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I’m the hybrid.

Bright sunlight filtered through the waves to where Urban sat under water. Cold ocean brushed up against her skin.

She had been with Lucas on the pleasure cruise ship three weeks, and the truth of who and what she was still hadn’t sunk in. Under the full-body wetsuit, Urban shivered at the cold unfamiliarity of her own body. She no longer recognized it.

A Shark Attack Race certainly didn’t feel like the most appropriate time or place to experiment with her new Aqua genetics.

Her brother, however, disagreed.

A tremor in the water had Urban whipping her head around. Razored teeth glinted as a shark shot toward the crowd. Urban back-pedaled, trying to put as much of the ocean between her and the approaching beast as possible. Aquas around her screamed and scattered like a panicked school of fish.

At the last second, the great white swerved and headed back toward the racecourse. Urban’s heart stopped pounding as Lucas flashed a devious grin before crouching lower on the shark he was riding, urging it to swim faster.

“Go, Lucas!” an Aqua girl next to her cheered, voice slightly garbled underwater.

Beside Urban, Aquas sported a variety of green and blue suits, each shade representing their favorite shark racer. Some even had squid bombs they released, filling the water with vivid colors. Urban found the whole experience of the Shark Attack Race both horrifying and intriguing.

“First race?” the Aqua beside her asked.

Urban nodded.

The Aqua girl, wearing Lucas’s mochi green color, pointed. “Look over there. The race course starts on the sandy underwater dunes, and weaves through the obstacles in the giant coral reefs and floating rings, then makes its way toward the surface where the ship is.”

Bubbles flew out of the girl’s mouth as she spoke.

Urban stared curiously. With her newfound Aqua abilities, she could now communicate, breathe, and smell underwater. Fresh seaweed, and something oddly reminiscent of clam chowder, kept distracting her.

Twelve shark riders rounded out of sight behind the giant cruise ship. The spectators swam to the top of the boat to catch the last part of the race. Urban’s fingers hovered near the strap of her stun shield as she followed.

Escaping the experimental lab hadn’t erased the pain of what had happened. The bruises on her wrists had faded, and other physical changes weren’t visible, but something in her chest remained raw. At least her weapon brought a small level of comfort.

The past few weeks on the pleasure cruise with Lucas seemed to stretch an eternity, and yet they still had one more day before heading back to the Asian Federation. Urban had sent pings to her family and friends, but the pleasure cruise blocked all outside communication until they reached the harbor.

Urban was desperate to let everyone know she was alive and to see to them again. She wondered what being reunited with her family would look like. She’d left on rocky terms. Lillian hadn’t spoken with her after Urban had gone against her wishes to seek out their bio parents. Would she still be mad?

And what about Everest? Would he continue to put the cause first?

Urban shoved the thoughts aside as she followed the mass of Aquas onto the ship’s top deck.

She wrinkled her nose at the salty brine lacing the surface air. Somehow, the smell was always more potent out in the open. Water splashed under her feet from all the dripping Aquas, but she remained steady against a sandpaper-like textured walkway. With hair still dripping, she followed the masses up to the sunny deck where the Shark Attack Race finished on the surface. The ocean stretched in all directions, encircling the ship’s platform.

Her brother had caught up to the other racers and was now in third place.

“How do they train the sharks?” Urban asked, turning back to the girl.

“They are a special breed genetically engineered for the purpose of racing,” she explained. “The sharks are bigger than normal great whites and have brain enhancements that make them docile for riding. Genius, right?”

Urban nodded as she refocused on the race.

Lucas rode with one foot on each pectoral fin, his Aqua grip boots keeping him steady. His hands clung to the tip of the shark’s dorsal fin as it split out of the water. The other riders did likewise, their heads breaking the surface followed by the tip of their shark’s fins as they zigzagged their way around floating barrels, a robotic octopus with flailing tentacles, and jellyfish the size of Extended Reality Domes.

The cheering grew louder.

A jumbotron at the center of the cruise ship projected each racer’s position in real time. Several patrons nervously downed fruity florescent drinks and eyed the holo gambling boards, no doubt checking their “investments.”

It was unbelievable the number of illegal activities that took place on the cruise ship. Urban had seen more than she wanted of performance enhancers, gambling of every possible variety, and false identities. The faces around her ranged from mild kitties, to humans with exotic facial features, to fierce predators—all of them holo projections.

To keep safe, Urban had also accepted a false identity from Lucas. She still cringed when her brother introduced her. Even the name he’d booked her room under, Gasair Minnie, was designed to inflict maximum humiliation.

Catching her reflection in a mirror, Urban sighed. She had long eyelashes that tangled in her hair. Her face was eclipsed by a giant nose and eyes which protruded like that of a bulldog, a look only amplified by her heavy-handed eyeliner. It was altogether mortifying—exactly what Lucas was going for. But Urban refused to give him the satisfaction of letting him see her embarrassment. At least no one on the ship gave her a second glance.

Lucas had, fortunately, spared a few extra crypto points to buy new clothes, so she didn’t have to wear the ridiculous cat costume he’d given her. She didn’t dare access her own account for fear of alerting Supers Against Soups or any of the other organizations hunting for her whereabouts.

Ever since escaping the underwater prison, she’d been more vigilant. At least, that’s what she told herself as she remained wide awake in bed each night, unable to sleep.

She’d also purchased a few of the illegal ink bombs that were in abundant supply on the ship. Just in case. They’d proven an excellent distraction when Lucas had rescued her.

Urban still couldn’t believe everything that had happened the past few months.

She was glad to be free, of course. But a small voice at the back of her head whispered that she wasn’t much better off. That her life would never be the same again.

She longed to be on dry land again—away from all the Aquas and the constant reminder of her new Hybrid genetics and the weighty burden that came with it.

Surviving capture had made her stronger, but it came with a price. Something deep within Urban had shattered.

It was in the way she studied people, each encounter cloaked in suspicion. The way her eyes darted, constantly alert to her surroundings. Her perspective of the world had shifted, turning reality into a string of dangerous uncertainties.

The only thing that was clear to Urban was the need to get off the ship—away from the underwater research lab.

I’m not safe until I’m far, far away from all forms of water.

There was a shout as the racers came back into view.

Lucas launched an ink bomb, devouring the racer in front of him in a cloud of black. The racer crashed into a barrel and Lucas slipped past him into second place.

The giant projected scoreboard updated amid cheers and curses.

The racers drew near the end, speeding toward a pulsing red line projected over the water. With the surface obstacles out of the way, Lucas and the other racer darted back under the waves to gain speed. Their figures became nothing more than shadows streaking toward the finish line.

It looked like Lucas was gaining on the first rider, but it was hard to tell as blackness swallowed them. Urban thought Lucas had activated another ink bomb but then noticed a strange dark shadow moving with them.

An Aqua looked up and screamed. Another shrieked and stumbled into Urban, scrambling to get away. Urban also looked up.

Above, a creature the size of a killer whale swept through the sky. Its head and chest were that of a lion, but it had two large wings that stemmed from its back and converged into a spiked tail. Its sandy mane blew in the wind as it lifted its head and pierced the air with an animalistic roar. Fire streaked across the sky.

Pandemonium broke out as the creature touched down on the ship’s wet deck. The Aquas knocked each other over in their haste to escape. The beast ignored the chaos as it advanced—straight toward Urban.
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Urban stared at the creature and a memory returned. Back in the Western Federation, when she was competing in the arena against the Scorpions, her suit deflated around her, the crossbow aimed at her heart, ready for the kill shot. A giant beast with kind golden eyes had swooped down. Then she was safe.

Tiana! Urban’s eyes widened. It’s the Gamelyon!

The majestic creature stopped directly in front of her. Pawing the ground, it snorted and shook its mane. Then it stared, watching her with attentiveness. Its massive scaled tail thumped behind it.

Was it . . . wagging?

It had to be the same one that saved Urban in the AI Games. Then again, were there any other Gamelyons? Genetically modified creatures typically weren’t allowed in the wild for fear of destroying existing ecosystems. They were only designed for the games. So, what is it doing so far from the stadium?

Urban blinked. And how does it recognize me with this identity scrambler?

The creature stepped closer, lowering its head. Its huge, glossy body shimmered in the light of the sun, layers of thick fur tumbling down its neck, stopping at its tail. Warm breath huffed toward her from its long snout.

Urban tentatively pressed her hand to the Gamelyon’s wet muzzle. The creature looked up with understanding and intelligence in its golden eyes. She stroked it across the head, fingers raking through its coarse fur. She breathed in the familiar scent of damp animal and charred wood.

Everyone around her was screaming and running for cover—the Shark Races and associated winnings all but forgotten. Urban felt distant from the chaos and ignored the other Aquas. Soon, only she and the powerful creature remained.

“What are you doing here?” she mused.

As if in answer, the Gamelyon extended one of its dragon-like talons where a hand-written note was tied. Urban read it aloud. “A gift for Lee, Urban.” The five words were scrawled in messy and smudged handwriting. There was no signature at the bottom or any indication of who had sent it.

“A gift? What does that mean?” Urban asked, but the creature only shook its mane. It pawed at the ground again, and Urban got the impression it was waiting for her to do something. She took a step back in surprise. “You want me to climb on, don’t you?”

The Gamelyon’s massive tail thumped the deck, sending a tremor through it.

Urban thought back to the last time she’d ridden the creature in the stadium. She’d won the games for her team. Being on the back of such a powerful creature made her feel invincible, powerful, and alive.

She’d been desperate for a way off the ship, and here it was, staring her in the face. If I flew home, I could be reunited with my family immediately. Not to mention, she would be safe in the air—away from water and her attackers.

Something at the back of her mind questioned who the gift was from and whether it was safe to accept, but she ignored it.

Urban stepped cautiously forward, fingers stroking the creature’s muscled back. Halfway down, it changed from fur to worn scales. Part lion. Part dragon. An engineering marvel.

“Urban?”

Her head snapped up. Lucas stood on the deck, dripping wet, his dark eyes full of worry.

“What are you doing?” Her brother crept cautiously toward her.

Urban couldn’t help but be surprised. Lucas had pretty much ignored, despised, and made fun of her for most of their lives. How strange it was to have him suddenly concerned for her safety. Their newfound understanding had changed some things but not everything.

“I’m leaving,” Urban told him.

The Gamelyon bared its teeth and Lucas froze. “On that? Right now?”

“I have things to do.” Her answer sounded weak, but it was true.

But Lucas was surveying Urban closely. “You’re running away.”

“And you wouldn’t know anything about that.” Urban was suddenly defensive, though she didn’t know why. Her brother always knew how to get under her skin.

“Oh, I’m an expert at running away from problems,” Lucas admitted. “Which is why I’m pretty good at recognizing it,” he added pointedly.

Urban swung her leg over the Gamelyon. “I’m not running away from anything. Just going back home the faster and safer route.”

Lucas shot her a knowing look. “Keep telling yourself that.”
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Urban dug her heels into the scales of the creature’s side, hoping it would understand her command.

The Gamelyon responded immediately and ran down the deck away from Lucas, leaping over the railing of the ship. Urban’s stomach dropped as they plummeted toward the ocean. With a jolt, the creature unfurled its wings, and they soared above the sparkling blue water. Its talons grazed the ocean, shooting plumes of water around them, then they launched upward toward the clouds.

Soaring far above, she looked down at the boat fading in the distance. Guilt pricked her. Maybe she shouldn’t have left her brother, especially after he’d made a genuine attempt to repair their relationship. Not to mention, if it weren’t for him, she would have been recaptured by the underwater research lab . . . or worse.

But she had enough on her mind with being the hybrid and returning to the Asian Federation from the dead. At least, that’s what the news was sure to think, and maybe even the rest of her family.

Lillian. Mother. Father.

It had been so long since she’d seen them. Months. And during that time, she’d traveled the world with the Dragons, competed in the AI games and won, been targeted multiple times and nearly killed, then betrayed by Coral and trapped in an underwater prison and experimented on. So much had changed.

As they climbed upward, the water glittered far below, beautiful, bright, and blinding.

Urban left her worries behind and closed her eyes, breathing in the fresh air. This high above the ocean, only a hint of salty sea spray remained. The wind whipped her hair behind and caressed her cheeks. Beneath her, the warm, muscled body of the Gamelyon moved rhythmically.

A sense of freedom soared through her as they flew over the endless waves.

She wasn’t sure how much time passed. Eventually, the sun set and the sky darkened around them. The air grew chilly, and wispy clouds hid the emerging moon from sight. Land appeared, and with it, Urban’s thoughts went to what awaited her there.

Danger.

She’d thought she’d be safe once she was back on solid ground, but now that she drew nearer to it, she was reminded of all the attacks on her life that had happened there too. From Blossom and the Deadly Five, to SAS bugging the Lees’ house and trying to trap her, to purple zones, Coral’s hacking, and betrayals.

“Is anywhere safe?” Urban asked the Gamelyon.

The creature didn’t respond.

At least on land, she would have her family and guard back. At the thought, she checked her retina display. A jolt of excitement zipped through her as she blinked back online again for the first time in months.

Without the cruise ship blocking outside contact, she was free to message her family and Everest. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of that until now. She could let them know she was alive and on her way to New Shanghai. They would probably arrive about the same time she would and could take her to safety. After that . . . well, she could figure out a plan later.

But she knew she wouldn’t be able to escape it much longer. Decisions would need to be made about what being the hybrid meant for her body, her family, Advancements in Enhancements—the world.

Decisions she didn’t want to think about.

Urban accessed the local news network to see what she’d missed. None of the headlines were good.

[New Shanghai Riots Break Out

After Natural is Murdered by SAS]

[Protests Shut Down by Local Jingcha

After Two Enhanced Politicians “Die in Sleep”]

[Violence. . . The New Norm?]

[Will the Asian Federation Take After

the Western Federation’s Civil War?]

Urban stared at the last headline.

Civil War?

Surely the news was exaggerating. She thought back to one of the last times she’d seen Everest. They were in the Western Federation and he told her about the challenges the local AiE members faced. He mentioned civil war as a potential outcome if Naturals and Enhanced couldn’t reconcile soon, but she hadn’t seriously considered the possibility.

Now, it looked like things in the Asian Federation had escalated as well.

How have things gotten bad so quickly? And what will they do if they know the hybrid exists? Her stomach knotted. Will it help or make things worse?

Urban’s head was still spinning with the possibilities as New Shanghai sparkled to life in the distance. Its skyscrapers shimmered with neon lights and festive colors.

She had forgotten what time of year it was. The last time she’d been in the Asian Federation, it had been Lunar New Year. But now, instead of the buildings displaying festive crimson, it was replaced by green, white, yellow and russet, the lucky colors of the upcoming Dragon Boat Festival.

What else had she missed since she’d been gone? It seemed like ages since she’d been in the Asian Federation.

As the holo projected ads and characters came into view, Urban realized it was time to steer clear of the city and head for border control. She guided the creature toward the structure, but the Gamelyon paid her no heed.

“Hey!” Urban pulled tight against its furry mane, attempting to turn it, but again with no success.

All enhanced animals had to go through a special division of border control before entering or exiting the Federations. A couple years ago, someone had smuggled in a mutant animal and nearly destroyed the New Fujian ecosystem. Breaking this law was serious.

Urban made several more forceful attempts to change course, but the Gamelyon flew on nonetheless.

Where are we headed?

Using her AI map’s routing prediction feature, a pulsing green arrow overlaid on reality. It showed them headed toward a park at the Metropolis’ edge. It had a low sosh and probably wasn’t in use anymore.

Why is the Gamelyon taking me there? This seemed like a bad idea.

Suddenly, Urban’s retina display pinged a warning.

<Citizen, disembark your illegal animal and report to city officials immediately.>

Urban blinked the message away and quickly scanned the ground beneath her. Sure enough, trailing them was a red and black vehicle with the gold hammer and sickle. A military Flyer aimed something up at her.

Another warning appeared.

<Citizen, this is your last warning. Turn in your illegal animal and report immediately to local immigration authorities.>

They must not know who I am because my illegal identity scrambler is still on. I should take it off.

She hesitated.

If she did, she still wouldn’t be able to control the Gamelyon, and then they’d know exactly who was breaking the law. She would be reported, and the news would blow up. She couldn’t handle that attention right now. Perhaps there was a chance she could get the Gamelyon under control and avoid this whole mess.

Urban was still weighing her options when another ping arrived.

<Citizen, a warrant for your capture and arrest has been issued.>

“Whaaaaa—”

Before she could think, a bright flash lit up the sky.

Instinctively, the Gamelyon dove. Above them, a neutral-beam injector zipped past where they’d just been.

Soldiers. Weapons. Capture.

Urban’s mind grew hazy with panic. It was like being back in the underwater prison.

No. I won’t be captured again.

She tightened her grip on the matted fur of the Gamelyon.

“Go!” she screamed.

The creature needed no encouragement as it winged its way toward the darkened park. Wind whistled in her ears, the only sound in the eerie silence that engulfed them.

Until an electrical power up noise emanated from the ground below.

The Gamelyon dipped sharply and out of range of the next NBI attack. At a flurry of pops, the creature spun and twisted, dodging each one. Urban’s stomach began to grow queasy.

The trees beneath them came into sharp focus as they neared the ground. But there was something else there too. Flashing gold lights.

Urban groaned.

A whole fleet of autonomous Jingcha vehicles crashed through brush and flew over rocks, chasing her.

“Citizen, land immediately and turn yourself in to local authorities,” a robotic voice ordered over a voice enhancer.

Urban guided the Gamelyon away from the main road and over the thicker part of the forest. The flashing lights slowed but didn’t stop their pursuit.

The Gamelyon’s muscled and scaly sides grew slick with sweat from exertion, and Urban’s arms burned from holding on. She sensed they couldn’t go on like this much longer.

A small, inky lake surrounded by thick foliage came into view. A worn-down pagoda stood alone on a small island at the center of the water. The moon broke free from behind the clouds and bathed the clearing in gentle white light. All around the lake, decrepit hover coasters, aerial carousels, solar raceways, and other rides sagged under the weight of age and rust.

As they flew over the water, a new sound came from behind them. It wasn’t the powering up of the missiles but an electric hum. Urban turned to look just as there was a swish.

A giant arrow shot through the sky and struck the Gamelyon in its hindquarters. The beast roared. She gasped as electricity zipped up her spine and blue tendrils jerked across the creature’s body.

The Gamelyon suddenly seized up, its wings stopping their beating.

They fell from the sky.

Urban peered down.

The lake was a long way down. She braced herself as the water rushed up to meet them.

At the last second, Urban leaped off the Gamelyon, straightened her limbs, and pinched her nose shut.

The jolt of the warm water shuddered through her stronger than a NBI blast. And then she was sinking.

For a moment, the terror of being underwater clawed at her. But then she opened her eyes and inhaled slowly. Fresh lake water filled her lungs, so different from the salty brine she’d grown used to in the ocean.

I’m an Aqua now.

She steadied her breathing before searching the water for the Gamelyon and spotted the beast thrashing at the top of the lake. From her vantage point below, it looked like a mythical sea creature surrounded by a halo of moonlight.

She felt an odd sense of protectiveness for it, but there wasn’t anything she could do. It’s not mine and it’s not going to drown. That’s what matters.

Forcing herself to turn away, she focused on her more pressing concern. Escape.

The lake was murky and dark this time of night. She wondered if there was anything else alive in the water around her and shuddered.

She touched down at the base, bare feet squelching in the cold mud—she’d forgotten her shoes on the ship. Slowly, she waded on the bottom of the lake toward what she hoped was land. Between the mud and the water weighing her movements down, it was slow going.

Brilliant light exploded above her.

Urban shielded her eyes against the spotlight.

She lifted her feet and began swimming quickly, heading away from the light.

Gradually, the lake sloped upward, and she sloshed her way onto land. She could see the Gamelyon had been subdued. Flyers hovered over the water’s surface with spotlights swaying from side to side.

“Unknown citizen,” the robotic voice intoned. “Come out and report to local authorities immediately.”

Urban crept toward the forest, grateful the moon was once again hidden behind the clouds. Mud squeezed between her toes.

“Freeze!” a female voice ordered.

Urban’s eyes widened as she noticed the Jingcha several meters away. The Flyer unfurled her giant wings and flew toward Urban.

No chance of outrunning her on land.

Urban’s pulse pounded erratically. Without thinking, she darted back toward the water, but before she could make it, the Flyer slammed into her, lifting her off her feet.

She landed hard on her back, the wind knocked out of her. Urban stared up at the darkened sky, disoriented.

She shook her head to try and clear it. And instantly, her jiu-jitsu training kicked in. Her mind raced through options. However, with so many Jingcha crawling all over the place, her best shot was to get away as fast as possible and hide.

“Over here!” the Flyer shouted at the other Jingcha. “We found her!”

Urban kicked out at the Flyer, catching her in the chin. The woman grunted in pain and Urban used the space to roll away.

Leaping to her feet, she darted across a road.

A Super stepped out from the trees, stun gun extended, blocking her path.

Urban didn’t have time to react before pain exploded in her shoulder. She cried out, but there was no sound.

I can’t move.

Her body seized and she fell to the ground, rigid.

The Super was already by her side and yanked her into his chest. The other hand pressed a weapon to her cheek. “Don’t move.”

As if she could.

“We got her,” he yelled.

Urban breathed heavily, mind whirling with possibilities. None of them good.

Soon, Jingcha swarmed the space. Lights blinded her, weapons snapped with electricity, and the air buzzed with talking.

Someone shoved Urban to the ground, the Zeolite-coated road cutting into her face. Nano cords bit into her wrists as her hands were bound behind her back.

Panic overwhelmed her senses.

Captured.

She breathed shallowly.

I must get free.

She was barely aware her captors were talking again.

“Who is it?” one of the Jingcha asked.

“Let’s find out.”

Someone ripped off the tiny chip on her forehead. Instantly, the projected image of Gasair Minnie disappeared, replaced by Urban’s real face.

There was a moment of silence while the Jingcha scanned Urban using their retina display. Then a whistle. “Looks like we caught a ghost.”
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Prison in New Shanghai wasn’t at all what Urban expected. The cell reminded her more of a party lounge.

She gingerly touched her sore shoulder and examined her surroundings for what felt like the tenth time that day.

The door to her cell was metal, with a large reinforced window imbedded in it. Urban peered through it several times, but all she could see was a brightly lit and empty corridor beyond. Above the window, a projected room number displayed “KOL CELL 3112”.

Is there really a wing of prison just for Key Opinion Leaders? That would explain the décor.

The walls surrounding her were black with flecks of paint that sparkled like stars on a dark night. A flaming pink, bedazzled loveseat sat against a corner, with an accompanying hover footstool. There was a metal coffee table and a queen bed overflowing with soft comforters and fluffy pillows.

Urban opened a mini fridge that hummed quietly near the door. It was stocked with glasses of water and health bars made of crickets. She made a face. She wasn’t that hungry.

The room was decorated with projections of virtual flickering candles, a painting, even a full tea set and tray. Urban was sorely disappointed to find the latter not real. I could use a good cup of tea about now.

Despite having prior experience with escaping unwanted prison cells, Urban couldn’t even begin to think of a way to get out.

With her identity being found out, she’d eventually be tracked down again anyway. She’d have to stay on the run. That is, unless she wanted to remain a fugitive of the law forever—which she didn’t.

She thought about her options for leaving legally. Wasn’t she allowed to ping a family member or see a lawyer or something? At least, that’s how it always worked in the vids. So why had she been left alone in her cell all day?

She wondered if the Jingcha knew about her status as the hybrid. And if that was why no one had come.

This is all a big misunderstanding.

She kicked at a cabinet and nearly lost her balance, realizing too late it was just a holo decoration.

How is it I went from being a good sosh-abiding citizen to captured and thrown in a cell twice within the year? Coral’s betrayal hadn’t been her fault. But this . . .

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered. “What was I thinking?”

“You weren’t.”

Urban’s head jerked up. A visitor peered at her through the window at the door. She’d thought her cell was soundproof, but his voice came through crisp and clear.

“You weren’t thinking,” he clarified. The man shifted, revealing the two security-bots next to him. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Mako, President of Croix.”

Urban blinked.

Croix was her biggest sponsor. Was being the key word.

Disappearing for months on end at the bottom of the ocean without responding had a tendency to end contracts like that. Urban assumed they’d forgotten about her long ago. What was the president of the company doing here at her prison cell?

The man before her was short and skinny for an Enhanced. But his eyes sparked with embers of passion. He looked around late forties but had his hair cut into the latest trend and wore holo projected glasses. His distressed black jeans and tailored smart top fit him perfectly. He certainly looked the part of the rebel brand leader.

Urban tucked a strand of hair behind her ears and smoothed her prison suit, suddenly self-conscious of her appearance.

“May I come in?” Mako asked.

“Uh . . . sure.”

With a hiss, the locking mechanism released and the door slid away. The security-bots entered first, with Mako following. There was a commanding and calming presence about him that made Urban immediately offer him the best seat in the room.

Mako waved her offer away then turned to one of the security-bots. “Tea?”

The bot’s abdomen popped open revealing a teapot and several cups inside the storage compartment.

Urban gaped. If I’d known a month ago I’d be having tea with the president of Croix in a prison cell . . .

“Here you are, sir,” the bot said.

Mako reached in and retrieved the teapot to set it on the table, along with two porcelain cups, and poured them each a drink. He took a seat, the hover stool dipping slightly, before he motioned Urban toward the loveseat.

Urban hesitantly sat and then reached for the tea. The warmth of the cup instantly seeped into her hands, lending her a sense of calm.

Urban waited for the president of Croix to speak.

He took his time, sipping his drink and studying her. “I have to admit, we weren’t sure we’d ever see you again. So, when an informant told me you were in this holding cell, I hardly believed it. I had to come see for myself.”

Urban remained silent. Is this some sort of trap? He shouldn’t have found me here. Unless maybe the news covered it? She tried not to think about that possibility. What else does he know? More importantly, what does he want?

“I imagine you’re wondering how I knew you were here?”

Is he an Inceptor? That was silly. Anyone would ask that question. But she tried to pull up Gene-IQ to scan his enhancements anyway, forgetting her retina display was deactivated in the cell.

“I have my sources,” Mako went on. “I’ve been keeping an eye out, should you choose to return to society again. Though, I wasn’t expecting such a spectacular entrance.”

Urban grimaced. “Would you believe it if I told you I wasn’t either?”

Mako threw his head back and laughed a long, genuine laugh, during which Urban shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

When he spoke again, a smile played at the corner of his lips. “I like you.” He took a long sip of his tea then set it down. “Which brings me to why I’m here. I’d like to offer you a new contract with Croix. As I’m sure you’re aware, your last contract was voided after you disappeared and failed to perform your KOL duties.”

Mako held up his hand as if to ward off any excuses Urban might offer. “I don’t need to know your reasons. But I am here to personally extend a renewed contract.”

Urban stared at him in surprise.

Finally, she found her voice. “Why do you want to sponsor me?” She opted for directness. “I’m in prison. Doesn’t that mean I’m in trouble?”

Mako chuckled. “Oh, you certainly are in trouble. Big trouble.”

Urban swallowed.

“That’s why we’re so interested in continuing your sponsorship.”

Urban nearly choked.

“As you know, Croix is a brand for rebels. Athletes. World changers. Within the span of a few months, you have managed to single-handedly destroy PKU’s AI in the tryouts, win the games against the Scorpions, disappear, then return from the dead riding a Gamelyon. Can you see how this aligns with our brand?” He leaned back as if resting his case. “You’re perfect.”

Urban remained silent a moment, considering.

“If it helps with your decision,” Mako said, “we’re prepared to offer you the lead sponsorship role, which means double the pay.”

Urban’s jaw dropped, and she hastily closed it.

“Should you choose to accept, we’d also like you to compete in Race to the Clouds.”

Urban blanched. Her father had competed in RTC back in his day, and it was still one of the most dangerous races in the world. Not to mention that most contestants trained for years before trying out. And she wasn’t a race car driver. She didn’t stand a chance.

“We’ve already put in your application and qualified your vehicle,” Mako continued. “Though you can, of course, select a different vehicle to compete in. And you don’t need to win, or even qualify. In fact, you don’t have to participate at all, if you don’t want to. Just trying out alone will garner the media attention and PR we’d like and result in a bonus for you.”

Urban blinked. This was a lot to take in. A darker thought crossed her mind.

“What about—what about Vance?” she asked, remembering she wasn’t the only KOL Croix supported. Vance, the Scorpion’s lead, tried to kill her on multiple occasions. He was involved with the organization that kidnapped and experimented on her. She shuddered at the thought.

“We cut his contract.” Mako frowned. “Due to confidentiality agreements, I can’t discuss the details, but he no longer works with us.”

Urban took a sip of tea to collect herself. Then she put her cup down. “I appreciate your generous offer. Can I take some time to think about it?”

“Of course, of course.” Mako rose to his feet. “I’ve occupied enough of your time. I’ll let you go. I just wanted to get a word in before your next visitors arrive.”

Her pulse quickened. “Next visitors?”

“A Mr. Lee Byronne and Mrs. Zhou Flora?”

Urban inwardly grimaced but forced a smile. “Thanks.”

Mako dipped his head then left.

No sooner was he out the door, when a woman shoved her way past the security-bots and into the room. Even visiting a prison, she was impeccably dressed in a gold smart suit, heels, jewels covering her wrists, and with silky black hair pulled up into her signature tight bun. Not a wisp of hair escaped.

Her lips thinned as she saw Urban, and she stilled.

“Mother?” Urban whispered.

To Urban’s surprise, instead of a lecture, her mother moved quickly forward and soon held Urban in a tight hug.

Gratefully, she hugged her mother in return. Mother’s body was like a warm cocoon of safety.

An unexpected surge of tears began to stream down Urban’s cheeks. The emotions she’d kept pent up since she’d escaped the research lab all came rushing in. Regret. Anger. Guilt. Pain. And that unfamiliar, ever-present brokenness.

“I’m sorry, Mother. I’m so sorry,” Urban repeated over and over, now completely sobbing. “I never should have left.”

Mother gently stroked Urban’s hair. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.” Her normally overpowering Bulgarian rose perfume now carried a comforting presence.

Why did I ever think leaving my family was the answer to my problems? Urban pressed her wet cheek against her mother’s soft smart suit.

“Did I miss the party?” a voice boomed.

Urban and her mother separated in time for Father to barrel toward them. He stopped when he was directly in front of Urban, as if suddenly unsure of himself. He extended a hand.

Urban took it and they shook.

“It’s good to see you, Urban.” His voice held a faint touch of emotion.

“You too, Father.”

Urban’s eyes latched on a figure lurking in the corner, hesitating.

Lillian.

Urban’s breath caught. She hadn’t seen her sister since leaving for the Western Federation, a decision Lillian had made very clear she disapproved of. Urban had received the silent treatment since then.

Lillian’s wide brown eyes stared at Urban, as if unbelieving she was really there. Her perfectly proportioned black eyebrows pinched together, and water filled her eyes. Then she was running and crushing Urban in a vise-like hug, a muffled sob escaping her. Urban had rarely seen her older sister cry. Not when they were bullied in the orphanage. Not when they were adopted. Not even when Lillian’s migraines rendered her bedridden.

They cried together.

Lillian gradually released Urban. “You’re—you’re alive.” Her face crumpled and then she was pulling Urban back into her embrace. “We all thought you were dead.”

Finally, Lillian eased away, inhaling a deep, steadying breath.

“Lillian. I’ve missed you so much,” Urban gulped.

Her sister lifted her gaze and smiled.

“We want to hear everything that happened.” Mother eyed the room suspiciously. “But somewhere . . . else. We’ve alerted the staff at our New Shanghai summer condo we’ll be arriving soon for a short stay.”

“Let’s see about bailing you out of here.” Father turned to one of the security-bots.

Urban smiled.

“Don’t think this means you’re not in trouble,” Mother added, wiping the smile right off Urban’s face.

They made their way toward check out, but the security-bot waved them on. “Lee Urban, your stay has already been taken care of.”

Father frowned and exchanged a glance with Mother.

Urban’s legs grew shaky. Who else knows I was here?

With thoughts still spinning, Urban found herself leaving the prison facilities sitting in a Wasp G6, accompanied by two Supers, a security-bot, and her family.

Urban snapped to the present. She spoke the question that had been plaguing her. “Everest, is he . . .”

“He’s fine,” Mother said. “No one suspects he’s a Natural. He’s been doing quite well for himself, actually.”

Urban let out a sigh of relief. Then another thought crossed her mind. “About Everest and our dating charade—”

“Don’t worry about that.”

“No . . .” Urban hesitated. “I was going to tell you. . . it wasn’t always a charade. We dated for real before Lunar New Year.”

“I know.”

“You—you knew?” Urban stammered.

Mother’s lips twitched. “Do you really think you could hide something like that from your own mother? I knew the second you started whistling around the house something had changed. With a little investigating, it was easy enough to figure out.”

Urban blushed.

“I’m still displeased you thought it wise to deceive me.” Mother gave Urban a sharp look before continuing. “But I knew all along. He’s a good one, that Everest.”

Everest. The thought had Urban jolt upright. I can finally reach him! She sent Everest a ping letting him know she was safe.

The response was almost immediate. A location request.

Urban glanced at her family before rejecting it and sending Everest a ping instead.

[Urban: Can’t talk right now. Long story. Meet soon when I’m back in New Beijing?]

[Everest: YOU’RE OK. I’ve been searching all over the world for you. Let’s meet ASAP once we’re both back in New Beijing. How about here?]

A map location in the Outskirts dropped, and Urban accepted it.

Warmth filled Urban’s heart, and she found herself smiling giddily at the device.

[Urban: Sounds good. Can’t wait to see you!]

[Everest: You have no idea . . .]

[Everest: You better not be late.]

[Everest: I’ll keep blowing up your pings until you arrive or your AI advisory-bot runs out of capacity to sort all my messages. ;) ]

Urban sent him a laughing response and blinked out of dual reality mode, even as more pings from Everest came in.

The thought of seeing him again filled her with delight. But then it evaporated at the thought of what she would have to tell him.

What will he think once he finds out I’m the hybrid?

She swallowed hard.

This changes everything.
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The autonomous vehicle screeched to a stop in the middle of a street. Shiny buildings surrounded them, and up above, drones and Flyers zipped in an orderly line, navigating the Metropolis skies with ease.

But on the ground, a group of Naturals with face shields and identity scramblers obscuring their faces charged across a crowded road. Vehicles slammed to a stop or swerved to avoid hitting them. The pedestrians held holo signs with varying messages and images declaring freedom and showing grotesque images of Enhanced dying. Some shook their fists at the Flyers up above.

Urban stared slack-jawed. “What’s going on?”

Mother tucked a wisp of escaped hair from her immaculate bun. “Things have become . . . complicated since you’ve been gone. Naturals want equality and are taking drastic measures to get it.”

“Is AiE making any progress?”

“Not fast enough. Some people are turning to violence, and like the West, a fissure is splitting even the Advancements in Enhancements.” Her brow wrinkled. “I worry for the unity of its members.”

Everest told Urban one of the key topics at the AiE Summit in the West was how to keep participants without succumbing to violence. More and more of its members were joining rogue sects that used gruesome measures to attract the attention, and change, they wanted.

And look where it had gotten them.

Civil war.

If the Asian Federation was headed down the same path . . .

Their vehicle accelerated again. The downtown Metropolis of New Shanghai glowed with iridescent light. Familiar luxury stores, holo ads, and hoverdrones flew by. Urban thought its downtown felt similar to New Beijing, only more humid and with additional foreign shops.

Soon, they arrived at the Financial and Trade Zone luxury condos. A rose gold metallic building shot into the sky. Large pillars lined the entrance, and several Supers clad in shiny smart armor stood at attention. After scanning Father’s tatt, the guards waved them inside.

Their party rode an elevator to the 121st floor and exited into an empty marble hallway with a large doorway at the end of it. Father scanned his tatt again, and the family made their way past several waiting maids holding warm towelettes. Urban accepted one and tried to pat herself down, aware she hadn’t showered since she’d left the cruise ship.

This house was slightly smaller than their home in New Beijing but still spacious by Metropolis standards. The living room boasted three-story reinforced glass that covered the entire side of one wall. Beyond the window, the ocean raged against the shoreline. Its endless battle was peaceful in the setting sun’s soft rays.

Urban caught the scent of oolong and seaweed as they entered. Mother’s heels clicked sharply across the marble floors as she made her way to a large curved couch. Lucas came wandering into the room crunching seaweed and sipping tea.

How did he get here so fast? Was I really in prison that long?

“Finally.” He set the plate down on the table.

“Lucas!” Mother stood. “How was your semester abroad?”

Urban locked eyes with her brother. She had found out his “semester abroad” was little more than a party trip on the pleasure cruise. Thankfully for her, his stint on the ship ended up saving her life.

While she didn’t agree with many of Lucas’s decisions, Urban wasn’t going to rat him out. She tried not to laugh at the panic in her brother’s eyes.

Lucas offered his most charming smile aimed at Mother and Father. “Delightful.” His gaze shifted back to Urban. “Good to see you again, Sis.” He offered her a hug, which she gratefully accepted, awkward as it was.

Lucas sniffed the air. “You smell like a swamp.”

“And there’s the Lucas we all know and love.” Lillian plopped onto the couch. “I was starting to worry.”

Urban had forgotten what being with her family was like. They weren’t perfect, but neither was she. And they meant all the more to her now.

Pain and regret ached in her chest. There’s nothing I can do to change the past. But there’s still much to fix in the present.

Something soft brushed against Urban’s waist. Looking down, she saw nothing at first. Then, slowly, a huge white cat with bright purple spots shimmered into view.

“Baozi!” Urban tried to scoop up her cat, but it squirmed away to rub against Lucas’s legs, most likely due to the snack he was now eating.

Lucas pushed Baozi away. “What is Urban’s annoying cat doing here?”

“Is Jiaozi here too?” Lillian searched the room hopefully.

“Your cat is back in New Beijing,” Mother said. “We thought it would be a nice welcome home gift for Urban to have her pet.”

Steaming cups of jasmine pearls were placed before them on a handcrafted rosewood table by a maidbot. They settled on the couch while Father slumped with exhaustion into a seat. Lucas sipped his tea deliberately, no doubt hoping not to get questioned further about his semester abroad. Mother’s immaculate fingernails tapped the table.

Urban swallowed, bracing herself for the questions and the lecture to come.

“You did a foolish thing, throwing yourself into danger by going to the Western Federation and then returning and running away from the local authorities,” Mother said. “But what’s done is done.”

Urban stared in surprise. That’s it? No verbal lashing? No reinstallation of that abominable safe child app?

Mother eyed her sharply. “You’re eighteen now. You have to learn sooner or later to live with the consequences of your actions. Now”—she settled back—“tell us what happened.”

Urban hesitated.

I’m the hybrid. What if they reject me? I’m not one of them. But they’re my family. Besides, I’ve never shared their genes.

She had to tell them. With a sense of relief, she spent the next few hours explaining everything. Since she’d been out of contact since leaving the Asian Federation, she started there. Finding her fake bio dad, being thrown into the games, their Hypersonic aircraft breaking down, one of the Deadly Five showing up, and Coral’s betrayal. How she escaped using her new Aqua abilities and got onto a passing cruise ship—but she left out any mention of Lucas being on said ship.

Urban tugged at the sleeves covering her scarred wrists as she described the underwater research lab, but Mother’s sharp eyes caught the movement.

“They put me in a trial. One that only an Aqua could succeed at and that anyone else would not survive.” She took a deep breath. “I succeeded.”

Her family fell into stunned silence, and Urban suddenly felt exposed and self-conscious.

“Does that mean you’re—you’re the hybrid?” Lillian barely breathed.

Urban nodded, gazing at her tea, unable to look them in the eyes.

“I don’t believe it.” Father’s voice was hoarse.

Mother stared at Urban with a strange, unfamiliar expression.

“I can show you if you like,” Urban whispered. “I already tested it. I’m definitely an Aqua.”

A bot hovered toward them, and silence filled the room as it poured each a fresh cup of tea. Urban shifted uncomfortably, wanting to stop the quiet from stretching but feeling at a total loss as to how.

Lucas, who had already heard the whole story, took a loud slurp of tea and grimaced. “This stuff is terrible.” He
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