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Valentine’s Date (Heist)

RAVEN

I spend Valentine’s like any single person would: ignoring my ex-girlfriend, and stealing from the rich.

The heist begins at the wink of nightfall. I track the way colour empties from the sky with the patience of a hunter who knows high jinks and devilry happen best when prey is asleep.

Or, more specifically, when corporate offices are dark and deserted.

Breaking in, at this point, comes almost as practised as my magic. I test my muscles with a couple of jumps, fight through the soreness of yesterday’s training session. Tug my black mask across my cheeks, over my chin – enchanted to hide my identity. Check the thin leather gloves that hide my fingerprints. Load a playlist of Måneskin from a pirated music account.

‘Can you hear me?’ Maria says in my intercoms, for the fifth time tonight.

As clear as the first time. I know she’s only really doing it to get on my nerves – dating someone through your childhood and breaking up the second you’ve matured does that to you.

As I have the last three times she asked, I say nothing.

Three steps running from a neighbouring rooftop, buoyed by the enhanced strength from my Fox descendancy, and I’m crashing through the building’s forty-fourth-storey window, landing silently on the carpeted floor with a roll.

I can’t hear past heavy guitar riffs, but my feet adopt practised stealth over broken glass as I survey the empty offi—

Hold on, the office is not empty. A dour-faced CEO stares from his seat, frozen.

Damn forty-four. I pause my music. Should have come in on a different level. Forty-four is 四十四 in Mandarin, where 四 sounds exactly like 死 , death, then written twice for extra bad luck. 死 and 死. Death and death.

And now there’s a man standing – or sitting, melted into a luxurious chair – between me and indiscriminate theft.

Deep breaths, Raven. You were briefed on the heist yesterday. You knew it might not go smoothly. If you’re careful about this, the Fox Elders will never have to know that their Fox leader-in-training encountered a hiccup.

My mother raised an opportunist. I save the fifteen minutes I would’ve wasted rifling through the cupboards, my knifepoint supervising the CEO as he retrieves the roll of blueprints from a locked drawer by his desk.

Under the CEO’s scathing glare, I stuff the roll into my leggings and dig for my phone. Out of his view, I click on the recording app.

‘The police are coming,’ he says. ‘You won’t get away with this.’

‘I’ll get away like you did, bullying that employee.’ I cuff his wrist to the leg of his desk. ‘You really thought I wouldn’t hear about it?’

‘I’m not scared of you liars and thieves,’ he seethes. ‘I fired the Fox freak in my company last year because she deserved it. Your entire clan is descended from the vixen spirits of deception, isn’t it? Scum.’

I strike him over the head. My chest burns with the vitriol in his voice, but there’s no point defending Foxes to asshole non-descendants. No point explaining our deity ancestors were masters of illusion, not deception. Fear drives the magic-less more strongly than logic, and in the face of our powers, nothing scares the powerless population more than power they can’t control.

Discreetly, I end the recording on my phone, making a mental note to send it anonymously to the Department of Descendants for discriminatory employment practices. The governmental department that deals with magical descendants might be basic and barely developed, but there’ll be someone who listens.

Even if they don’t, I’m already here to make reparations.

‘Careful, Kevin Tan.’ I flatten the name under my tongue like an insult, relishing the fact that I’ve remembered it. Thank God for gratuitously detailed heist documents and my squishy, wrinkled brain. ‘I lead and protect all Fox descendants, and you’re on my kill list.’

The list is real. The bravado is, annoyingly, not. I’m only the probationary leader of the 狐狸精, the Chinese Nine-Tailed Fox deities. There’s one more assignment to complete, one more assignment before I pass probation and become the leader of the Foxes in Singapore – but Kevin Tan doesn’t need the details, you know? Not when there are people to threaten and blueprints to steal.

Kevin’s face darkens. ‘You can’t touch me. I have the Sentinels’ protection.’

‘I don’t see our country’s darlings here to save you.’ I plant my foot square on the seat of his chair, my boot barely missing his crotch, and press my dagger to his throat. Blood beads at its tip.

Kevin’s lips curl, his gaze stuck on the proximity between my foot and his baby-making jewels. ‘I don’t discriminate against all descendants, okay? Foxes are basically raised criminals and can wield so much magic. Do you know how dangerous the workplace becomes when an employee can make illusions, or throw things around with their mind? The department approved her dismissal themselves, and she deserved it.’

‘Oh, shut up. Our powers have been diluted through our bloodline over centuries. Most Foxes can barely levitate a cup. You knew that woman was harmless.’ I tilt his face up with my blade. ‘Hatred suits you even less than your ugly two-piece suit.’

The communication device in my ear crackles with warning from Maria. Having the CEO surrender the blueprints saved me time, but this heart-to-heart has ruined the schedule.

‘Where are my blueprints, babe?’

‘I’ve got them.’ Casting Kevin Tan a final glance, I dart out of the office, cramming the prints down my trousers. ‘But they’re not yours.’

‘So no Valentine’s gift for me?’

‘Maybe a medal for World’s Worst Girlfriend,’ I say dryly, slipping into the empty corridor. We’re approaching the two-year anniversary of our relationship’s expiration, and Maria still likes nursing the scar by stabbing it open and salting it dry. ‘Quit being an asshole and give me a route.’

I can hear the eye-roll in Maria’s voice. ‘Go left, take the lift down. There are five guards coming behind you right now, eight guards on the ground floor.’

Shit, Kevin must have activated the emergency button. I didn’t manage to check, but he would’ve had time.

Footsteps echo round the corner as I dive into the lift, the doors whirring shut behind me. In the stillness, I scrutinize my reflection in the mirrored doors. Hair jutting from my half-bun, wrestled by wind and momentum into brushing my shoulders. Eyeliner sharpens my gaze, made even harsher in the lift’s fluorescent light. Mirror-me frowns in the warped lift doors and brushes lint off her shoulder.

Kind of hot. Good.

The lift misses my stop, and grinds to a halt at B2.

Uh-oh.

I barely have time to draw my daggers before the doors slide open and eight cops stare back, their batons and shields raised.

Behind my mask, I grin.

Boot against one shield, followed rapidly by a blast of telekinesis, my magic honed by practice into instinct. The force sweeps the officer into the wall. Another guy pops up like a whack-a-mole.

I switch to daggers – stab to a gut, hilt against a temple. Every navy uniform blends into the next like a sea of target-practice dummies. The world sings with blood and adrenalin, and I thank my Fox ancestry for my increased stamina.

The last guard collapses to the floor. The world slips back into silence as my senses dial back down, and I settle for a quick palms-against-knees breather, stained with the copper tang of blood.

Back to wor—

‘Tired already?’

I’d know that cold, annoying voice anywhere.

How is she already here?

I raise my daggers as I turn, irritation flaring in my chest.

The new arrival cocks her head. I glare down – or, fine, up – at the sight I’ve grown used to over the last two years.

Lune: descendant of Chang’e, Goddess of the Moon, top-class scholar in her civilian life, and the crowd-favourite of Singapore’s Sentinel trio. Pearlescent moonstone blasters circle her wrists and calves, clasped tight against her skin. Her Sentinel uniform presses tight around her tall figure – white metal vest around her torso, sleek guards rounding her shoulders and knees, the handle of a sword swinging from her hip.

Above all, a silver helmet and a strip of glass curving round her eyes and cheeks.

The Sentinels were formed several years ago between two descendants with powerful magic and a pledge to serve the government (in today’s context: stop the Foxes from fighting and heisting).

Lune is the newest third member, the most popular, and somehow also the most eager to ruin my plans, like she’s trying to collect all the badges at once.

Even worse is that Lune possesses both an ability to manipulate lunar energy, and also the aura of attraction that surrounds all lunar descendants. She’s serene, beautiful, mysterious, or as otherwise pronounced with my enriched vocabulary and masterful articulation skill – a stone-cold bitch.

The arrogant stick up my ass raises a carefully shaped eyebrow behind her blue-tinted visor and twirls her blazing lunar sword for seemingly no reason at all.

She points its gleaming tip at the blueprints jutting awkwardly out of my belt. ‘Cute. Hand them over and I might let you walk out of here.’

‘Sorry, no tradesies. I’m selling them for a thousand bucks on eBay.’ I shrug and swap my standard daggers for ones made of moonstone. Cool through my gloves, their weight foreign as I acclimatize to them. The Elders gave them to me a couple of weeks ago to combat the way Lune’s sword cuts through my regular metal blades.

It’s taken practice to get used to the way the daggers sail through the air, but now I flip the knives blade-over-handle, catch them with practised ease. ‘Don’t you have somewhere else to be, Tia?’ I say, stressing Lune’s civilian name under my tongue. ‘Like – I don’t know – kissing ass at that huge gala your mega-rich company is hosting?’

Her brows dip. ‘It’s Lune to you.’

Ew, professionalism. Tia’s always been needlessly bent on keeping her two lives separate.

Meanwhile, no one outside the Fox clan knows both sides to my coin. That monumental divide is impenetrable for the sake of necessity, not choice. The day that wall cracks is the day my life falls apart.

I adjust my grip on my daggers. ‘Shame. I thought we were friends.’

Lune’s sword burns searingly bright as her lunar powers surge. Her blasters glow on her skin, charged. ‘Make this quick, Fox. You’re the last person I want to spend my Valentine’s with.’

As if I want to spend mine with you. I swallow the remark and bring myself back to stolen blueprints and the nuisance blocking my escape. ‘Could’ve fooled me. Don’t feel the need to run over so quickly next time; you can just give me a call.’

Winking, I lob a dagger at Lune and run.

Round the corner, there’s a vent by the floor, shoulder-kissingly narrow, covered by nothing but flimsy screws and thin metal. Escape.

I punch out the vent and dive in. The blueprints dig into my thigh as I crawl through the vents, dust collecting against my gloves and knees.

I smirk through the urge to sneeze. Lune’s armour has no chance of fitting in the vents, so—

The wall beside me rumbles.

That doesn’t bode well.

I speed up, throwing myself right into a fork as I tap my earpiece. ‘Maria, ETA?’

‘Five minutes. What are you doing in the vents? The stairs are clear.’ Hard not to imagine Maria’s judgemental gaze as she says that: wrinkled nose, brows drawn dark and unimpressed across her forehead.

‘Lune can’t follow me here.’ My Fox night vision saves me from crashing into another fork. I pitch towards a path that ends in an upward ladder and clamber up, hitting a vent a couple of corridors away from the exit.

I bust it open – thank you, super-strength – and duck when white light slices the air before me.

‘Come and fight me, Fox!’ Lune calls.

Rolling out of the crawlspace and into the corridor, I ready my fist and raise my gaze to meet Lune’s. Tension broils in the stale office air between us, time paused like a breath held.

Lune moves first. Her blade misses my bicep by a hair’s breadth.

As momentum carries the sword away, I telekinetically send the vent cover flying into Lune’s visor.

The cover is hefty, but my magic swallows its weight with ease. It grazes, doesn’t catch.

Lune lunges forward blade first, but I pull out my moonstone daggers and intercept the sword between us.

When it doesn’t immediately cut through the crossed weapons like all the times before, she frowns. ‘What are these made of?’

‘Girlfriend material.’ I raise a foot and boot her backwards. ‘You’re getting better at fighting.’

‘You’re getting better at losing.’ As irritation seeps into Lune’s voice, her words slant lightly with her Indonesian accent. In the space of a breath, she rushes forward, slamming me into the wall behind.

Our faces are inches apart. I struggle, but can’t budge with all of Lune’s strength crushing me to the wall.

‘Shit, okay, I’ll do it,’ I gasp, gritting through the weight.

Hook.

‘You’ll—’ Her brows rise imperceptibly, a flutter of surprise. Her gaze flits down, to where the blueprints are squashed between my back and the wall, already greedy with her win.

Line.

‘I’ll go on a date with you, God, just at least take me out on a date before you pin me down.’ I glance down at her arm against my chest. ‘Also, those privileges only come on the second date. What are you, eager?’

Sinker.

I relish the moment Lune realizes she has me pressed to a wall, knee against my gut. Her lips twitch, flattened into a thin line of disgust. Her strength falters.

I grab the Sentinel – ego and all – with my telekinesis, and slam her into the wall behind.

Lune’s helmet crunches the cement. Grunting through her visor, she whips her sword up. But I deflect it with a moonstone dagger, forcing it back on her.

When the blow hits Lune’s thigh, she cries out.

Okay, time to go.

One hand raised to pin Lune against the wall with telekinesis, I dart out of the corridor and slip into the building’s lobby.

In the distance, Lune crashes to the floor, but I’ve already thrown myself against the glass exit doors, smashing them and bursting out into the humid air.

‘Maria?’ I snap into my intercom, but my ex-girlfriend is silent, and police sirens pierce the darkening sky.




She’s Not Getting Away

LUNE

When I was young, barely old enough to know multi-plication tables, barely adept enough to write 冰 without confusing it with 水, the moon had kneeled outside my windowsill and whispered into my ear.

You’ll be someone important.

A pinky promise from the universe. It was a silver lifeline spilled over my hands, distracting me from the battling voices outside my room, asking me to grab on and pull.

Now, in the crimson swathe of police lights, there’s no moon to save me from a sweaty, stiff-lipped officer and an escaping, increasingly infuriating Fox criminal.

The second Raven crashed through the front door of the building, the magic holding me dissipated. But by the time my head stopped swimming, which is unfortunately a different timeline altogether, the police were outside and the Fox was gone.

I temper my irritation with a tug on my moonstone necklace, as if the stored lunar energy in it could calm me down. It doesn’t work, though the familiar motion of my thumb against its chain calms me. ‘Sorry, but why can’t I help? You know the Sentinels have full jurisdiction over any descendant-related crime, and I have strict instructions to retrieve those blueprints.’

The officer sighs and adjusts his hat. I hear the police tearing after Raven, their sirens blending into the noise of the city, and there’s a pounding in my ears that sounds like anxiety.

‘Heart rate rising rapidly,’ ALFRED says. The voice may belong to an AI, but it’s become comforting over the years. Not now, though. ‘Notifying Niko.’

‘Do not—’ I protest, but the officer begins to speak, and I have to take a very deep breath to focus.

‘Look, Kiran is on this case, and we only need one Sentinel to help. I know we all report to the government eventually, but involving more than one Sentinel at a time disrupts our formations and plans.’

‘Officer—’ I start, but I’m interrupted again.

‘Niko’s looking for you,’ ALFRED says in my ear. ‘They have assigned Kiran to retrieve the blueprints, and request your immediate return home.’

My head throbs as I relent and excuse myself, pretending the churning in my gut is concussion-grade nausea from being slammed into a wall and not, in fact, the thought of facing Niko after I’ve lost the blueprints.

They won’t be mad. As the founder of Singapore’s Sentinel trio, Niko is sorely acquainted with how quickly missions can go sideways. Still, after programming my blasters into flight and tracking a route back to Lain Co., I unclasp my blasters and sword by my windowsill. Edge my thumb under the clasp of my armour and snap it off, chucking it by my bed. Wipe the sweat from my forehead and straighten my shoulders the way my mother trained me to, as if Niko would ever require that of me, as if they weren’t the one who saved me from her in the first place.

I check myself in the bedroom mirror before I leave, smoothing the frays of my ponytail down with a flat hand like I’ve wrapped Lune up and I’m pressing the final crease into her package, tucking her away for the next time she’s needed. Nothing shows I’m a Sentinel now. My lunar powers stay firmly lodged in my chest, kept just out of reach from the normalcy of Tia Njauw. Without my armour or my helmet, I feel like a hermit crab without a shell, my flesh exposed. All the crime-fighting and training sessions with Niko haven’t been enough to whittle the give from my muscles, my shoulders stubbornly gentle and my tummy soft.

I slip out of my room and pad down the stretching hallway of intricate wall lights, grounding myself on the cold marble tile.

Lain Co.’s luxurious penthouse used to belong to Niko’s parents. When their parents passed, they’d revamped it into a home for themself and their partner Kiran, then converted Lain Co. from a technological company into a research centre. Its motto became ‘By descendants, for descendants’, and it focused on research and development for descendant- and magic-related technology while, of course, handling all needs for its local team of Sentinels: Niko and Kiran.

Fast-forward a couple of years and they’d taken me in like their own, turning the Lain Co. penthouse into my home too.

I find Niko in their usual state: pacing the living room in boxers, their dark brows furrowed. Small in stature (just under my nose), their movements are woven with grace but their frame is skulking and hunched, like their body has grown over their twenty-five years to reject softness. Even their hair, recently trimmed by the ears but overgrown practically everywhere else, lies black and spiky against their skull.

They run their thumb over the scar that stretches over their collarbone, a nervous habit.

The frown on Niko’s face, usually clumsy from disuse, has grown near-permanent over the last month.

A month ago, an American mission to the moon brought in a new strain of moonstones, and descendants have begun to realize there’s a lot more power in the pure stones than initially thought. Charged under the moon, moonstones radiate a solar-type light, mild and stable, and crucial after the last global energy crisis.

With this new strain seemingly much more potent, and since Lain Co. is the only research centre for descendant technology in all of Southeast Asia, Niko’s been pressured almost brutally by both the public and the government to figure out exactly how much more power these moonstones hold.

I stand behind the couch and rest my hands on the pillows. ‘Magic Department bothering you again?’ I ask.

They twist round with a shout and a fast right hook, almost clipping my cheek.

As the only recorded nymph descendant in Singapore, Niko’s existence carries stereotypes of grace, beauty and purity – but fact could not be further from fiction. The only assets Niko got from their Indonesian ancestor Dewi Nawang Wulan were charm, the ability to manipulate their environment, super-strength and a pretty face.

I’m sure they crushed grace, beauty and purity in the womb.

The second Niko realizes it’s me, their eyes widen. ‘Sorry, didn’t realize you were home. And no, Teacup, I’m more concerned about you.’

Their gaze cuts to the living-room projector, which is when I realize they’re watching the footage from the camera in my helmet. Embarrassing.

I shift my weight. ‘I’m okay, just sorry I lost the blueprints. I know they’re important.’

Niko sighs and buries their head in their hands. ‘The Magic Department won’t be happy, true, but I called you back because I want you to focus on something more important than those blueprints – the gala. Our sources have intelligence that suggests Raven will be at the gala tonight, where we’ll have a higher chance of cornering her. I saw you take a couple of hits – are you sure you’re up for tonight’s mission?’

Of course I am. The gala is the biggest media event of the year for the Sentinels, and considering how the moonstones from the American mission are being analysed by Lain Co., we’ve suspected Raven would crash the gala – she’d be camouflaged amongst the influx of people in the company, and Lain Co.’s moonstones and research would be ripe for the picking.

It’s put me on edge for weeks. The Fox clan seems to have taken an interest in the moonstones, and Raven has helmed every heist. Catching her has quickly risen to top priority.

I don’t realize how quiet I’ve gone until Niko collapses on the couch and rests a hand on my wrist.

I meet their gaze and almost flinch. Their face carries a concern so heavy that their usually bright features struggle, working through worry lines clumsily.

‘You sure everything’s all right?’ I ask.

Niko’s lips part. The unease in their expression gains a new flatmate: reluctance. ‘It’s difficult. You already know these new moonstones have an ability to harness lunar energy like no other element we’ve seen. They’re practically a power source, and with the amount that the Foxes have gathered, and the information from those blueprints they took today . . .’ Niko rests their elbows on their knees, fixing their eyes on the projector. ‘I think I have an idea of what’s going on, but I’ll have to discuss it with Kiran. We’ll brief you tomorrow. For now, tonight is about damage control, which means finding Raven and appeasing the CEO who was caught up in the heist. I heard he’s been shaken by what happened.’

Moonstones have always been scarce, given they’re only ever retrieved during space missions to the moon (see also: not very frequent). The government has pledged to spend the next decade working on using moonstones for renewable energy, and Lain Co. and the Sentinels have worked right by their side for moonstone research and protection.

It helps that moonstones give me energy with every sunrise and moonset. As a descendant of Chang’e, my veins are steeped in magic, but my energy waxes and wanes with the moon cycle. I touch the moonstone hung round my neck. Without it, I’d barely have enough energy to get through the day.

So what on earth do the Foxes want with them?

Worry twitches in my calf. I fence it in like always, resist the urge to shake it out of my legs. ‘Remind me about the plan for tonight?’ The need to catch Raven turns my voice desperate, and I don’t bother hiding it.

At this, Niko perks up with pre-hunt excitement. ‘We have yaoguai in place, and our guest list says we’ll have four-hundred-odd people. The Descendant Department granted us a honing spell to mark Raven’s general position once the yaoguai find her, and Kiran and I will force her out of the gala hall and into the lift lobby. All exits will be blocked off, and ALFRED has been programmed to send the lift straight to the lab’s lobby, where—’

‘I’ll be waiting to get her. Got it. But the spell isn’t totally accurate, right? We won’t know exactly where she is.’

‘Raven’s smart.’ Niko fiddles with the projector remote, and blows up a grainy image of Raven’s shifty gaze into an HD horror on the wall. ‘Once she sees the spell, she’s going to try to run. It’ll be obvious.’

‘Who’ll run?’ The lift dings an unwelcome arrival, and I register the voice – familiar, cocky, snappy – like poison in my gut.




She Got Away

RAVEN/HARPER

‘Does it ever occur to you,’ I say to my ex-girlfriend, who’s driving with an elbow resting lazily on the armrest between the seats, ‘that you’re a horrible person?’

‘Usually only before breakfast.’ Maria twists round to the backseat with a grin and peers at me over heart-shaped sunglasses. ‘Didn’t fancy the ride, sweetheart?’

Sirens wail over the drone of our van’s engine. Maria had swerved into the pick-up spot approximately three minutes later than planned, which is the sort of mistake that could get me killed or, worse, caught. I’m half certain she did it deliberately as a shitty Valentine’s gift.

‘Keep your eyes on the road,’ I snap. I tear my enchanted mask off, taking my troublemaker persona with it, and baring my true identity to the night:

1. Harper Leong, nineteen years old

2. Mechanics intern of Lain Co., a scientific research and development company for descendant magic

3. A normal, magic-less, Fox-descended teenager

Okay, that’s two truths and a lie.

The government of Singapore tracks our lineage with surgical precision, predicting magic strength based on how closely we’re directly descended from a Fox deity. Since both my parents are Foxes, my lineage had flagged my magic strength mass-destruction high. But before the Descendant Department could slap a damning ‘OVERPOWERED’ stamp on my birth certificate, the clan Elders pulled strings (committed fraud) to alter my birth certificate.

Now, like other fighter Foxes, I get to perform tasks for the Fox clan under the deception of powerlessness to throw the Sentinels off our tail. As far as the public or my internship employers at Lain Co. know, I barely have enough magic to create mild hallucinations.

The van shoots onto a highway. Maria pushes her sunglasses up to perch on her head. Turns in her seat to face me. ‘Where are the blueprints, babe?’

I throw my head back against the headrest, picking my blood-sticky top away from my body and wrinkling my nose at the sharp stench of copper.

Always so business-focused. If Maria isn’t out leading a heist, she’s the one micromanaging it in the shadows, and I used to admire it. Now?

‘This is why I broke up with you.’ I toss the roll of laminated paper at Maria, and it thwacks her forehead.

‘Ow!’

I ignore her, stretching across the seats to peel off my skin-tight uniform. Red and blue police lights spill over my skin, casting a haunting shadowplay over the pale, faded scars of stab wounds, rendering the mottled bruises from last week’s fights a shade darker. ‘Mari, just get the police off our tail with an illusion. The lights are giving me a migraine.’

‘Of course, my leader,’ Maria says mockingly. A wave of her hand and colours swirl off her fingertips, forming an illusion of our van on the road beside the patrol cars while darkness swallows our actual van. Maria sends the illusion down a forested route, and the police peel after it.

She’s stronger. The thought pops suddenly into my mind, driven by the desire to be a good, involved leader, and the admittedly spiteful attention one has when observing an ex. Maria’s parents are both only half-Foxes, and the ability to cast such a large illusion and keep it going into the distance is a bigger display of power than usual.

Whatever. What my ex-girlfriend does in her free time isn’t my business any more. We’re just colleagues with inconvenient history.

I roll my eyes. ‘Don’t remind me that I’m not the leader yet. Do you know how long I’ve been stuck on probation?’ I’m aware of how irritable I sound, but I’ve worked half my life to become a leader and fulfil a promise that—

Warm hands over mine, kiss on my forehead, a soft plea.

In the cover of darkness, I swallow, struck by emotion so vast and encompassing that I forget to breathe.

It’s always the same memory, same ghosts, same wounds. It claws my chest, vulnerable and raw – two things I cannot afford.

Enough.

‘About that,’ Maria says, shaking me free of phantoms. In the rear-view mirror, her dark eyes meet mine. ‘Ah Ma told me what it is. Your leadership assignment.’

Fear and anticipation bear the same symptoms of sweaty hands and a cold stone in my gut, and I’m not sure which makes me lean forward. ‘What is it?’

A call interrupts me from the depths of the car’s back seat, and I lean over to find a familiar caller ID.

The name shoves me violently back into my other life, and I take a deep breath to compose myself. You’re just Harper Leong. Not a girl drenched in shadow and tearing down the highway, but an engineering intern with pitiful punctuality and a gala to get to.

I pick up.

‘Harper, where are you? The gala’s starting in half an hour, and all interns need to be present for the talk on moonstones. There’s a dress waiting for you, but I need you to be here to wear it.’ The voice on the other end is unusually high-strung, and I sigh.

‘I’m, uh . . .’ I glance over at Maria. ‘On a date, but I’ll be there in ten.’

Maria snorts. I kick the back of her seat.

‘Aw, a date.’ Even through the phone, I hear the teasing lilt in their voice and imagine them with their usual half-grin, the meddling glint in their wide, dark eyes. ‘Share your location. I don’t trust people online.’

‘Oh my God, it’s okay.’ I run a hand through my hair. There’s no telling when or why they decided they could take care of me, but I wasn’t made to be coddled. I was born into sleepless nights of fighting and training, an aching body wrecked by recklessness and a mind comforted with the constant of sleep deprivation. ‘Look, I have to go now. See you!’

I hang up before they protest, and meet Maria’s judging gaze in the rear-view mirror.

‘What?’ I snap.

‘You look like shit.’ Maria finally surrenders to traffic law and the van rolls to a halt at a stop light. ‘How are you still covered in bruises?’

‘Fought the Sentinels last week over a bunch of moonstones.’ I count it off on a finger. ‘Fought my way out of the back of a police vehicle after we destroyed that corporate building last Thursday.’ Another finger down. ‘And I still have the huge bruise in my gut from when you punched me at the last training session.’

‘If it’s any consolation, I still have yours too,’ Maria says wryly. With her free hand, she tugs the collar of her shirt down to reveal a rippling bruise from when I’d thrown her into a wall.

For a moment, both our injuries bared to each other in the darkness of the van, we’re two halves of a broken whole again. The red stop light floods through the van’s windows like spilled blood, weaving history through the space until the light turns green and Maria’s smile becomes bitter.

She twists back to face the road, and I pull on a wrinkled white shirt to fend off the chill of the air-con.

Maria turns into Lain Co.’s car park, and a hubbub of journalists and media trucks draw into view. She takes a sharp turn to avoid them. ‘That’s so many people,’ she murmurs.

Through the window, I watch the milling crowd of CEOs and guests, and refocus on my reflection, half of Harper Leong illuminated by streetlight, the other half of Raven wreathed in darkness.

I hook a finger on the chain round my neck, toying with the medallion that appoints me future clan leader. Passed down through generations, the medallion signifies unity amongst Foxes – shows that even if a Fox disagrees with the clan leader, they must concede to the power of the medallion.

But even with it hanging round my neck, the Elders have been quiet about my final leadership mission. When I asked last week, Ah Ma passed me a bowl of oranges and distracted me with the heavy case file for today’s heist.

The van judders to a halt in a narrow vein of road behind Lain Co.

I sling my duffel bag with my uniform over my shoulder and grab the back of Maria’s seat as she cuts the engine. ‘What’s the mission?’

Maria twists around with a grin. ‘Oh shit, take a picture. Harper Leong is anxious.’

‘Don’t make me beg.’

‘Fine.’ With a smirk, she gestures for me to lean in. Her breath tickles the shell of my ear. ‘You know how Lune’s really been pissing the clan off?’

I feel Maria smile. We haven’t been this close since we broke up, and I know she’s doing this on purpose. ‘You mean they want—?’

‘They want you to kill Tia Njauw.’

TIA

I know exactly who to expect when I hear the lift doors open, but there isn’t enough time to brace for the impact.

Harper Leong steps into the living room, her gait lazy, dark bob messy, pink lips twisting as her mouth works over gum.

An oversized white tee ripples across her muscled thighs, and, oh, I hate it. I’m a daughter of honour, trained for professional courtesy and high-society niceties. That should be qualification enough to assure anyone that when I do my very best to describe Harper, fellow intern at Lain Co., it’s with the most esteemed and polite words that nineteen years of performative elegance can muster:

Harper is the very definition of the word scum.

Defined as a noun, generally an abbreviation for unapologetic, aggravating and charming (derogatory). Synonyms include eyes glinting with mischief and a black hole rolled into five-feet of bad decisions and stringy muscle.

There is no shelter from Harper’s sharp lines, every jagged bit of personality, every shard of insult, every lean cut of muscle.

There are only five metres between us, each metre tenser than the last as Harper stalks closer, winding our distance down to naught.

‘Hope you had fun on your date while we were working,’ I say, before I can stop myself.

Harper stops to fist-bump Niko, then turns to me with a gaze flat and unimpressed. Leans in close enough for me to taste the mint on her breath. ‘Hope you had fun getting your ass kicked.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I do, actually. You have a special “I got kicked in the ass” face.’ Harper smirks and straightens, her gaze glinting. ‘I see it every day.’

Niko clucks their tongue, drawing her attention away. ‘Down, Harper. Get ready for the gala. You’re already late.’

Harper scoffs. ‘Sure, boss. You’re still in your boxers. What were you guys even doing?’ Her gaze lingers on Raven’s face projected on the wall.

I glance at Niko. Harper’s lived with us for the past two years and gone through a thorough background check, and she’s never been a security or confidentiality threat. But tonight’s plan to catch Raven is top secret.

Niko must parse the same, because they readjust themself with a snort. ‘Talking about how Raven’s always flirting with Lune.’

Heat burns the tips of my ears. Not this again. As much as I deny it, there’s a raw charm that comes with Raven’s villainy.

And, as a Sentinel, I’m absolutely strong enough to fight it.

As a person, the fight gets a little harder.

Harper tugs at the necklace round her neck, an amused tilt to her brow. ‘Oh, so that’s why you’re being such a sour Valentine’s. Your love life is what, an incidentally hot villain who throws you around?’

‘She’s not hot.’

Harper frowns and cocks her head to a side, like she’s fostering the rare occurrence of critical thought. ‘Hm. Isn’t she, though?’

And then she’s gone like a cyclone, leaving her normal trail of destruction – bits of Tia’s heart, fragments of Lune’s self-esteem, and every last bit of my patience.

‘Is it too late to evict her?’ I say, the second Harper’s far enough that I can pretend she’s out of earshot. The past two years of living with her has consisted mostly of biting conversation and cold shoulders, but she earned her place in the Lain Co. internship fairly, as Niko never fails to emphasize. ‘Why is she the only intern that gets to live with us?’

‘You know she can’t be with her family. So our job is to provide her with one, however temporary. We’ve been through this.’ They shoot me a pointed look. ‘And now that I’ve paired you up for the next internship term, you both better get along. You’re the brightest minds in the programme, and this term is focused on analysing the new strain of moonstones. I’m hoping for peak performance from you both.’

‘I can do peak performance with anyone but her, Niko. Please. Change the placements.’

‘That’s the eighth time you’ve asked, so you should know the answer is no.’ Niko raises a brow. ‘Some people hate Foxes, but I know you won’t treat her differently because of her descendancy. So be nice to her, I don’t want the public thinking you hate her for being a Fox.’

No, just her annoying tongue and her addiction to picking useless fights. I fold my arms, willing myself to stay civil. ‘What do you want from me, Nik? Dating rumours?’

‘Try sworn BFFs and friendship bracelets.’ Niko doesn’t look impressed as they ease themself off the couch. ‘I have to look for Kiran, but go get ready. We have a big night ahead of us and I need your head in the game.’

I spend half an hour battling my evening gown, my fingers cramped from wriggling unyielding silk over my waist, my skirt rippled perfectly to hide the wound on my thigh, my head still aching from being pounded into cement.

I shake it off. No wounds, no weakness.

Perfect soldier, perfect daughter.

Tonight’s plan will need both.

By the time I’m done, the moon has climbed into the sky, a waning sliver of comfort.

I feel like a plant under sunlight in its gentle glow, last-minute curls and hairspray brushing my bare shoulders with every heel striking carpet. Attending the annual Lain Co. gala since I was seven, when Niko’s parents first invited mine, means the last twelve years have done nothing but wear me down to the droll festivities.

There’s just one catch this year: we’re celebrating our fiftieth anniversary. And with the biggest gala in Singapore comes the biggest group of journalists I’ve seen in my life.

‘Lune! What are your latest views on the new moonstones?’

‘What is Lain Co. planning to do with the new moonstones?’

‘Are Sentinels going to continue stopping climate protests?’

‘No comment!’ I fix a smile on my face as I wave, even if every question squirms like worms in my chest, like an infestation of heart and lungs.

I flash my pass to a guard and duck into the ballroom, escaping Singapore’s suffocating blanket of humidity and the scathing attention of the journalists.

Inside, the gala has already begun picking up. A pulsing sea of people mill under the vast, towering ceiling, waiting staff sidestepping CEOs and millionaires as they hand out flutes of wine, a geriatric rhythm thrumming through dancing couples as the live orchestra beats out a tango.

Graciously accepting a flute of champagne, I press the cold glass to my lips and take the sting of alcohol with rehearsed stoicism. My mother would be happy to witness that, but I shake the thought to scan the room for a specific, recently threatened CEO to make sure he’s all right. With any luck, I should be able to put in a good word and—

I freeze.

Right across the ballroom, Harper sips from a flute of her own, her gaze piercing as it sweeps the crowd. Inky fabric skims the marble floor behind her, but ends dangerously high in front, the chain around her neck dipping low against her chest with the pendant she’s always wearing.

Even from this distance, I could cut a finger on the sharp, feline wings of Harper’s eyes, like Aurora on a spindle. Succumb to the curse of Harper’s irritating presence, and it’d only be ended by those lips pressed against my own, leaving dark lipstick like the devil’s mark.

Why are you thinking of kissing Harper?

I tear my gaze away.

Jealousy bubbles in my chest at the intimidating, magnetic edge of Harper’s smile. Her posture is relaxed in the knowledge that at least half the people in the room want to be her or be with her, and I idly wonder who Harper is thinking of bringing home tonight. It wouldn’t be the first time.

None of your business, my brain snaps whip-crack fast in response, punishing me back into my mission: Raven, and Kevin Tan.

A shout for me rings through the air from behind, and I turn to see a fellow intern. ‘Hey!’

I don’t remember his name. Crap. ‘How’s your night?’ I say, hoping it doesn’t sound fake.

‘Good!’ The conversation dies immediately.

It’s unbearable.

I allow my eyes to wander deliberately, and accidentally make contact with a familiar winged stare.

I cut my gaze, heart thudding in my ears, but it’s too late.



HARPER/RAVEN

You have to kill Tia.

Gala evenings are generally a fresh, steaming tray of trust-fund kids and hot people, but today I’ve set my sights on one infuriatingly beautiful Chang’e descendant.

How would I do it? Poison? Dagger? The more imperceptible and covert, the better. It’d be annoying to have the murder traced back to me and have to evade the police. Fox Elders don’t easily fail probation leaders as long as their assignments are complete, but doing a messy job and alerting the cops is one sure way to have your leadership status revoked.

Also, assignments get a deadline of about six months.

How is that enough time to figure out how to kill a Sentinel?

I grab my eighth glass of apple juice from a waiter. It’s been good for thinking, plus every piss-yellow sip tastes like the sort of mortal ruination religious people go their whole lives waiting for. As much as I’d like to join the growing inebriated crowd with some wine, my magic goes apeshit when I’m drunk.

A security guard catches my eye. Black veins creep up the starched collar of his suit, and his presence sets off screaming alarms on my magic radar, his aura so strong that I have to resist its dark pull.

This isn’t a regular guard. This is a 妖怪, or yaoguai, a Chinese demon.

His aura turns the air cold, but I shake off the shiver under my skin and focus on why he’s even here.

Yaoguais are the magic-cursed of society, and I’ve only seen them once or twice. They’ve corresponded with the Foxes before, though their moral compasses are usually too corrupt for even the Foxes to do business with them.

I rack my brain for more information – they’re often the Fuck Around and Find Out population of magic-dabblers, people who’d asked for too much and been bitten right on the ass, cursed by malingering spirits or spells with a bottomless price. With magic diluting further at every new generation, there’s rarely any magic left that’s strong enough for such curses, so yaoguais themselves often can’t do anything more than blend into shadows and grant someone awful luck.

But, like all powered people, they’re still able to sense magic, and yaoguais tend to be slippery and sensitive to magic, often hired to detect magical people and spells.

What are you detecting?

The Foxes don’t have criminal activity set for tonight. Niko probably just hired yaoguai sniffers and spellcasters to make sure tonight’s massive gala remains supervised and safe. So why are my Fox instincts sharpening with danger?

I search for Niko and Kiran again, but, when I turn, my gaze falls on Tia across the room.

Her dress was clearly made and tailored for her, cream silk tight over her waist before pooling to the floor, rippling like moonlight in a lake as she moves. Her silver cuff blasters adorn her wrists, sleek and threatening. A triangle of pale skin peeks from a slit by her upper thigh, slipping in and out of view as she shifts.

All thoughts of spells and yaoguais flee my mind as I watch, throat dry.

God help me.

Mama always told me that lunar descendants, children of the symbol of buried wishes and yearning, have always embodied attraction. Unfortunately, this absolutely applies to Tia, Descendant of Chang’e.

When you’re descended from that kind of power, you become the greatest object of desire within a mile, and it’s unfair that I can hate Tia the way I do and still feel that tug in my gut, the prickle of sweat on my palms like I’m a schoolgirl peeking at a crush.

Tia ducks her head at something the guy beside her says, tucking a curled lock behind her ear. Her hair is braided into a crown over her head, sparkling like a tiara of jewels.

She looks exquisite, and my fingers itch to spill red wine over her.

As I stare, Tia’s gaze shifts.

Our eyes catch.

She stills.

My feet carry me forward before I can even register that they’re moving. One moment I’m in clear view of the yaoguai, the next I’ve replaced my visual of spells and demons with a front seat to the show of a pissed-off Tia.

I straighten to my full height of Shorter-Than-Tia, and raise my brow. ‘Hello, new labmate. Loser life treating you the same as always?’

Look, I even pretend to be civil – I offer her a crooked half-smile with the remark.

Tia takes a demure sip from a flute of champagne and sniffs. ‘We’ll be spending so much time together once our internship restarts this week. Why are you here? Do you pre-emptively miss me?’

No, I’m here because you look pretty and easy to pick on and I’m bored. Oh, also, something is very, very wrong. I can’t say that, though, so I turn to the intern beside Tia. ‘Hey, can you leave us?’

The man blinks once, twice, and his annoyingly wide smile vanishes before he turns and leaves.

‘I really preferred it when you were mean to everyone far away from me,’ Tia says the second he’s disappeared into the crowd of people. ‘Please don’t drag me into all the fights you like to pick.’

‘Not everything is about you. We have to work together soon, and we’ve been so good at hating each other from afar. I was just making sure we could keep up the great work in private.’ I beckon a waiter over and relieve him of another glass of apple juice. God, I have to steal some of this. But as I take a sip I spot another yaoguai by the doors of the gala hall.

My heart stutters in my chest. What’s happening?

Suddenly, sticking to Tia feels more like a tactical move than a boredom-born antic.

Speaking of Tia, her face morphs rapidly into a polite smile as a journalist passes by, and grinds down into a gritted grin the second they’re gone. ‘Were you born petty?’

‘Were you born a spineless people pleaser?’ I fight to keep my voice stable. There’s another yaoguai by the back of the room. Now that I’m seeking their light-sucking, slinking figures, I notice them everywhere. There shouldn’t be so many. My skin crawls with a million possibilities.

I turn to Tia. ‘Remember when you cost me my top grade because you wouldn’t testify that I’d made my final presentation by myself, even though you saw me working on it all night at the library?’

‘The day before the exam.’ Aside from looking irritated, Tia looks calm, which means there can’t be anything big planned tonight. Right? ‘That final presentation took me weeks to finish, and yours was too detailed to have been done overnight. I don’t care whether you cheated – there’s no way I trust you enough to vouch for your integrity.’

‘Because I’m a Fox?’ I counter. I take another sip of my apple juice, but it sours with the nerves in my stomach, and I have to set it down on a nearby table. ‘Are you just bitter that I’ll always be better than you?’

Tia shoots me a glare. ‘Because you copied all my physics notes for our finals. I don’t care that you’re a Fox. You’re rude, and unhinged, and mean. I can’t believe I have to put up with you for another year.’

‘Feeling’s mutual. If you hate me so much, why can’t you just walk away?’

‘Because I was here first! Christ, you’re so infuriating.’ For a second, Tia’s voice rises above the hushed whisper she’d been using, a hairline fissure cracking through her placid facade.

It’s startling enough that I pause my yaoguai search (I’ve counted four and that’s such a bad, shitty, awful number) to grasp Tia’s dark gaze. Her bare shoulders are tense with the type of reeled-in fury you only see from someone who was raised to take anger, not show it.

But she locks her emotions away with admirable speed and deflates quickly. ‘Just – do us both a favour, and go to the other side of the room.’

The other side of the room, where there are miraculously no more yaoguais. Shit. I look past Tia to see three of them prowling close, their gazes dark with focus, their tenebrous forms slipping between the crowd. Most of the guests are unfazed – the magic-less cannot see them, and the magic-born know they are safe with the Sentinels on site.

I have magic and I’m safe. At this distance, there’s a seventy-five per cent chance that the yaoguais can sense magic – and, judging by the way they’re cornering me, they’ve definitely been sent to sense my Fox magic, and they’re doing a very good job.

Instinctively, I shuffle closer to Tia. ‘No, thank you. They’re doing a big speech about the moonstones soon, and this spot is the best view of the stage.’

We’re at the back of the hall, furthest from the stage. I don’t even bother kicking myself over the shitty lie. I’m too busy screaming in my head.

Tia looks like she’s about to burn a hole through me.

I proffer a wide, fake smile as I sweep the room again. The four yaoguais are getting closer.

Tia doesn’t seem to notice any of this, which means she either doesn’t care or she’s expecting their presence. Which is it?

When I look back at Tia, I’m met with a frown.

‘What are you looking at?’ she asks.

Then, for a split second, her eyes flick to a yaoguai in the corner.

She knows. She’s known this whole time, which means there is something planned – and I’m caught right in the middle of it.

Fighting every instinct to run, I meet Tia’s gaze. I pointedly don’t look at the yaoguais. Anything to keep up the facade that I’m magic-less.

Instead, I tip my chin towards an approaching figure behind Tia. ‘Someone’s here for you.’

Tia whips around to regard the ballroom, and curses under her breath.

It’s Kevin Tan. He parts the crowd like Moses and the Red Sea (if Moses was bald and the Red Sea had been extremely reluctant), and stops an arm’s length from Tia. ‘Lune, good evening. I’m Kevin Tan, CEO of Ferrix.’

Despite my nerves, I have to look away to hide my smile when I see the bruise I’d left on his cheek.

But looking away means facing the three yaoguais, who are now circling us within a horrifying five-metre radius.

Where is the fourth?

Tia shakes Kevin’s hand. ‘Good evening, Mr Tan. Please, call me Tia. I’m off-duty.’

‘I was intending to discuss the stolen blueprints, actually, which you lost on duty.’ Kevin sniffs as he looks around. He says something else, but I’ve stopped listening.

Cold flashes up my neck, blaring WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!

The fourth yaoguai is at the door. It leaves only one escape route for their victim – the exit to the lift lobby.

In front of which Tia has been standing the whole night.

It’s a trap.
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