy like the rest of the Metropolis’s Farmed?

The man didn’t even flinch at the insult. “Please.”

Urban’s chest tightened. She didn’t want to be caught anywhere near the Enhanced man for fear of what the Natural crowds might do to her if she helped. If he were a criminal and someone took a picture of her helping him, it could make her sosh drop. But her heart thumped uncomfortably with the need to do something.

The man’s desperate eyes searched the crowd. Sensing her gaze, he looked up, and their eyes locked.

Urban stiffened. Could he sense that she was pretending to be from the Outskirts? That she was really from the Metropolis?

But then he broke eye contact and lowered his head. For the first time, Urban noticed how skinny he was. His tattered clothes hung loosely around his bony frame. He pulled his wings up around himself.

That would be her if she wasn’t careful. All it would take is one person finding out her secret. Her sosh would tank, and she’d end up like this homeless beggar. She shuddered.

As she passed, she heard quiet sobs from underneath the feathers.

She closed her eyes, trying to remind herself of why she shouldn’t stop. An image of last week’s story on the feeds came to mind. It was about a beggar who had robbed and stabbed to death someone who’d stopped to help him. It had been only one District away from here.

But the hunch in the man’s back, the look in his eyes . . . She tried to reason with her feelings, but Urban knew she wouldn’t be able to ever forgive herself if she kept walking.

Her pulse quickened as she made her decision. A ping to the Jingcha for help wouldn’t do her any good out here should the beggar prove violent. While the Jingcha technically served both the Metropolis and the Outskirts, Urban was convinced they could screen pings from the Outskirts and never even answer them.

The Naturals around her wouldn’t help her, either, should things go wrong. She was attempting to help an Enhanced, after all.

She was on her own.

Urban parked her motorcycle, then made her way to a nearby dispenser and scanned her tatt. She selected two bottles of water and a package of dried tofu.

As she made her way back to the beggar, those around her cast furtive glances. Urban hesitated when she reached the man. He was cocooned tight in his wings like a silkworm.

She was afraid touching him might frighten him, so she cleared her throat.

Slowly, one dusty wing lowered, and the man peered over it. His eyes were red rimmed and glazed. He took a moment to register Urban and the extended supplies.

With trembling hands, he took them. He gave a teary nod of gratitude and held her eyes. “Watch out for your social score. Don’t end up like me.”

Urban went rigid. Did he know her secret? That she would already be facing an uphill battle to maintain a score allowing her into the same social circles as her family?

But his wings furled over him again, and Urban was left with a fleeting thought to link with him to help boost his sosh. She instantly discarded it. Not only would it do nothing since she wasn’t eighteen yet, and didn’t have her sosh score, but once she did get it, if she was seen to have linked with him, that could hurt her. If he were a criminal and she was associated with him, others might unlink with her, and that would tank her score completely.

She continued on, emotions churning as she zoomed through the Outskirts. As she made a sharp left, Urban’s retina flashed a warning.

<Entering orange zone. Exercise CAUTION.>

At least it wasn’t a red or purple zone. Red zones were extremely dangerous. And purple zones were so toxic, they caused instant death. Though Urban had never actually seen one, she’d heard of prisons and hospitals creating purple zones for euthanasia.

She accelerated through the orange zone until she was back in a yellow zone on the Speed Way. Trees slowly began to appear on the roadside, and a brown river snaked its way beside her. The sun dipped out of sight, and soon the only thing lighting the way was the bouncing beam of her headlight and the silvery moon overhead.

To the south a long brick structure stretched along the mountain—the Great Wall. This part wasn’t a tourist trap like the restored parts near the Metropolis. It was abandoned and, in certain areas, reduced to little more than a pile of lone rocks. Yet, this wild and rugged part of the Great Wall was even more beautiful to Urban.

She felt a connection to it. Like she, too, was alone and a relic of the past.

A squat structure to her left caught her attention as something metallic flickered in the moonlight. With a mechanical hiss, the MagLev super-speed train pulled out from the stop. It began making its way toward the Metropolis.

Urban grinned. Perfect. I’ve been needing more practice.

She set her retina stopwatch, twisted the throttle toward her, and shifted gears with her foot. A jolt and she was off.

The MagLev crept up on her until they were parallel.

They stayed even for a moment. Neither seemed to move as they flew over the terrain, perfectly synchronized.

Urban crouched lower in her seat, the wind beating against her with tremendous force. At this speed, she was powerful, invincible, and strong. And yet, she was one unsteady movement, one millisecond of lost concentration, away from losing control of her motorcycle.

Slowly, the MagLev pulled ahead.

Urban eased off the throttle, shifted gears, and checked her stopwatch. She’d stayed even with it for forty-three seconds. A new record. Soon, I’ll be able to enter one of the races with this speed. That will for sure boost my sosh.

She pulled up her final external, client-facing profile of her avatar for Gene-IQ. Her overall rating wasn’t bad: 4.4. Not that it mattered anymore. She was about to navigate away from her profile when she noticed something odd. There was an asterisk next to her rating.

What could that mean? What would cause her rating to be pending?

Selecting the asterisk led her to a private chat room only she had access to. After a virtual-bot confirmed her identity, Urban entered. It was dimly lit inside, very uncharacteristic of Gene-IQ’s usual, overly bright facilities.

Hovering in the middle of the room spun the encrypted file from Qing Angel.
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Urban swerved in surprise. Steadying her grip, she stared at the file. How had it followed her out of her work profile? It shouldn’t have been able to do that. She tried to open it.

<Incorrect. One remaining attempt before engaging lock-out protocol.>

Urban was still brainstorming possible answers when the colorful cityscape of the Metropolis came into view. Her retina display sent a warning, and she immediately spotted the source.

A smart light blinked on. Smart lights conserved energy by only activating when they sensed oncoming traffic. They also had the unfortunate ability to clock a vehicle’s speed and report anything above the limit.

Urban slammed on her brakes seconds before she reached the light. The last thing she needed was a pending sosh infringement. Mother and Father would be furious.

As soon as she passed the smart light she accelerated again.

Rapidly accelerating and decelerating past smart lights required a manual override, which had been easy for Urban to hack. Now, she could go as fast as she wanted, so long as she paid attention to upcoming lights.

It was one of the few glitches left in the system.

<Entering white zone.>

Her system alerted her to the approach of the Metropolis. White zones had filtered air, clean water, and reduced toxins. They were generally the healthiest environments to live in and comprised the most desirable real estate. Most importantly, they were safe.

She slowed as she approached the barrier that separated the white from the yellow zone. The Zeolite coating was soft and bouncy to her feet as she leaned from side to side to keep her balance.

The coating helped to absorb carbon dioxide emissions, and fresh air instantly filled her mask. Her filtration system clicked off. The sky cleared and giant skyscrapers loomed high. Above the colossal structures, the latest model of delivery drones and small single-person aircraft flew in orderly lines.

Colorful advertisements played on the sides of the buildings. Below them, malls blasted music, and people ladened with giant shopping bags laughed as they strolled leisurely. The scent of jasmine and the sound of K-pop reached her as she passed one of the top designer shops.

Urban wove in and out of the streets full of autonomous cars carrying passengers who were busy eating, relaxing, or engaged in the all-encompassing QuanNao reality world as they rode back home. The traffic was slow tonight, but not for her.

She arrived in thirty minutes flat.

<Now arriving at Evergrande High-Rises. Sosh: 67.>

Still congratulating herself, Urban made her way into a quiet lobby with a bot concierge that ignored her. The switch from human guards to bots had reduced rent rate for those who didn’t own their homes. But it had cost the apartment complex a sosh point.

Urban sprang to the public bathroom and threw her backpack onto the sink counter. She stripped out of her Outskirts clothes and tore a brush through tangled knots of matted hair. Pulling out her retina display, she added lubricant to a new pair, then popped them back into her eye. Even after years of practice, it took two times to get them in. Urban huffed in annoyance before switching modes so that her eye color shifted from standard black to an expensive model of deep mossy green.

Rapidly, she applied a thin tube to her lips, which extracted the natural pH levels and left them a rosy red. She slipped on a simple but elegant dress and a diamond necklace. After spritzing herself with perfume, she checked her reflection.

Even wearing the latest luxury brands, and with makeup evening out her skin, she still didn’t look exactly Enhanced. Her face wasn’t symmetrically beautiful, nor was her skin porcelain smooth, nor her curves perfectly proportioned.

She was too skinny. Her lips weren’t plump enough, and her jaw was too defiant. Her large, attentive black eyes were the one feature she was proud of. But even they were the wrong color for the Enhanced. She typically turned them green in the Metropolis.

It was always easier to disguise herself as someone from the Outskirts than as an Enhanced. But she would do whatever it took tonight to keep anyone from suspecting she was actually a Natural by birth. Otherwise, she could end up on the streets like the homeless Flyer. Thinking about the man’s dirty, defeated wings made her gut churn.

Taking in a deep breath, she stuffed her smelly Outskirts clothes into the bag, then darted toward the elevator. “One hundred and thirty first floor,” she commanded. She scanned her tatt, then the elevator shot upward. Her ears popped twice before it slowed, then stopped.

Exiting the elevator, she made her way down a dark marble hallway. Two funeral-black doors stood rigid at the end.

Before she even had a chance to knock, the doors swung open. Light and music flooded around her. Urban blinked as a servant handed her a warm towelette and bowed deeply. “Welcome home, Miss Lee.”

Urban waved the towelette away. “Are they here?”

“Yes, Miss Lee. Everyone is already in the Great Hall.” The attendant hesitated. “The mistress awaits you.”

“I know. I know. Take me to her.” Urban followed the maid through hallways, flanked by priceless artifacts and collectors’ silk paintings featuring ancient temples, bridges, and foreboding mountains.

Such opulence. Her parents were well-known in the city and had paved the way for their three children to follow in their successful footsteps. Being an artist, of course, did not align with those ambitions.

“Art is too risky for a Natural like you and could expose the whole family,” Mother had warned. “You need a career where no one will suspect you don’t have genetic enhancements. You need to pursue the Giver track.”

But Urban didn’t want to be a psychologist, coach, or humanitarian worker. Helping the Enhanced live to their best potential when she wasn’t even one of them seemed like an impossibility.

She imagined it would be similar to her job in the Outskirts, where she daily pretended to be something she wasn’t and did work that drained her. Only with better hours and benefits.

A giant white cat with bright purple spots appeared out of thin air next to her, and Urban smiled.

“Well, hello there.” Urban reached down to pet the cat without breaking stride. “Did you miss me Baozi?”

Baozi, the Enhanced house cat, was almost as big as a tiger but gentle and with the manners of a pet. In addition to his exotic coloring, he also could blend in with his surroundings like a chameleon. The entire family had quickly regretted that specific enhancement.

Baozi meowed and kept pace with Urban but then disappeared as she reached the gathering.

The sounds of the Great Hall reached Urban first. Plucked dings and musical vibrations of the zither echoed as guests chattered. Glassware clinked and a fountain trickled.

These were familiar sounds to anyone associated with her parents’ fancy banquets, frequently held for business purposes or boosting their sosh. None of their three children were allowed to participate, least of all Urban.

So it seemed strange that this banquet was in honor of her graduation from high school. Naturals weren’t exactly forbidden from going to university. No Naturals had wanted to go anyway, after a Natural student had been made an example of over a decade ago.

The student had been brutally murdered by the SAS, or Supers Against Soups, the underground organization started by Supers who killed Naturals that attempted to mix with the Enhanced. It had expanded to include members from other gene pools, but the name had stuck.

Mother had read the story in full gory detail to Urban when she was only seven years old. “This is why you have to be careful,” Mother had explained. “There will always be people who look down on you because of your genetics. They don’t want you mixing with their own kind.”

Urban had cried, but her mother had continued unphased. “It’s just the way things are. You can either cry about it or do something. Your best weapon is your sosh. The higher the score, the less suspicious people will be. They’ll assume you’re one of them. Promise me you’ll focus on getting a good sosh.”

Her mother had eyed Urban critically, then tipped her chin gently up. “Your second-best weapon is learning to control your emotions. Stop crying.”

Now Urban watched with stone-cold eyes as the two Inventors guards flanking the entrance opened the doors. Dread knotted her stomach, but she held her head high.

A gold chandelier dangled from the glass ceiling, and a full-sized tree, made entirely from jade, stretched from one corner of the room to the other. The windows were lined with priceless petrified wood from the Qing dynasty, and the glittering floors were made of black onyx, mother of pearl, abalone shell, and diamonds.

At the center of the room stood a four-story-high fish tank. Exotic varieties of fish darted in unison, marine plant life swayed peacefully, and a mini golden castle glimmered in artificial sunlight.

Urban despised everything about that gaudy castle and tank. Guests with underwater enhancements—or Aquas—dressed in their finest water XR suits swam through it. They floated under the castle or lounged at a bar with tubes to suck on their drinks. Waterbots resembling metal octopi served the guests seafood hors d’oeuvres with their multiple arms. An Aqua nodded at one of the netted platters of food, and the waiterbot opened it to reveal tofu, which the guest stabbed with a mini prong before it could float away, then shoved it into his mouth.

Usually, the tank was used for Father’s work. Once the Federation realized space colonization was impractical due to the ablation cascade, only the elite and military were expanding slowly into safe pockets of space.

The savvy business executives turned to a cheaper final frontier: the ocean. As an Inventor, Father had invested in and helped design one of the first five underwater shopping centers. He’d built this tank to experiment with different concepts. They’d also given Urban’s brother Aqua enhancements so he could one day take over the family business.

A guest in the tank waved good-bye to a huddle of Aquas and headed toward a translucent bubble at the edge of the tank. She stepped in and it closed behind her. The water drained away, and a powerful gust of air blow-dried her. Then she stepped out and joined all the non-marine Enhanced guests.

Another movement in the tank caught Urban’s eye. An Aqua wearing bright orange swim attire moved near the bottom of the tank. Urban realized he was sparring with another Aqua, showing off his underwater fight moves. A group of Aqua girls gathered around. They wore flowing dresses that resembled mermaid tails and released bubbles of laughter as they watched. Urban would recognize the flirtatious behavior of her older brother Lucas anywhere.

She would not forget the time Lucas had convinced her to swim with him in that tank. She had been seven. He’d dragged her to the very bottom until all her air ran out. She struggled to get free as terror rendered her mind useless.

As her vision turned black, she clawed wildly at him, but his grip didn’t loosen. Urban might have had a chance at a fair fight if she’d arrived at her parents’ doorsteps with enhancements—like she was supposed to.

“Give up yet?” Lucas had taunted, his overly perfect face inches from her own.

Though she was convinced her lungs had collapsed, she refused to surrender. She may not have been as strong, but she realized she had two options. One, be crushed by her genetic superiors. Or two, do whatever it took to survive. She chose the latter.

She punched Lucas hard in the groin, and he instantly released her.

Lucas had been grounded for the incident, but that didn’t make up for Urban’s recurring nightmares. She hadn’t gone swimming since. Seeing the tank now, with Lucas inside, caused her to turn away.

Fighting against her genetic superiors had been a daily battle since she’d first been taken from the Outskirts full of Naturals to the Metropolis to live with the Enhanced. Anyone in the Metropolis might guess she had basic enhancements like strengthened bones, increased lung capacity, or a stronger immune system. Despite her asthmatic lungs, which had nearly exposed her on multiple occasions, Urban’s family and her boyfriend were the sole individuals who knew the truth. She just hoped she could fool everyone else at university when she left in two days.

Her pulse quickened at the thought.

She scanned the hall for a familiar face. No fewer than a hundred guests, all dressed in their finest, mingled at booths or reclined on plush couches. A mixture of maidbots and Naturals waited on them.

A woman with elegant hair, pulled back into a bun, and a tight smile glided toward her. She held herself regally and walked with the grace of a Flower-Drum Dancer. Her eyes, painted and stunning, were like fire.

“I’ve brought Urban to you, mistress.” The attendant next to Urban bowed and left.

The woman surveyed Urban critically. “You’re late.”

“Hello, Mother.”

The woman’s mouth tightened. She leaned closer. “Of all the nights to make a grand entrance, tonight is not the one. You mustn’t let anyone know you’re not,” she lowered her voice to a barely audible whisper, “Enhanced.”

Urban wanted to groan in frustration. Pretending to be Enhanced was a normal way of life. If either of her two siblings had been standing there instead, Mother surely wouldn’t be treating them like children.

Something stabbed at Urban’s waist. She looked down and found it was her mother’s progressive silk dress with its layers of blood-red and cream fabric jutting out sharply at the midsection and into Urban’s side.

Urban frowned. This was the dress Mother was saving for a special occasion. Urban wondered why she was wearing it now. Her graduation certainly didn’t warrant it.

“There’s something I need to tell you.” Mother stopped abruptly as her gaze flickered over Urban’s shoulder. “Someone here might suspect you’re not Enhanced.” Her voice had an unfamiliar note to it—fear.

Urban’s blood ran cold. How could anyone know? It was her family’s best-kept secret.

“Why do you think that?”

“We don’t know for sure. It could just be a coincidence but . . .” her mother glanced around again, “someone left a note in one of the bathrooms: Soups suck.”

Urban swallowed. Only Enhanced who hated Naturals ever referred to them as the unevolved Primordial Soup, or Soup for short.

“I must make sure you’re safe,” Mother continued. “Stick close to me.”

As Urban nodded, she wished for the hundredth time that she truly belonged in the Lee family—that she wasn’t just a mistake.

Many years back, when her parents had been caught in a scandal, their soshes had plummeted. They were clever manipulators, however, and willing to do anything to crawl their way back up. They’d leveraged what connections were still able to restore their soshes by helping with charity.

The plan had worked.

What most people didn’t know was her sister was that charity. And what Mother and Father hadn’t known when they’d signed up for the adoption was that they’d be getting two children—one of whom was a Natural.
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“Flora!” a shrill voice interrupted. An Inceptor marched toward them.

Mother drew herself up.

Inceptors had enhanced brain capabilities that enabled them to detect microfacial movements. Lying to an Inceptor required great skill.

Urban braced herself as she faced the scrutiny of beady brown eyes. There was something cold and knowing in them. She wanted to hide from them, but instead, she feigned boredom and stifled a yawn.

The middle-aged woman’s magenta qipao was shorter than Urban though appropriate for a banquet. Complementing her traditional look, her black hair was secured in two buns with chopsticks.

“Zhou Flora, I’ve been trying all night to find you.” The woman put emphasis on Mother’s last name. Like most women in the Asian Federation, Mother had not taken her husband’s surname and thus remained a Zhou instead of a Lee.

“You can’t hide from me.” The woman waggled her fingers at Mother. She had an almost childlike appearance, were it not for her hot-red lipstick and the sapphire-studded glasses that rested at the end of her upturned nose.

“Why hello, Thistle,” Mother said graciously. “So glad you found us.”

Urban detected only the slightest undercurrent of distaste in her mother’s tone. While Thistle flattered mother’s dress and commented on the food selections, Urban read stats that scrolled across the corner of her retina display.

Thistle was the owner of an elite gym and had a sosh of 79. Only three points lower than Mother’s. She had check-ins at several Flyer obstacles courses and Aqua swim events. There was more info, but Urban stopped reading and returned her attention to the conversation.

Thistle peered over her glasses at them. “Your youngest, I presume?”

“Yes, she is. This is Urban.”

The woman gave Urban a once-over, no doubt also looking up Urban’s stats with her own retina display. Too bad for Thistle, Urban’s sosh wouldn’t exist for another couple weeks when she’d turn eighteen.

“And what gene pool will you be joining at university, Urban?” Thistle asked, expressionless. That was one of the maddening parts about Inceptors—they could completely hide their emotions when they chose.

“We haven’t revealed our little Urban’s enhancements yet,” Mother spoke evenly.

“How quaint.” Thistle’s beady eyes stared at Urban, searching for any weaknesses.

Urban’s skin crawled. It was as if the woman was reading her every thought.

“You’re too skinny.” The woman pinched one of Urban’s arms and turned her inquisitive eyes to Mother. “Why would you select such frail genetics?”

This was always the hardest thing to hide, since people in the Eastern Federation held a prejudice toward a body without larger, reinforced bones. Only Naturals or Flyers were so skinny.

“Why don’t you know, darling? It’s all the rage these days,” Mother replied coolly. “Or haven’t you attended the latest genetic fashion shows?”

Urban had to hand it to her; Mother was an excellent liar.

Thistle’s eyes narrowed. “Hmm . . . very well.” With a harrumph and another once-over, she raised her glass to someone else in the room and strode over to talk down to them.

Urban sighed in relief, but the night was far from over.

The aroma of Beijing roast duck made Urban’s stomach rumble. Glancing over, she looked at the buffet. Beef ribs in black pepper sauce, fried green beans, pumpkin cakes, stuffed pork buns, taro pies, pan-fried veggie rolls, egg custards, beef fritters, coconut pudding, scallops in garlic sauce, and more dishes she didn’t even recognize. That was just one of the six tables buried under mountains of food.

Urban wanted to pluck out her favorite foods but knew Mother would insist she make the rounds first.

Mother touched Urban’s elbow and leaned in closer to whisper, “We need to get you something you can drink before the toasting starts.” She ordered a maidbot over and snatched up a shot glass. Glancing around, she swiftly withdrew a tiny white pill from the folds of her dress and slipped it into the drink. She handed it to Urban as the pill bubbled and dissolved.

“May everyone have a prosperous year!” someone shouted. Urban recognized the voice at once. A man with bushy eyebrows, a crooked grin, and eyes squinted into sunflower seeds surveyed the crowd. Father was in a surprisingly good mood as he raised his glass. “May your children all stay healthy and get into good universities. Ganbei!”

Urban’s mind flickered. High school had always been violent and dangerous. Even though enhancements weren’t allowed to be used at school, no one actually enforced it. Urban had become an expert at keeping her head down, sitting in the back of class, and maintaining a tough demeanor.

Only, at university, it would be students with the best, and even more dangerous, enhancements she’d be facing. She’d heard the universities were stricter at enforcing the rules though. Hopefully in one way at least, it would be easier than high school. She’d have enough to worry about with living on campus and hiding her genetics full time.

The alcohol dehydrogenase pill dissolved in her drink just in time.

All the guests joined in lifting their glasses. “Ganbei!” they echoed and drank.

Enhanced genetics meant everyone in the city could drink all night and be only lightly buzzed. Urban, on the other hand, would be red faced and tipsy after just one glass.

Two Flyers, who had been hovering in midair, swooped toward Urban and her mother. They touched down smoothly, not spilling even a drop of their rice wine.

One of the Flyers’ sosh was in the low sixties. The other was blocked. He probably had an even lower sosh. Most people with high scores were more than happy to enable public mode and allow people to see their score.

Urban relaxed around them.

One of the Flyers, a man with shiny purple wings that resembled a dragonfly’s
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