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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.




Only Monsters and Girls Go Bump in the Night

TIA

I can’t believe we’re about to have our elaborate plan foiled by a man with a complaint, but I suppose it isn’t historically unprecedented.

‘To be honest, I’ve been friends with Niko and Kiran for years and give large contributions of funds to Lain Co.,’ Kevin is saying, all self-righteous and matter-of-fact, ‘so I was expecting much better protection from you.’

You’re a shit Sentinel. Usually when I hear it between the lines, it’s just my anxiety making things up, but I know Kevin means it.

Thankfully, I’m more preoccupied with the shimmering spell hovering above us.

‘If you’ll excuse me,’ I say quietly, and shuffle back like I’ve been chastised. Easy to play the victim he wants me to be.

It looks all-natural, a berated fighter too embarrassed to stay at a party after a crushing defeat. Truth is, I see the yaoguais closing in.

Raven is close.

I slip out of the function room just as the lights go out like we planned. The lifts have all been programmed to only go to the lab floor. Raven will be smart enough to run from the yaoguais if they corner her to the lobby, but hopefully no civilians will wander up.

Niko and Kiran will be handling the probably panicked crowd in the room, so I take the lift journey up myself.

In the darkness of the labs, I wait.

My mother taught me not to fear the dark. We are daughters of the moon – we understood that we are embraced by shadow and solitude, that we’d be too quickly eclipsed by anything brighter.

So when I crouch in the darkness, my blasters ready to catch Raven, I think of her.

We used to play hide-and-seek all the time. She smothered me with attention until the sin of growing up befell me, and I learned that a mother’s love kept threat out like it boxed a daughter in, that a shelter against the world was incarceration branded differently.

It was always just us at home, two Chang’e descendants stashed away like dolls on a shelf while my human father went out to work at his billion-dollar company. It was days of my mother trying to suppress my powers, giving me medicine and—

Anyway, hide-and-seek meant scampering around the house, tucking my chubby limbs into the gap of my father’s work desk. I hadn’t grown tall yet, and the whole world was my secret nook.

‘Si nakal di mana?’ Where’s the naughty one? My mother’s voice would tease its way into where I had hunkered in a darkness not unlike the one now, and it feels the same, I’m right back there – the trembling boundary between knowing something would happen, but not knowing when: any second now, maybe in the next second, maybe the one after that.

Now I ready my blasters, straining to see amidst the threadbare light of my hideout by the lobby. I set my trap like my mother set hers, my arms extended to the lift the same way her hands would reach for me through the dark.

And when the lift doors open, I take aim with my blasters and shoot.

A loud curse and a crash. A figure tumbles out of the lift in a black dress and a swinging arm that clips my cheek.

Pain explodes over my vision, the darkness obscured momentarily by dizzying fireworks. Before I can properly make out the figure, the lift doors slide closed and throw us back into darkness.

I channel my lunar energy into my blaster, charging a new shot in my wrists. My hands glow, throwing the figure’s face into illumination.

‘Wait, Harper?’ I power down my blaster.

‘God, yeah? Why are you shooting at me?’

My eyes adjust to the dark, barely enough to make out Harper’s outline. She’s squinting and leaning against the wall for support.

‘I . . .’ Oh crap, I was shooting at a civilian. If the government catches hold of this, I’m done. ‘I’m so sorry. I thought you were someone else. Are you okay? Why did you come up here?’

‘I don’t know, I was just trying to get out of the chaos.’ Harper’s voice floats through the darkness. ‘We should find some light.’

Right. We’re on the lab floor, which is where we’ve spent our internship hours over the last couple of years. Still, we’ve never really needed to locate the emergency torch, and my mind draws a blank.

My silence seems to convey my embarrassment, because Harper says, ‘Look, I have night vision. It’s like one of the only Fox perks I have. I’ll lead you, loser.’

I glance back at the lift. What if Raven comes through? But clearly something has gone wrong. We need light, and I need to locate my helmet to contact Niko.

I let Harper take my hand, and she leads me into the spilling darkness of the labs’ bowels.

Her touch is uncharacteristically gentle, though calloused. A grasp firm with assurance, a skin-to-skin promise that she’ll lead me through the swallowing chasm. Without the flashing light of publicity, without the searingly bright attention of the gala-goers, her guidance is a speck of a star in the sky.

Foreign, frightfully unfamiliar, but a little less lonely.

When Harper finds the emergency torch, the light shoves through the black, illuminating walls of plexiglass that grant us clear visibility through each lab, all boasting rows upon rows of rectangular tables with test-tube holders and storage boxes, floor-to-ceiling cubbies of nuts and bolts.

I rush into our assigned internship lab after entering my code and go straight for our lab table.

My helmet’s still lying where I’d laid it to charge earlier.

I engage the faceplate and activate communications. ‘Niko? Kiran? Do you have eyes on the situation?’

‘Teacup!’ It’s Niko. ‘Are you okay? Someone took out our signal and the power. Back-up generators should be up in ten minutes. I’ve got the crowd in the hall handled. Kiran’s sweeping the building. Is Raven with you? The yaoguais were honing in.’

‘No.’ Damn it. Part of me hoped Niko and Kiran would have caught Raven, at least. ‘Harper is with me. She came up for shelter when the lights went out. I can help with the sweep.’

‘No, stay there. Raven could be anywhere.’

‘Nik—’

‘Teacup, I know how much you want to help.’ They pause, and it aches. ‘If Raven still uses the lift to the labs, you can intercept her? Otherwise, it looks like the yaoguais lost her, and we can’t figure out where she’s gone. Stay at your post, and keep Harper safe. I’ll put the building in lockdown so Raven can’t escape.’

‘Niko, I—’ The line beeps. I yank off my helmet, tossing it onto the table harder than I should. First Kiran taking over the chase after Raven’s blueprint heist, and now this. I know I’m only being sidelined because they’re both more experienced, but my chest tightens suddenly.

Around us, meshed metal shutters rattle over the windows as lockdown procedure activates, straining the light from outside into slivers.

I lower myself into my lab chair and steeple my hands, pressing my fingertips against my forehead.

A throat clears. ‘So that whole thing was just a failed scheme to catch Raven?’

I sigh. It was meant to be top secret, but it doesn’t matter now that it’s fallen through. ‘If I say yes, will you leave me alone?’

Harper hums. ‘To be fair, she’s been evading you for years. Why are you suddenly trying so hard now?’ I feel her shift beside me, her dress rustling.

‘There’ve been important developments way above your classification level.’ The final few nerves holding my fluttering heart and sweaty palms together begin to fray. ‘Anyway, why do you care? Doesn’t it make you happy to see me fail? Isn’t that why you’re always picking fights with me?’

Harper rolls her eyes, leans an elbow on a tabletop as she toys with a loose bolt. ‘I pick fights with everyone – you know that. Don’t think you’re special.’

Under the stream of torchlight, I pin Harper with a glare. It’s only then I realize there’s a welt on her cheek, a trademark injury whenever my lunar energy glances skin. Shit. I straighten and lean over. ‘Wait, I hit you with my blasters. Are you okay?’

Harper jerks away the moment I reach out. ‘Don’t touch me.’

‘Doesn’t it hurt?’

Harper touches the welt with a scowl. ‘Who cares?’

Weird reaction. ‘Let me help you put on ointment, or something. I burn myself on my blasters all the time. The cream helps—’

‘I said no. I don’t like owing people favours, bunny. Leave it.’

I open my mouth to push, then shut it. For the first time, I’m offering something to Harper instead of arguing with her, and although she seems to have a curious aversion to help, it doesn’t remove the fact that this is different. ‘Did you seriously call me bunny?’

The scowl turns to a side-eye. ‘Not the smartest. Asking to be preyed on.’

I narrow my eyes. ‘Fine, kit.’ At Harper’s suspicious squint, I say, ‘Tiny, and acts like a child.’

Harper scoffs, but seems to acknowledge the comeback with a near-respectful silence.

Until, of course, her eyes drop to my thigh. ‘Hey, what the hell is that?’

‘My leg,’ I say dryly. My skirts have parted to reveal the pitiful bandage on my thigh that’s now soaked with blood.

‘You’re hurt.’ Harper says it like an accusation. She probably doesn’t mean it that way, but after the day I’ve had, it reminds me of being benched on missions, discarded the moment I’m weak or injured.

‘I’m fine,’ I snap before I can stop myself.

Then I react the only way I know how: I walk away.

HARPER

I thought I’d blown my identity when I punched Tia in the head.

Escaping the trap had been easier than I thought. A swift hunt for the fuse box, a buttons game with the circuit breakers, and voila. A building in darkness, an audacious plan foiled. Poor Sentinels, or something.

But I didn’t expect the lift to be powered straight to the labs, nor did I expect to be ambushed the second I reached the labs. It shows in the little nick I suffered on my cheek, though I’d got my bearings fast enough that my punch had been deliberate.

Mostly, I thought it was funny that I could throw a punch at Tia and blame it on fear.

Unfortunately, the fun’s over. Now’s the midnight hour for contending with bratty goddess descendants.

I’ve known Tia for years, even if it’s from the other side of a rivalry neither of us can get over. In the quiet moments when she thinks no one’s looking, her emotions flare. But the rest of the time she’s a frigid face, a cold voice. There’s a reason Tia’s nickname amongst the other interns is Ice Queen – she only ever cares about her mistakes, and she shuts everyone else out.

Whatever. If I’ve ignored it for the past several years, I can do it for the rest of my life.

But as Tia walks to the far end of the lab, an idea forms.

Your next assignment is to kill Tia.

My mind flashes to the memory of warm hands, a fervent promise.

I won’t disappoint you.

I stand and jog after Tia. ‘Come on, where’s your special first-aid kit? I can help.’

She doesn’t stop moving forward into the darkness. That’s fine.

Sending a quick thank you to my history of disastrous experiments and freak lab accidents, I walk the overly familiar route to the general first-aid kit and snag it from a wall cupboard. ‘Tell me where your special kit is. I know there’s a numbing agent in there.’

Tia doesn’t reply, her back retreating into the lab.

‘I’ll call Niko through your helmet and tell them you’re grievously injured and need immediate assistance.’

Tia’s forearm muscle flexes as she clenches her fist. ‘Third right drawer of our lab table. It’s padlocked. The code is Niko’s birthday.’ Voice hoarse, unsteady.

I move back towards our table to grab the kit. Every magical descendant has one, because regular drugs aren’t safe for our unique genes.

It’s a black plastic box, and I find everything from numbing agents to sleeping pills to ‘painkillers – extra strong’.

Perfect.

With my back facing Tia, I pocket the last one. It’ll be perfect for the assassination mission, or at least enough for the Foxes to analyse Tia’s genes and formulate a poison that will work on her.

When I turn back round, Tia stands stiffly by a window, her gaze cutting down and out towards Singapore’s skyline. The world through the glass sprawls across the night, ablaze with artificial light – a result of a population’s immense fear of the dark that could only be born from a life spent solely in the city.

The light glints off her diamond teardrop earrings, reflecting a sliver of rainbow across the room. Another fragment of it catches her cheek, streaking her face blue-green-purple, laying a light kiss over the corner of her lip. Forget being a descendant – in that flowing dress, her face all dark brows and high cheekbones and pretty lips, Tia Njauw is a goddess.

Why does even the universe have to be on her side?

I clear my throat and order her to sit.

As Tia shifts, the rainbow slips off her face and returns her to the realm of regular mortals.

Kneeling, I rip an alcohol swab open with my teeth and grab the numbing agent.

My fingers part the fabric of Tia’s skirt at the slit to find the wound. The intensity of the act sharpens my Fox senses: the darkness twines around us, heat radiates off Tia’s skin in the frigid lab and the silky fabric slides smooth under my thumb.

Dim light illuminates a dark, credit-card-length gash across Tia’s upper thigh, scabbed and fresh blood smeared across her skin.

Tia’s face remains blank, eyes drifting and miles away. Still, she hisses when alcohol brushes broken skin.

‘Sorry,’ I mutter reflexively, dabbing the blood from the sides of the wound as carefully as I can.

It’s probably the adrenalin, but a shiver runs down my spine when my fingers brush Tia’s skin. The temperature of the room skyrockets ten degrees, and sweat prickles the back of my neck.

When I glance up, my eyes meet hers. My throat runs dry. ‘I’ll put the bandages on now.’

Tia nods.

It’s funny because I normally have no qualms touching Tia, especially when she’s Lune. A bump against Lune’s shoulder, a grab of Lune’s wrist to throw her down, a leg against Lune’s gut to pin her in place. Always a farce, an act or a move to disarm the other.

But this is Tia, not Lune.

That’s probably why I have to concentrate on making sure my hands don’t shake as I lower the bandage onto Tia’s thigh, my skin warm where we touch. The quiet isolates us from space and time, thieves us from other eyes or ears.

Ideal for assassination, I think faintly, like only the violence of homicide could shake the swelling tension free, like dew from a leaf.

The only witnesses to my crime would be the splinter of moon in the sky and the glittering light from outside, both silent passers-by to two hands, two hearts, two bodies and, God, why does this feel so criminal? Every touch a sin, every darting glance a sacrilege.

Suddenly, I feel naked.

‘Why are you doing this?’ Tia’s question hangs between us like a spiderweb, fragile and quick to entangle.

My hands still from tying off the bandage. Without looking up, I focus on keeping my tone dismissive and say, ‘It’s the least I can do.’ The feeling of Tia’s skin lingers on my hands even as I clear my throat and stand, running my hands through my hair like that’ll get rid of it. ‘Don’t take it to heart. Your incompetence borders on hazardous.’

Tia’s brow twists, but before she can reply light floods the room, and her phone hums. She scrambles to pick it up. ‘Niko?’

‘We’re all clear. Everything all right?’

Tia glances at me, as though daring me to say something. When I don’t, she replies, ‘Yeah, don’t worry about it.’

There’s so much to unpack in the way Tia hides her injuries from her loved ones, in her insufferably constant readiness to perform without fail. It reeks so strongly of validation-deprived behaviour it’s almost pathetic.

I snap the first-aid kit closed and turn to her. ‘Are you heading down?’

White fabric billows over Tia’s wounded thigh as she stands, like curtains coming down on a show, to hide that she was ever injured at all. ‘Likely not. Thank you for your help.’

I frown. ‘Aren’t you a VIP? You have to be there.’

‘Last time I checked, that doesn’t concern you.’ Tia picks at her moonstone pendant. Her lips quirk up, almost imperceptible. ‘Goodnight, kit.’

She leaves.




B.T.O.B. (Bomb Talk Over Breakfast)

TIA

I don’t expect my wound to be healed by morning, because Harper’s miscreant hands have only ever been good for trouble and destruction.

But it was a full moon yesterday, and my super-healing must’ve worked overnight, because there’s no twinge of pain when I roll my shorts up to inspect the now-useless gauze. Amidst last night’s nightmarish events, my mind lingers on the phantom warmth of Harper’s touch.

I tear the bandage off and scrunch it in my fist. There’s no time for sentiment, not for fiery, foul-mouthed girls.

Morning light streaks through the penthouse’s blinds when I get to the kitchen, casting strips of white-gold over marble countertops as Kiran stares into the fridge.

He’s got a hand on the fridge door, his dark curls sticking out over the top, and he’s in one of Niko’s Harvard shirts and boxers. As the perpetually busy CEO of Lain Co., it’s not rare to see him summoned by the crack of dawn, but today it looks as if he hasn’t even gone to bed.

Our kitchen’s mini monstera plant droops by the kitchen sink. Kiran’s Naga descendancy means plants usually flourish and feed off his nature-born magic. But on bad days, when he’s stressed or exhausted, the food chain flips, and Kiran draws energy from the plants, leaving them wilted and browned at the edges.

Something’s going on.

I clear my throat.

He whips round. ‘Oh, Tia, morning! Quick question, did Niko get groceries?’

I dart past him to procure pempek from the freezer compartment. ‘They ordered some in, yeah. We were out of soy milk. How many pempek do you want?’

Happiness strikes Kiran’s tired face like lightning.

Pempek – fried fish paste – is a rare treat only served when Niko’s cousins ship some from Jakarta. They generally come in three shapes: little dumplings with egg, elongated and cylindrical, or as a batter-crusted fishball. My personal favourite is the cylindrical one, but everyone else always dives for the dumpling – the pinched side of crust is too much for them to resist.

‘As many as possible?’ Kiran situates himself at the kitchen table with a mug of coconut water and a soft smile.

Niko’s boyfriend is the antithesis to Niko. Where Niko is jittery, Kiran moves like stone, each step measured. The yin to their yang, gentle around Niko’s spiky edges, careful where they’re dismissive, Kiran’s been Niko’s grounding rod for years now.

Their initial union had been spat on by the public and every authority figure – Niko a rich heir and descendant of an Indonesian forest nymph, Kiran a middle-class firefighter-in-training and descendant of Nagas.

Like other descendancies, though, their magic has thinned out over their bloodline. Deities have always lived amongst people – until worship wasn’t enough to separate them, a deity fell in love with a human, and bloodlines twined.

The old gods lived and fell with empires. As humankind burgeoned and beliefs diverged, the gods faded with their worship. Deity descendants took their place, their inexplicable powers coveted in war and shunned in peacetime. Magic was a force as mysterious as science, pioneered by dead tales and with less funding for research.

I am not as strong as a Chang’e descendant would’ve been two hundred years ago – and sometimes I think that’s why the public was open to the idea of Sentinels.

Even if Kiran is a Naga.

Earth hit a critical point in our non-renewable energy several years back, and widespread protests began for cleaner energy. As it was in their nature to protect their environment, the Nagas were a driving force behind Singapore’s climate protests since the energy crisis. Worse, they were backed by the wildly unpredictable forces of the Fox clan, a slippery syndicate that we’ve still barely figured out.

The heart of Nagas, the power of Foxes – over time, the demonstrations became increasingly violent.

Kiran was never involved with the criminal side of the Nagas, but he’d get insider information from his relatives. He’d also already begun dating Niko. Two years ago, during a particularly vicious demonstration, the Foxes had torn down a construction site while Nagas raised saplings from the rocky dirt, accruing millions in damage for the building company, the thousands of people who’d been waiting to live in that building, and endangering everyone in the flats around. Together, both Kiran and Niko had enough magic combined to fight back against the Nagas and save civilians caught in the fallout. The government took notice and christened them Sentinels, bound to protect the country from magical threats.

Niko and Kiran became the protectors of the country. It also meant Kiran’s Naga clan wanted nothing more to do with him, and he’d been left with no family.

It’s probably why our trio of Sentinels work so well – there were the three of us, floating, until we found each other and never let go.

‘Had a good morning?’ I venture as the oil in the pan heats.

A small smile quirks Kiran’s lips. ‘Just barely.’

I hum my acknowledgement. ‘Any news from last night’s gala?’

‘VIPs didn’t get to make a speech about the moonstones, nor did we get to disseminate our findings on the new moonstones to the public. Me and Niko are thinking of having interns do presentations around Singapore instead. Everyone’s been on edge about what the moonstones mean for the descendants and non-descendants, and we want to appease them.’

‘You haven’t updated me, either.’ I test the oil in the pan and dump my first batch of pempek in. It sizzles into a frenzy, pricking my skin like acupuncture needles. I take a step back to avoid its wrath.

‘I’ll start the debrief once Niko’s here.’ When he raises his cup to his lips, his nails tap-tap-tap against his mug. His eyes dart from the lift to the corridor leading into the bedrooms, then to me.

I met Kiran six years ago, when he was still part of his clan and had only just begun dating Niko. He’s grown much more confident since, bolstered by his two-year experience as Lain Co.’s CEO, but today he feels reduced back to the teenager I used to know: tight curls mussed like he’s run his hand through one time too many, thick brows stitched like a Gordian knot, his white-silver necklace starkly bright over his teak skin.

‘How bad is the news?’ I ask, venturing a baby tug at unravelling the mystery.

Kiran shoots me a wan smile and stops fiddling with his necklace to grip his mug. ‘Soon, Tia.’

He unscrews a bottle of moonstone supplements and downs one, tossing two to me.

I chase them down with my coffee. I usually need one in the morning and one at night, unless I use my magic, in which case I need more. Extra, as well, if I account for the cut on my leg.

The lift dings, unfurling a sleepy Niko in a singlet and pyjama shorts. They ruffle my hair as they plod into the kitchen, pressing a kiss to my forehead.

‘Need help?’ they ask in Indonesian.

‘I’m fine. Kiran said he wanted to wait for you for the debrief.’ I fish the pempek out of the pan and dump the next batch in, barely wincing at the hot prick of oil on my wrist.

Sleep leaves Niko’s eyes like a lifting fog as they blink. ‘Right. It’s just – we’ve realized these moonstones release about five times more energy than other moonstones.’

I know this already. We’ve begun running tests and, while I’m not involved as an intern, I receive the reports as a Sentinel.

Niko is eyeing the pempek on Kiran’s plate. ‘They also glow for days even after just a little bit of moonlight, like they can be charged under scarce moonlight and accumulate that energy without loss. The input-to-output energy ratio for these stones is unprecedented.’

‘So, we’re looking at very power-efficient moonstones and we want to use them for power plants. This is a good thing. Right?’ I slide a plate of pempek in front of Niko, and they take it with a quick thanks.

Kiran crosses his legs and nods. ‘Technically, yes. Lain Co. and the government have been working together for years to make the shift into lunar energy. This is a huge step forward.’

‘Except for one thing.’ Niko spears a pempek with their fork. ‘We’re still figuring out how to get the stones to store energy, and we can’t make a lunar energy plant without that. Kiran and I were more concerned about recent government talks to weaponize the moonstones.’

‘How? They only—’ Illuminate light. Generate energy. If the moonstones have a similar type of power to the one I channel, and the government finds a way to concentrate it, then—

‘A bomb.’ Kiran completes my thoughts with a sombre nod. ‘There are multiple countries looking into investing in it as part of their artillery, and because it releases far more power than it weighs, it’ll be easily portable. The blueprints Raven stole last night were drafts for turning the moonstones into weapons, but the designs were too dangerous, so the government has already axed them. Ferrix was supposed to get rid of it soon, but, well. Last night happened.’

‘We don’t know what the Foxes plan to do with it, but we need to get it back.’ Niko swigs a glass of water, pushing their scraggly fringe off their face. ‘ Especially with . . .’

They glance over at Kiran.

He nods.

Niko turns back to me. ‘There’s a blood moon in six months. The amount of energy it’ll produce, combined with these new pure moonstones? If the Foxes manage to amass enough moonstone and charge it with such strong moonlight, we’re going to be in huge trouble. Lain’s doing its best to keep the moonstones away from Foxes and the government, but we can’t hold everyone off for long.

‘That’s why we need you interns to figure out how they work, how they charge, before any other country does. We’ll act from there.’ Niko stands and squeezes my shoulder as they set their plate in the sink. ‘It’s a lot. We’ll only be explaining to the public that it can advance our energy source technology, but we won’t be detailing how much power it can hold. Not yet.’

A bedroom door slams, and Harper storms into the kitchen. She’s awake later than usual, yet dark circles line her eyes. Her eyes shift between the three of us. ‘Who died?’

We exchange a glance. ‘No one,’ I breathe, before going back to frying pempek. My heartbeat pounds in my ears. I finish off the last of the pempek and dump some in a bowl. ‘I’ll be in my room if anyone needs me.’

Bombs.

I’m going to need a second to breathe.

HARPER

I watch Tia leave the penthouse like she’s drowning in air, and a vague feeling of passers-by guilt (we never taught you to 袖手旁观, my parents would say, to stand by without helping) stirs in my stomach when I step past her. Not enough guilt to resist pinching a dumpling pempek from Tia’s pan, but enough guilt that I don’t make any further comment.

‘Checked the news today?’ Kiran says from his position at the kitchen table. He scrolls through his phone while chewing.

Halfway through grabbing another pempek, I pause. ‘No. Why?’

He smirks. ‘No reason.’ And then he whisks away, presumably to his office, taking his bowl of pempek with him.

Oka-ay. Back in my room, I shove the vial of Tia’s painkillers from last night into my pocket, stuff my suit and mask in my duffel bag and leave for Ah Ma’s house.

The Elders’ cluster of HDBs is right next to the train station – maroon-and-white apartments, old but painted new last year.

As I near their block, I slide on shades to hide from journalists, or any prying eyes. I shouldn’t be sighted anywhere near the Fox Elders’ flats in Ang Mo Kio. As far as Niko knows, I was abandoned by my Fox clan two years ago. In fact, I should probably cast an illusion to hide myself for insurance purposes, but the day is hot, and I’m lazy.

‘Harper! Ms Leong?’

Murphy’s Law. I keep walking, but the journalist follows. In my peripheral vision, I spot him whipping out a camera.

‘Harper! What would you say about your dating rumours with Lune?’

What the hell?

I stop and the man nearly slams into me. ‘We’re not dating.’ Normally, I love any sort of queer rep that appears in our local media, but this sort of news would only be considered a sully on Lune’s reputation. I may not like Tia, but I like this invasive journalist even less.

My feet pick back up. It’s ten minutes to ten a.m., and the Elders do not appreciate tardiness.

‘How would you explain both of you disappearing during the gala? Do you have any comment on the blackout at the gala? Was it orchestrated?’ God, this guy is relentless.

Good to punch, the Raven part of my brain whispers.

I slap it away. That is not allowed in this body. That is, in fact, illegal in this body.

But I have to shake the journalist before he can track me to the Elders’ flats.

I break into a run. The HDB void decks are a maze of wide pillars and tucked-away staircases, and I dive into a stairwell the second I round a corner, out of the man’s sight.

He sprints past me, his footsteps echoing into the distance.

Once he’s well and truly gone, I slip back into the open.

It’s five past ten when I reach the flat. Ah Ma is already waiting, along with a dozen other Elders and Maria.

‘Hi, Ah Ma, Ah Gong, Yi Ma, 长辈好.’ I bow and greet them in quick succession before taking my seat at the end of the table, opposite Ah Ma.

‘Maria told us you have Tia’s painkillers,’ Ah Ma says in Chinese.

As one of the oldest members of the clan, Ah Ma has weathered the clan’s history like a rocky lookout on the beach. She’s always existed, and every move made by the clan has been filed neatly in the library of her wrinkles, pockets of secrets in each sun-born speck on her sallow skin.

Sometimes, it feels as if the clan only listens to her because every word she says carries a strand of lore, and that rebelling against it would be rebelling against the foundation of the Fox clan itself.

I may be the (probationary) clan leader, but everyone answers to Ah Ma. No exception. She was the Fox clan leader decades ago, and since then the mantle has been passed on five times.

Each leader typically reigns for a decade, but the previous leader only managed five years – don’t think about why don’t think about why – and Ah Ma had taken over again as an interim replacement as I began training. The leader role is active, and requires much more legwork, which is why it’s always passed to a younger clan member. It’s more protective than anything, allowing me to spearhead the moonstone heists without the Elders’ constant supervision.

That doesn’t erase the hierarchy by ancestry and generation that’s embedded into Fox culture, though, and I keep myself respectful as I nod quickly and hand the vial over.

‘Good.’ Ah Ma’s wrinkled lips thin with a rare smile. When we were younger, Maria liked to accuse Ah Ma of having a soft spot for me. It was always a joke – we both know there’s little point in searching for validation amongst traditionally raised ancestors. Still, some part of the accusation was right. I feel it in the way Ah Ma rests her hand on my shoulder, the way she offers me cut fruit whenever we meet. ‘You understand the importance of this mission? This is your assigned task to prove your leadership, as every leader has before you. Your Fox ancestors killed our enemies, corrupt officials, colonialists – our safety has always been bought by blood.’

I haven’t heard this speech, but I recognize pieces of it. I grew up on these words. Ah Ma speaks formally, her posture stiff and official, but her voice carries enough warmth for me to know she’s only doing it for show. We both know I was made for this.

‘Tia Njauw,’ Ah Ma continues, as she gently pushes a bowl of apple slices to me, ‘is the rising face of the Sentinels, and she will only continue to complicate our missions. If we kill her while she is still a young Sentinel, Niko and Kiran will lose their protégé. Singapore’s Sentinels will fall defunct, and there will no longer be powered magical forces hindering our trade. Raven, do you understand?’

Raven. I clench the Fox medallion round my neck and bow. ‘Yes, Ah Ma.’

‘We’ll formulate the poison, but I would recommend getting close to her – you need to know your enemy to defeat her.’

Get close to her. Gross, but okay.

Ah Ma beckons Maria to stand. ‘Maria will help you in your mission – she is your right-hand man. We know you make a good team, and we trust that you will bring us success.’

Maria shoots me a grin, and I return it. No matter our history, we’re formidable as a team. There’s no way we don’t succeed when we’re together. ‘Yes, Ah Ma.’

Ah Ma nods once. ‘Good. Now, next Wednesday we’re delivering moonstones to our Foxes. Harper, make sure you’re free. We will need as much help as possible for this, our demand has gone up.’

The metal gate to the flat creaks; everyone’s faces turn. I twist to judge the newcomer, and my stomach drops.

Standing at the gate, his smile polite as ever and his polo shirt tight over lean muscles, Avyaan raises a brow at me.

‘Oh f—’ I start, before catching myself. The last time we’d seen each other was six months ago over lunch, as a formality to celebrate Avyaan becoming Naga leader, and we’d had a good time.

Such a good time, in fact, that I’m actually lying out of my ass.

The last time we’d really seen each other was when we broke up, a month after that stupid lunch. Turns out, between not being over Maria and also having my life in shambles, I’d found a rebound in Avyaan too quickly and carelessly. Our formal lunch had turned into weeks of late-night confessions and hanging around cafes in malls until they kicked us out.

I want to say the break-up was amicable, but that’s a level of delusion even I’m not ready for.

We’d already been close, what with the way Nagas and Foxes have been working together on climate protests. The break-up was meant to mean nothing for our ties, but somehow I let slip to Maria what happened, and she began liaising with him instead. One month not speaking turned to two, then five. But we’re, like, friends still. I think. Probably not.

Several more Naga members – all their forearms bearing the clan mark, a snake enchanted to ripple to magic users who know how to look for it – shuffle into the room. The flat, already crowded with seven Elders, Maria and me, turns stifling with our new visitors.

I find my shoulder pressed against Avyaan’s.

He catches my gaze. I roll my eyes before he can beat me to it, and he releases a long, exasperated sigh.

‘Thank you for coming today, Nagas,’ Maria says. She claps her hands together once, like a cult leader, and sweeps the room with a smile. ‘As per our monthly routine, we have your promised set of moonstone supplements for your clan members.’

She gestures to three swelling plastic bags of white paper boxes, all undoubtedly full of moonstone pills. Usually, Foxes steal them in raw rock form, then work with the suppliers the Nagas sourced to turn the raw stone into pills.

‘Thank you, as usual.’ Avyaan shoots Maria a warm smile. I resist the urge to roll my eyes again. ‘And the blueprints?’

I recognize the black tube that Maria hands over. I had it stuffed in my waistband last night. The question resurfaces in my mind – what are they for? But I imagine Avyaan’s confused expression when he finds out the probationary leader of the Fox clan doesn’t even know what’s going on, and I hold myself back.

I haven’t been to one of these meetings since Avyaan and I broke up, even though I knew we’d have one today. Nevertheless, I pull the protocol from the cobwebs of my brain and move as we pair with each Naga to escort them safely from the flat with the moonstones.

Before Maria can take Avyaan, I sidle up to him and grab the moonstone bag, turning it invisible under my magic.

‘I’d actually rather Maria—’ he starts, but I bump him out of the flat.

‘The leader of the Foxes should escort the leader of the Nagas, no?’ I smile. We head down the corridor, edging past the neighbour’s tumbling collection of potted plants.

‘Leader?’ Avyaan raises a brow. We slow to a stop at the lift lobby, and he presses the lift button. ‘Don’t joke, Raven. I know your assignment was only released last night. You’re far from becoming the leader.’

I glare at him. ‘None of your business. How’d you even know?’

‘Believe it or not, our clans are actually very intertwined. Plus, Lune’s been causing far more trouble than the other Sentinels this last year. I’d be happy to see her gone.’ He adjusts the blueprints tube strap over his shoulder.

‘Say it louder – let the whole block hear you.’

We get into the lift. Avyaan’s place is close by, and we spend most of the walk in silence.

‘So . . .’ I clear my throat. ‘How’s your clan?’

Avyaan scoffs. ‘What do you care?’

‘We’re both going to be leaders, Avyaan. I don’t want to have Maria between us just to function.’

Avyaan seems to scan me like he thinks I’m lying, but he’s always been the kinder of the two of us. He gives in. ‘We’re fine. The moonstones from the Foxes have been helping, but a lot of our kids need more. Something about the diluted bloodlines seems to mean that they need it just to function. A lot of them barely have magic, but they’re somehow weakened without the moonstones.’ He glances over. ‘Your clan?’

‘The same.’

Avyaan lets the answer settle between us, sombre. ‘And you? Have you been needing it?’

‘I . . .’ I swallow. ‘Sometimes. Yeah. Not often, since I was born with enough magic, but yeah. You?’

He nods. ‘Been using my magic a lot to control water for fires. We got sent to Indonesia last month to beat a forest fire, which was great, but I think I overexerted myself. I’ve been needing to take moonstones more since.’

I nod. ‘They have so much of it, you know. The Sentinels. I think Tia needs it just to live, because she’s a lunar-based descendant.’

Avyaan barks a harsh laugh. ‘Right, I forget you stay with them. I can’t believe they hoard supply just for their precious Chang’e descendant to help the government keep the moonstones from us.’

‘Did you hear they’re allocating more moonstones to Ferrix?’ I glance at him. ‘Especially the new moonstones. Apparently Ferrix has been working on a lunar energy plant, and the new moonstones might be strong enough to become our main power source.’

‘Yeah.’ We step into the lift of Avyaan’s block, a beige building with a fat stripe of pink. ‘Which is good for the environment, but there’ll be less moonstones for us. I know our clans are more than happy to fight for it, but still. It sucks, and it’s going to be worse for any straggling descendants that aren’t Foxes or Nagas.’

‘Lune will be gone soon, which should help.’ I followed his lead out of the lift. ‘Six more months.’

Avyaan sighs. We’ve reached his flat.

‘For the sake of the Foxes and the Nagas, Raven, I hope you succeed.’

He holds out a hand. It’ll be the first time we’ve properly touched since we broke up.

I shake it.




Why Didn’t You Kiss Me on the Mouth?

TIA

We’ve been here all day.

The lecture hall’s stage lights burn the nape of my neck, and I shift uncomfortably in my chair. Somewhere between the tepid air conditioning, the overbearing attention of a hundred university students and professionals, and the claustrophobic media crew crowded around us, my will to live has shrivelled to a wisp.

I check our livestream numbers on my phone, slanting my screen away from Harper’s thieving gaze. But she’s already latched on, and we both watch the viewer numbers climb into the thousands.

She makes a sound, back of her throat. ‘We’re popular.’

I fight down the sarcasm in my voice. ‘Or, maybe, the public is actually invested in what’s happening with the moonstones. It’s almost like it could change humanity’s course if it works as an energy source.’

Harper hums again and sits back in her chair. ‘The general public isn’t that smart.’

‘And you are?’

‘Don’t go down that route. We have the exact same qualifications.’ Harper raises a brow and adjusts her mic. It was switched off when the moderators called a break, and we’re thankfully far enough from the audience to be out of earshot. ‘God, I hate people.’

In our third year of the Lain Co. internship, our responsibilities include completing assessments – all moonstone or Sentinel-related, this year – and presenting our ideas to professionals, other departments in Lain Co. and the public. The latter is always most unfortunate, and the only plus to this is a day off lab work and the huge box of free pastries the university gives us on our break.

Today, Harper and I run through preliminary findings on the new moonstones. The screen is bright with predicted energy output percentages from last month, all slightly altered for security reasons.

A text from the media director dings through on my phone. It’s time to start the Q&A. You guys ready?

I flash the message at Harper, who straightens with a sigh before sending the media crew a thumbs-up. Cameras start again, the moderator wakes the dozing students with his booming voice, and suddenly there’s a smattering of hands in the air.

‘You.’ Harper rips into a chocolate croissant and points to a person in the crowd.

It’s too dark in the back of the lecture hall to see them, but I hear the question clearly. ‘What’s it like to be the lab partner of a Sentinel?’

Harper grins. ‘I think the main problem has very little to do with being partners with a Sentinel, and a lot to do with the fact that the partner is Tia. Her personality leaves much to be des—’

I shoot the moderator a look and he switches Harper’s mic off.

Harper blinks at her useless mic, surprised, but sets it down with an easy shrug.

The moderator announces a few minutes to fix the sound system.

Don’t kick her. I was born with restraint. I can do this. As the moderator tries to figure out a better system of responding to questions, I lean back in my seat and whisper, ‘Your parents must have raised you badly.’

‘Don’t fucking talk about my parents.’ The reply lashes through the air between us, low and edged with warning.

I don’t actually know much about Harper’s family. I know she’s an only child, that maybe her parents aren’t around much. Between fighting her for top of the cohort and trying to outdo her at press and publicity meets, we’ve never really talked about personal stuff, and Harper’s never mentioned family in any of her interviews.

But Harper’s shit-eating smirk has been wiped from her face. I’m smart enough to drop the fight. I tune back into the queue of people waiting to ask questions.

A man comes up to the microphone, asking about the possibility of molecule manipulation to formulate live matter.

I take the question before Harper can, because Lain Co. is working on it, but it’s highly confidential and Harper looks like she’s never kept a secret in her life.

The next question comes from a man with his hair gelled in a pompadour, his collar popped and his thumbs looped in his jeans. Perhaps that should’ve been enough warning, but it’s too late now.

He draws up to the mic, adjusts it like he’s taller (he’s shorter), and goes, ‘I just really want to thank you for all the work you’ve been doing to stop these violent protests. I love the Sentinels so much, and I just . . . I’m so grateful you’re protecting us from the Nagas.’

Protecting us from the Nagas. I recognize the subtext in his words. Lately, people have become very comfortable with acting like all Nagas are outright villainous. The public forgets that Sentinels have a duty to protect the city from damage caused by climate protests – not from Nagas themselves.

The stage lights suddenly seem a little too hot. ‘Thanks, but I’m here as an intern of Lain Co., not as a Sentinel.’ As Tia, not Lune, I want to say. ‘I know the Nagas are often leading climate protests, but please refrain from referring to the clan collectively in regards to the protests. It promotes discriminatory treatment towards Nagas as a whole.’

‘Right. Right! Sorry.’ He laughs like he’s embarrassed, but I don’t hear any shame in his tone, and I resist the urge to touch my moonstone. I need to end this conversation.

Before I can say anything, he adds, ‘And, look, no pressure, but could I have your number?’

Somehow it got worse. In my peripheral vision, Harper’s brows shoot up.

My skin crawls with the man’s smile, and my palms begin to itch with the urge to leave.

I drag my phone out of my pocket with a fake laugh. ‘Oh, sorry, I have to get this – could be an emergency. You guys continue without me.’

Planting a patronizing clap on Harper’s shoulder, I pretend to pick up the phone and head backstage. Heavy velvet curtains shield me from the public and the cameras, and I find a back door, leading to a tiny fire-escape stairwell.

My heart pounds in my chest, but I face the dimly illuminated stairs and prop myself against the dusty wall. What was that? I’ve dealt with racist assholes who think the Sentinels are on their side and in league with furthering their awful, twisted ideologies, and I’ve always done my best to correct them. So why are my insides twisting this time?

A door opens behind me, and I whip my phone to my ear. ‘Yeah, Niko, I’m coming. Don’t worry. I know I have to leave, it’s—’

‘Cut the act.’ Harper. There’s a rustle of sole against grit as she joins me at the bottom of the stairs. She grabs the paint-flecked rail and hops to sit on it. ‘You’re a bad liar.’

In the privacy of the stairwell, I finally allow myself to roll my eyes. I tuck my phone away and cross my arms, my shoulder against the wall. ‘What are you even doing here?’

Harper’s gaze glints. ‘Why’d you ditch me?’

‘I have social anxiety.’

Harper’s brows knit. Her lips part, and she blinks once, twice, but the progress bar on her buffer doesn’t inch. ‘Seriously?’

Actually, yes. But my social anxiety veers towards people-pleasing – not creating a scene by running out of a lecture theatre. There’s a sneaking suspicion in my chest that my panic is less about a person asking me out, and more that the person had been a man. Not like I’d ever confess it to Harper. ‘It doesn’t matter. Why are you here, honestly?’

‘I was . . .’ Harper still looks like she’s swallowed a frog. For a moment, it almost looks like she’s going to say worried, which is how I know I need a break. Harper Leong doesn’t get worried. ‘I was bored. I just told everyone to hold on and I left.’

‘Won’t they look for you?’ I say, right before sounds of a scuffle and muffled shouting kick up from behind the door, startling us both.

Harper catches my gaze. The unspoken question hangs in the air between us. Want to get out of here?

We’re already two levels down when I hear the door upstairs bang open, and the media director say, distantly, ‘Where are they?’

I keep my footsteps light until the door slams shut, vacuuming the ruckus out of the stale stairwell air and sealing us from the public with a satisfying thud.

For a while, I pause to let Harper catch her breath. ‘Really smart, leaving suddenly without any valid excuse. At least I pretended to have something.’

‘And yet I still graduated as the Academy valedictorian.’ Harper starts back down the staircase. ‘Isn’t that cute?’

The Descendant Academy in Singapore is the only school tailored exclusively for descendants in the country. Heck, there are only a couple of academies across Southeast Asia, because it’s not like descendants can’t study in ordinary schools – it’s just that as descendancy often curses rather than blesses, Descendant Academies are able to work around every individual descendant’s needs. As there aren’t many dedicated academies in the world, only more extreme cases are accepted into the school.

I grappled with chronic fatigue until I’d been given my medical moonstone, and the day I realized I could shoot lunar-kinetic blasts from my hands, I sat in a cell overnight for assault and the destruction of property. With magic becoming less potent through each generation, there aren’t many others with powers so strong, and the police hadn’t even known what to do. It was Niko who had bailed me out, promising the officers that it was an accident.

Later, I’d hear Niko was nearly sent to a girl’s home for accidentally manipulating reality and transmuting a kid through cement, and Kiran almost drowned someone when he lost control and created a whirlpool during a school swimming lesson – everyone’s powers came at a cost.

Meanwhile, descendants like Harper don’t even have powers. Her descendancy runs strong enough that she probably experiences side effects, like always being restless, or I know some Foxes hallucinate when they’re emotional. I don’t know what specifically landed Harper in the Academy, but I know Niko recruited her from a school science lab visit. As far as I know, her magic has never been powerful, just annoying. It must’ve been enough to convince the Academy to take her in, at Niko’s recommendation. All the tiny threads of our descendancy tangle with our ability to function, and the Academy accommodates us in a capacity no other school can or will. It’s hard to take measured breaths by the time we’ve sprinted down seven flights of stairs, and I grab Harper when she stumbles.

‘Careful, genius. No one likes the valedictorian.’

‘No one liked you either, Miss Guaikia.’

It takes me a second to rack my brain. Spending most of my life homeschooled means I was never around the general Singaporean population enough to fully pick up on slang, but I manage to find it buried somewhere in my head, and I scoff. Miss Good Kid.

She says it like an insult, obviously.

Harper tugs her hand out of mine. ‘Okay, congratulations to us for getting out of there. That’s probably our first successful task as lab partners. Now, let me do my thing and I’ll let you do yours, and we both keep our escapades a secret. Deal?’

There was a tip last week that there might be Fox activity this afternoon, and it’s supposed to be in an estate not far from here. I wasn’t assigned to check it out because of the conference, but I’m free now. And if I get there early and stake it out for the rest of the afternoon, I’ll save Niko and Kiran the work.

I send a quick text to them to let them know I’ll handle it, and pocket my phone. ‘Fine with me.’

Harper dips into a quick, sarcastic bow, before we both walk out of the university gates in the same direction.

I stop. ‘Where are you going, exactly?’ Thunder rumbles overhead, clouds thronging the sky with foreboding.

Harper’s gaze flicks up to the sky, then back to me. ‘None of your business.’ She continues down the salt-white pavements, leaving me to glare at the retreating graphic of some internet joke on her back.

Honestly, I can’t blame Harper for growing up mean – Foxes suffer some of the worst rep as descendants, and she would’ve been bullied at school if she hadn’t been such a big asshole. Even then, she spent breaks alone and was excluded from class parties.

Still, it’s annoying. As an only child, I know loneliness carries a physical ache, but sometimes it feels like Harper seeks the edge of that pain and walks along it like a masochist.

Like now. ‘Wait up!’ My longer strides catch up with ease. A fat droplet of rain hits my wrist, then another on my cheek. There’s always an emergency umbrella in my bag, but that’s still at the university. Crap.

By the time we reach a crossing, a smattering drizzle hounds our heels, promising more to come.

Harper wrinkles her face at the sky and stuffs her hands into her pockets. ‘I know we had a teamwork moment, but right now I really don’t need your company.’

‘Well.’ I blink rainwater out of my eyes to make out a street sign. We’re barely a street away from the rumoured Fox activity. Even if Harper’s a Fox, she’s not associated with the criminal side, and there’s no telling how risky it may be to have Harper so close to a potential fight. It’s best if I stick close. ‘Let’s say I need yours. We don’t get along, but don’t we have the same goal this year? We just want to do well in the internship.’

The look I receive in response is unimpressed at its kindest, withering at its worst. Harper starts off across the street before the green man comes on, leaving me to do an impatient jig at the red light until I’m clear to go. ‘You have a suggestion, or something?’

‘Just . . .’ I shrug. ‘Let’s not step on each other’s toes. I know you like picking fights.’ Harper scoffs, but I barrel on, ‘And you’re prone to being mean all the time, but we want the same thing. We can do this.’

‘Fine. Whatever. That was a very naive, gung-ho speech, but I’ll take it.’ Harper glances over her shoulder. The rain surges into a flashing downpour, and she grimaces as the deluge drowns us both immediately. ‘What business do you even have?’

I hold my hands over my head in a poor attempt at shelter and sprint after Harper. The wind is gentle, but rain begins to soak my blouse, leaving the breeze to chill my skin frigid. ‘Sentinel thing. Classified. You?’

We hurry around the corner into a street flanked by semi-detached houses, still no shelter in sight.

‘Personal thing. Classified.’ Harper’s tone is biting. When I glance over, she looks like a furious wet fox, her irritated gaze lingering on the sky, her fingers tucked in her elbows. Dark strands of her hair escape her tiny ponytail and cling to her cheeks, curling over the nape of her neck, stark against her skin.

Right. I drop the topic – it’s a struggle to get words through the pattering drone – and scope out the road mentioned in the tip-off. Harper follows my gaze, seeming to perform the same appraisal. ‘What are you looking at?’

Before I can respond, two men exit a house. Their shoulders are hunched against the rain, their footsteps quiet as they walk almost in sync. They’re far off enough into the distance that they haven’t spotted us, but their heads swivel side to side.

Guards. They must be Foxes, scoping out the periphery. It won’t be long before we’re in full view.

I grab Harper’s wrist and yank her into a slim alleyway between houses. Harper’s skin is cold against my palm, slippery with rainwater.

‘What are you doing?’ Harper hisses as I tug her further in. With the alley so narrow, we’re close enough for me to feel both of our personal space bubbles verge on eruption.

Behind Harper, the Fox patrollers get closer.

‘Look, I heard there could be Fox activity here today.’ I turn Harper’s back to the mouth of the alleyway, using her as a makeshift shield.

Harper jerks out of my hold, brows knitting. ‘And you brought me straight to criminal activity? Are you nuts?’

‘You’re with me – you’re safe,’ I snap back. Well. ‘I mean, there are two Fox fighters closing in on us, and I could take them out, but I’m really hoping for a subtler approach. Can you shield me for just two minutes?’

‘You should shield me – you’re the Sentinel here.’ Harper grabs my arms and whips me round, so my back faces the Foxes. ‘God, they’re so close.’

‘Are they in the alleyway?’ I whisper. In the cold of the rain, my neck prickles with fear.

Harper’s grip on my biceps tightens. ‘At the entrance. Shit. Ready for more teamwork?’

What kind of question is that? ‘I have a bad feeling about it, if that helps,’ I say.

‘Absolutely not,’ Harper says. She’s dangerously close. ‘This is your fault.’

Then she pushes me into the wall and presses her lips – cold, wet, harsh – to the corner of my mouth. Fingers run through my sopping ponytail, slip my elastic tie off, tangling in my hair until Harper cups my cheeks with her hands and I realize my long hair hides us both.

Her hands are freezing, and a shiver flashes down my spine.

I’ve never really touched a girl like this. I’ve had brushes at clubs, flirting touches with a classmate I thought I might be into, but I’ve never been subjected to a hold like Harper’s – pissed-off, brutal, desperate.

Her lips skirt mine without ever really touching, verging on the precipice of a real kiss. I’m almost offended that Harper finds me too repulsive to actually commit, but if Harper kisses me then that means I’m kissing Harper and that feels so wrong that my stomach actually does a tiny, miffed flip.

One of Harper’s hands slides down my back, squeezes me at my waist.

‘Put your arms around me,’ Harper murmurs against my skin, and something about her hoarse voice tightens my chest. Whether it’s anxiety or adrenalin-fuelled desire, I can’t tell.

‘I detest that you’re making me do this,’ I mutter back. My hands find the drenched, stiff fabric of her graphic shirt before pulling her in flush against me.

She’s warm against the rain.

Her waist arches against my hand, and a knot in my gut constricts. ‘You do this a lot?’ I mutter.

‘Why, you jealous?’ When Harper shifts her hold up to the nape of my neck, I clench my fist and draw her closer on instinct. ‘Keep questioning me and I’ll donkey-kick your butt to the Foxes, Sentinel.’

‘Calm down. I don’t like people like you,’ I breathe.

‘You don’t like pretty girls?’ Harper shifts in my hold, her knees bumping against mine. Her wet denim jeans are coarse against my thigh. I hope my hair covers the blush in my ears, that nature has enough grace to wash away the heat in my face with the rain.

‘I don’t like brats.’ It doesn’t occur to me how tightly I’m holding Harper against me until she nudges me away, resting her forehead against mine.

An emotion I can’t parse curls over my throat and squeezes, and all of a sudden I can barely breathe. My heart struggles to pound. My whole head is Harper, and I need to clear my mind, but it’s all clogged up with thoughts of slick lips, soft skin.

Harper seems to notice. ‘Bunny, hey.’

I hum. My voice breaks. Damn it.

‘Don’t worry, it’s going to be okay.’ A beat. ‘They’re gone.’

I shove Harper off me so hard that she stumbles into the wall behind, and check to make sure that the Foxes have left. Thank God my hair hangs over my face with the movement. I can feel my cheeks burning. ‘You didn’t have to do that.’

Harper rubs her shoulder, which seems to have taken the brunt of the hit, wincing. ‘I wouldn’t have had to if you weren’t so bent on your little saviour-complex stunts. You think I enjoyed that any more than you did?’

My elastic tie is still round Harper’s wrist, and I drag it off with a hooked finger. As I tie my hair, I head back to the mouth of the alley. ‘I need to check on the Foxes. You should go, I’ll handle this.’

I’m ready to abandon Harper in that cursed alley, but just as I’m about to leave, she calls for me, ensnaring me again.

‘You’re going after the Foxes like that?’ There are rapid footsteps, then Harper is at my side. She points to the dark sky. ‘It’s going to be raining for a while. You’re going to catch a cold.’

I frown. ‘Since when do you care? It’s fine, my immune system is strong.’

‘Well, mine isn’t.’ Harper folds her arms, her chin stuck out. ‘I can see your blasters on your wrists. I know you can fly. Take me back to Lain Co.’

I touch the blasters on my wrist. There was no need to bring my suit out today, but I never leave home without the lightweight metal bands circling my wrists and ankles. They concentrate my lunar powers into focused blasts, and help me fly. ‘Um, no. I have Sentinel responsibilities. You can take public transport.’

Harper swallows, her gaze falling to the road. ‘Fine.’

Her voice is small. A breeze picks up, and she visibly shivers, but she turns to walk away.

Oh, the Fox will be the death of me, honestly. I check ALFRED’s weather forecast, determine the path to Lain Co. is clear of lightning risk, and power on my blasters around my wrists and ankles, preparing myself for flight.

‘Fine, you win.’ I pick Harper up easily – Niko has trained me to bridal-carry civilians while flying, and while Harper is heavier than she looks, she’s still small. ‘Hang on tight, kit.’

Harper links her arms around my neck as I propel us into the sky. For this being the first time Harper’s ever flown, she’s weirdly calm. It’s also overly intimate, since I only ever carry civilians when I’m Lune. Outside of my suit, I feel Harper’s hips against my stomach, her thighs hot against my forearm, and suddenly the world is Harper’s forehead pressed to mine again, her body warm through our drenched clothing.

I falter, almost dropping her.

‘Watch it, bunny,’ Harper snaps. Her hold around my neck tightens, and I have to take a deep breath to counter the way my stomach drops.

‘Please just let me take you home in peace.’

‘Your home,’ Harper corrects. ‘It’s just the tower to me.’

‘One more word and I will drop you.’



HARPER

I sneeze eight times before picking up Maria’s call. Maria hates it when people sneeze.

‘Where were you?’ she demands the moment I answer. ‘I completed the transaction for the moonstones safely, but we needed you. You were supposed to help out.’

‘I got the Sentinels off our ass, okay?’ I climb under the covers of my bed. I’d stripped and changed the second I got home, but the cold clings adamantly to my bones. ‘Tia knew something was up, I had to distract her.’

‘Right.’ Maria sucks in a breath. ‘How’d you distract her?’

‘Got her to take me home because it was raining.’ My mind keeps racing to justify the exact, ill-considered distraction route that I’d taken.

You did not just willingly almost kiss Tia Njauw.

I did. I want to burn my face off. The only upside is my nose might blow itself off either way, and I hold the receiver away from my mouth as I struggle through a string of sneezes. On one sneeze, my telekinesis activates – traitor! – and topples my clothes rack.

I groan and shove my face into my pillow.

Over the phone, Maria’s voice crackles. ‘You always get sick when you’re caught in the rain. Go get your flu meds.’

I sigh into my pillowcase. ‘Please don’t pretend to care.’ My nose is so stuffy. I definitely need flu meds, but now Maria’s suggesting it, I don’t want them.

‘I don’t,’ Maria says dryly. ‘We need you for a mission. There’s a shipment of moonstones coming from America, arriving tomorrow night. The Sentinels will definitely be there to monitor the transaction, but we’re going to intercept it. As usual, you ward the Sentinels off, I’ll handle the actual stealing. Do you think you can handle it?’

I shove my face into my pillow to muffle a sneeze. ‘Yeah.’

‘Good.’ Maria hangs up.




Your Demons, My Demons

RAVEN

God, I regret everything. This evening I stepped out of Lain, put on my stupid little mask, got ready for heisting and fighting, and for what? To suffer? To choke through mucus as my ex-girlfriend watches impassively?

There’s literally snot running down the inside of my mask. I can barely breathe, and my nose hasn’t experienced a proper breath in the last twenty-four hours.

‘I want to die,’ I groan.

‘And I want you to keep your problems to yourself,’ Maria grouses beside me.

I roll my eyes. We’re both on the roof of a building near the docks in our full uniform, all poised to steal a case of moonstones from its shipment. As I watch, Maria checks her break-in equipment, her fingers running deftly over crowbar, lockpick, daggers, grappling hook.

I tip my head back in hopes the snot will go running back where it came from, but all it does is make me dizzy. ‘Man, this flu is not leaving.’

Maria checks her phone, completely ignoring me. ‘Okay, the shipment just came in. We have visuals on the Sentinels, but we’ve got the Nagas wrecking the Sentosa Express monorail as a distraction, so two Sentinels are helping out there. Only Lune’s coming in our direction.’

‘Got it.’

Maria bounds off the roof of the building – it’s only three floors – and she lands safely on the pavement and melts easily into the shadows.

When I close my eyes and focus, I hear the distant whoosh of body through air.

Lune.

I pretend to start running as the engines grow louder and Lune appears, a white bullet from the clouds, streaking down like a star. She slows as she gets closer, and lands in front of me, the slim pads of her uniform glinting like a knight’s under the moonlight.

I have to jam my heels into the ground to avoid ploughing into her. ‘Come to join the party?’ It comes out a little muffled through my snotty mask, but I decide not to acknowledge it.

‘Here to steal the moonstones?’ Lune narrows her eyes. ‘Are you alone?’

‘Yep.’ I deploy my daggers into my hands, but Lune says something I can’t hear – probably communicating with the rest of the Sentinels for back-up.

Damn it. I switch my intercom on. ‘Mari, Sentinels are here. I’ll lead Lune away, but if either Niko or Kiran come, it’s on you.’

‘Got it.’

Lune’s still talking into her intercom, but her gaze is trained on me.

I use the distraction to grab Lune with my telekinesis and throw her off the rooftop.

She disappears over the ledge of the building, sailing through the air like a broken figurine, and I snicker and break into a sprint.

Unfortunately, Lune comes back quicker than I expected, the blasters carrying her bright and blinding. ‘Not so fast!’ she yells.

I roll my eyes. All you have to do is distract Lune from getting to the rest of the Foxes, come on.

Leaping off the ledge of the building, I slam Lune into the ground with my telekinesis and bolster my landing.

Grunting at the impact, Lune conjures up her sword.

I barely miss the swing of sparking, fizzling energy, and roll to the side, duck under Lune’s attack.

Lune scowls. Every attack comes quicker now, stronger. God, she’s getting so much better. Some part of me admires it, and the other, more primal part of me wants to rip her apart.

Lune nearly clips me at one point, and I back up, heart thudding.

I conjure up multiples of myself, blending in and cloaking myself under the illusion so Lune can’t see which one is the real me.

She approaches the crowd warily, her sword held out in front of her, her eyes shifting between every Raven copy as she advances.

While Lune’s distracted, I break away and sneak behind her. With the hilt of a moonstone dagger, I deliver a swift blow to her temple.

It sends Lune staggering backwards, and I smash the butt of the knife across her faceplate.

Calling my illusions back, I pin Lune to the floor with a forearm across her neck. I know exactly where the eject button for her helmet is because I’ve peeked at Tia’s blueprints too many times to count, and I jam the knife against it.

‘No!’ Lune yells as the helmet detaches from her head. She bucks against my grip, but I yank the helmet off, kicking it aside. ‘Oh my God, I hate you.’

I swing a leg over Lune’s hips and straddle her, locking her down. ‘Pretty sure it was implied, but – achoo!’

Lune grimaces. ‘Did you just sneeze in my face?’

‘Uh.’ I blink through the tears from the sneeze. ‘Biological warfare?’

I sneeze again.

This time, Lune takes advantage of it and bucks me off.

I roll to my side, resisting the growing urge to take off my mask. All the bad karma I’ve accumulated over the past years must’ve chosen to strike now. I can barely find the strength to stand without being bowled over.

Time to retreat.

I throw myself off the roof, but as I launch myself over its lip, something sears my side. The fall is too short for me to register the pain, and I roll on my landing, popping up and sprinting away from the docks to lead Lune away and give Maria time to steal the moonstones.

Fortunately, Lune blasts after me. Unfortunately, I press a hand to the burning on my side, and my glove comes away bloody.

Shit.

Lune’s gaining quickly. With adrenalin masking most of my pain, I pick out the few cars parked in an open-air car park to my right. Ferrari, Toyota, Subaru and a hulking Range Rover.

Despite it all, I grin.

I grab the Rover with my telekinesis – and then almost drop it when pain stabs my gut. Blood leaks wet over my skin, seeping through my uniform and clinging uncomfortably to my body.

Shit, shit, shit. It’s not the worst wound, but the world turns slippery. There’s no way I can call Maria for back-up – the moonstones are more important than me, and I can’t be a burden.

Barely dodging another blast from Lune, I pick the Toyota up too, twist, and slam it into Lune.

She bolts into the air to avoid it, but I’m used to her flight pattern. I have another hand ready with the Rover, and as Lune avoids the Toyota, I slam the Rover into her.

Lune crashes to the ground. There’s no way of ascertaining how much damage I’ve done, but it doesn’t matter as long as I can escape.

With Lune out of the way, adrenalin ebbs. The world begins tilting, but I run to the car park where Maria and I had left our motorcycles and hop on one.

As I kick it to start, I switch my intercom on. ‘Maria, status?’

A scuffling over the intercoms. ‘Niko just arrived. Can you get them?’

I twist around to find the glint of Niko’s wings, but the night sky is empty. As a nymph descendant, they’ve been gifted with super strength, luck and reality manipulation, but I know they don’t use the last one much. Rather, as the owner of a tech company, Niko’s formulated hollow metal wings to fly. I personally find them terrifying, but it also makes them hilariously easy to spot at night. Luck is not on our side today, though. ‘Can’t see them.’

Maria swears. ‘They’re guarding the moonstones. I don’t think I can beat them without you. When will you be here?’

‘I—’ I tear out of the car park, glancing down the second I pass its gantry. Blood shines over my front, but I’ve been through worse. ‘I took a hit, but I can be there.’

‘How bad?’

‘It’s okay. I’m coming over.’

‘No. Look, I’m going to try to get a case of moonstones, but I’m going to be out of here soon. I don’t know what you did to Lune, but Niko looks pissed off. Give me ten minutes, I’ll grab the stones and head towards you. Where are you?’

I don’t want your help, I want to say. We’re not dating any more. There is no point in Maria thinking I need her – even as my grip on the motorcycle handle weakens.

I park the motorcycle by a side road and use my illusion to cover myself in shadow. The effort feels like digging my insides out. ‘Car park.’

‘I’m trying to escape. Niko’s on my tail, but I should be able to lose them.’

I settle against a wall, the grit from the ground digging into my palms. I just have to wait for Maria to come. I’ll be okay.

Under the stars, the world is dark and huge. Everything reeks of blood – it’s a crisp night, a little humid, and copper stains the loamy air sharp. With fewer buildings here on Singapore’s outskirts – where the jagged skyscrapers give way to shorter, simpler flats – the universe stretches high above and arcs into the docks, the ocean glimpsing between buildings and ships. It makes me feel so tiny. There’s a creature in my chest that aches.

Alone. I heave myself up, ignoring the blood that leaks over my fingers. Maria should be at least several minutes out.

There’s still time to leave. I restart the motorcycle, and because it’s three a.m. I get to run every single red light. I take the back alleyways as the yawning shadows swallow me whole, dig into the city’s twisted bowels until I reach its heart and park the motorcycle in a car park beside Lain. Scaling the pipe running up the outside of the Lain Co. building like a thief, I plant my foot against the bracket between the wall and pipe. I leap up to the next, all the way until the penthouse, where I’d purposely left my room window open. Catching the ledge with my fingers, I hinge my hips over the sill, ignoring the sparking pain on my side, then I tip into my room and the darkness claims me – tempered by a sacrifice of energy and blood.

A deep ache in my bones pulses me out of sleep.

My hands stretch across the bed instinctively, grasping the cold bedspread and memories of a past I thought I’d buried with a break-up.

Empty.

Singapore’s night skyline casts a gentle glow into my room, glancing over a roll of gauze, blood-wrinkled at its end.

In the metal rim of the ceiling light above, I catch a ghost of my reflection, the blood staining my side dark, my face pale and maskless. A Raven body and a Harper face. Two identities blurred.

Lingering dregs of pain wash over me, and when I touch my side my fingers ghost over scabbed skin – my body doing its best to heal, though the wound aches like I’ve been pitted.

The darkness presses its palms over my face and clamps my ears with a quiet that feels suffocating.

There is no one here to save you, it snarls into my ear. There is no one here for you. There is—

I sit up. Grope around for my wallet, retrieve a key, and unlock the bottom drawer of my bedside table. My special painkillers lie below a dozen other bits of loose memorabilia and broken tools, and I extract the blister foil from its plastic baggie.

Armed with two tablets, I ease out of bed, grab a sweater to hide the blood and cover all traces of Raven.

By the time I’ve slipped into the living room, the digital wall clock blinks five a.m.

A clinking in the kitchen stops me in my tracks. I lighten my feet, pressing myself into the dark out of habit.

As I round the corner, I recognize the cadence of footsteps on the kitchen tile and the quiet glass clink of someone who’s been raised to never cause a scene.

I take a step to retreat. Maybe I should come back later – both me and Tia have always been night owls, but we’re an explosive duo even in the day, let alone when we’re both sleep-deprived and cranky, so I’ve always avoided her. No point ruining my mood when I’m trying to enjoy the witching hours by myself.

Still. Ever since the gala, our conversations have reduced from a ninety-six per cent chance of hostility to a solid forty-five per cent. And, even if I absolutely made those numbers up, it doesn’t erase the new, gentle side of Tia’s cold and people-pleasing facade.

Surely we can co-exist for now.

Before I can overthink it, I step into the kitchen.

Tia’s hunched over the freezer drawers, her hands pawing through like a raccoon in the trash. Wet, long hair hangs over her face, resembling one of those Chinese ghosts my parents used to scare me with, and her pyjamas are drenched on the shoulders, her glasses nearly falling off her face as she passionately disembowels the freezer.

In short, she looks like a mess.

It’s almost adorably pathetic. I lean against the doorway and fold my arms. ‘Looking for something?’

Tia shoots up and kicks the drawer closed with a foot, eyes wide. The harsh kitchen light throws her face into a strange play of shadow and colour, illuminating the lump on her forehead and her enormous black eye. ‘What are you doing here?’

I whistle. The memory of me – Raven – crashing the Range Rover into Lune flashes through my mind. ‘Damn, you look like roadkill. What happened to you?’ I cross the threshold, bypassing Tia to grab a pitcher of water from the fridge.

‘I . . . fell down a flight of stairs.’ Tia’s gaze follows my trajectory, and she steps aside for me to grab the pitcher. We’re almost shoulder to shoulder, and Tia takes another step away to make more space. ‘What about you?’

I slam the fridge door and fill a glass halfway. Shit. I hadn’t thought about whether Tia would notice how rundown I look. ‘What about me?’

‘You look like a ghost.’ Tia goes back to rummaging in the freezer, and finally emerges triumphant with a bag of peas. ‘Why are you so pale?’

I down the pills with the cold water, and set the glass down with a sigh. ‘Food poisoning.’

We stare at each other.

‘I don’t believe you,’ Tia says, and at the same time I go, ‘There’s no way that’s from falling down the stairs.’

More staring. When I trace the exhausted lines of Tia’s forehead, and the wrinkles crinkling around her eyes, I find red veins over white sclera and a puffiness I’m familiar with. ‘You were crying?’

‘Jesus Christ.’ Tia pivots away, adjusting her bag of peas until I can’t see her face. ‘Look, leave me alone, okay?’

With her free hand, she grabs for the bottle of moonstone supplements on the counter. I try not to stare as she shakes three out onto the counter. Three. A luxurious number. My body aches for the same, but she’d find it strange – I only ever need them when I use my magic, so I make sure not to leave patterns of my usage in the Sentinels’ stash.

Still, as she turns around to grab a glass of water, I dart over and slip a supplement from the bottle, then tuck it into my palm.

Before she turns around, I sneeze.

Tia pauses. ‘You’re sick too?’

‘From the rain,’ I admit, without thinking.

She looks at me funny, and I’m struck with the memory of sneezing over her barely two hours ago – just that we’d both been in different positions, different costumes. You’re sick too, like she’s already drawing a parallel in her head. To distract her, I say, ‘So, do you always hide in the kitchen at three a.m. licking your wounds, or were you just feeling particularly pathetic?’

Her face shutters. A vein in her neck spiders up to her jaw. She reaches past me and grabs the moonstone supplements. ‘I should’ve left you out in the rain. Now get out of my way, you make me sick.’

‘I’ll make you sick,’ I correct, because treating it as a joke is the only way to temper the flaring irritation in my chest.

Tia glares at me. She elbows past me as she goes to leave.

I resist the urge to push back. ‘Why didn’t you leave me out in the rain?’ I ask instead. ‘You don’t care about me. You sit in this tower and cry about yourself and you never care about anyone else.’

When Tia whips around, her lips tremble, but her eyes are dry. ‘Are you done?’

Okay. Too far.

Growing up around so many Foxes means I’ve always been good at body language. Right now, tensed shoulders and stiff-jawed, Tia is a cup overflowed to the brim. One touch and it’ll go spilling over. Her icy front fractures under the weight of her gaze.

It is unfortunate, I guess, that I have beaten and been beaten by Tia to the brink of existence, and still sometimes she stands before me looking so pathetic that I’m forced to be nice to her.

Tia flinches. Her glare morphs into something unshakably pained, and she turns back to leave. ‘Go to sleep.’




Not a Bird, Not a Plane, But Five Feet of Villainy

TIA

After a week of lab re-induction and touring universities, Niko’s finally brought in samples of the new strain of moonstones, and each lab table has been given a palm-sized rock to chip away at and analyse.

This means it’s the first time I have to actually work with Harper in a lab lesson, and last night’s unspoken suffocates us.

It was a long night. The Sentinels managed to keep the bulk of the moonstones, but despite my best efforts, a Fox had got away with one case. This means, thanks to me, the uncalibrated, unresearched, extremely volatile moonstones are now officially part of the Foxes’ arsenal – and in the fucking wake of a bomb blueprint theft.

Even worse is that the reason for my embarrassing defeat was that I’d been struck in the skull with a car, and I spent the rest of the night fighting off concussion nausea.

My mother used to say I was never made to be a Sentinel. She pledged my heart was too soft, and therefore so was my body, and thus my resolve, and then my spirit. Supposedly Tia Njauw was a walking failure pretending to succeed, and being a Sentinel gave me too huge an opportunity to disappoint the world. Supposedly being gentle meant being too weak to hold the world on my shoulders.

So I was careful when Harper appeared like an apparition in the kitchen last night. I walled my weakness behind small talk and long hair so she wouldn’t see the weakness my mother saw.

Falling down the stairs was a poor lie, admittedly, but time erodes memory like it buries wounds. If we can end the day without either of us speaking about last night, yesterday’s altercation might fade into the ether in a week.

I’m so focused on avoiding the topic that it takes an hour to notice the slight limp in Harper’s step, her pale lips, her sunken face. Whatever was plaguing her last night is still here.

I dig my thumbnail into my index finger. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

She rolls her eyes and collapses into a lab chair. The light in her gaze flickers to nothing.

No comeback. Harper is either dying, or she’s been replaced by her better alternative self. ‘I’m serious. Should I get Niko to start digging a grave?’

‘Only if it’s for you, when I’m done with you,’ Harper snaps. She inches out of the chair and draws herself to stand. ‘If you’re done insulting me, we have work to do.’

She’s literally bent over the table.

With Harper around, the dull headache from my lingering concussion returns, and I pinch my nose. ‘Tell me what you need.’

The words seem to brawl in her mouth for a good few seconds, her lips twisting and her cheeks pinched. ‘Painkillers. My bag, end of the table.’

I rummage through her overused rucksack and come back with a half-empty blister film. Harper’s palm waits as I push a pill into it, and she swallows it dry.

‘Thanks, or whatever.’

‘Don’t thank me.’ I fold my arms and lean against the table. ‘You look like you crawled out of a sewer.’

The death stare I receive in response feels like a prize, until Harper says, ‘You looked like shit last night too. The media would have a field day if I’d gotten a photo, you know. Singapore’s favourite Sentinel can’t cope with her responsibilities and suffers crippling insomnia. Or was it anxiety? Probably both?’

My joy extinguishes. ‘We both had an awful night. Let’s leave it there.’

Harper sighs and passes me the moonstone sample. She holds it with bare hands because she has no sense of lab protocol, and I glare at her as I receive it with pincers. ‘Use gloves. We don’t know what these stones can do.’

‘What’s the worst? I’m also a descendant. These things are good for me, anyway.’

‘You barely have magic – don’t be dramatic. But sure, go risk it. I’m due for a different labmate, anyway.’ I begin to prep a sample of moonstone, weighing it and sanding it down.

When I glance up, Harper’s looking at me funny. ‘Descendants with less magic also need moonstones.’

I frown. ‘Since when?’

Her eyes widen. ‘What? Since forever? I mean, I guess it’s still kind of new, but more recent generations with less magic need them just to function. It’s, like, usually you need moonstones to supplement your magic because using magic depletes your energy quicker. But kids born now don’t have anywhere near your level of magic, and they’re still physically weaker, and sicker. We don’t know why, but it’s like when a descendant has less magic, the weaker they become. All my younger cousins need moonstones. How do you not . . . know?’

I blink. ‘I’ve only ever seen descendants with magic take moonstones. Like Niko, Kiran, me. People with high levels of magic.’

Harper levels a flat stare. ‘Those are the only people you can think of? What about our classmates in school?’

I feel my face heat. ‘No one spoke about it. You know people didn’t really speak to us.’

‘God, you actually need friends.’ Harper pulls out a block of testing material. ‘Why do you think the Foxes and Nagas are always stealing moonstones?’

‘That’s above your classification level.’ I raise a brow. The moonstones have always been rampant on the black market, thanks to the Nagas and Foxes. Regardless of whether Harper knows about the Foxes’ bomb plans, given she’s an estranged Fox member, it’s not something I can disclose. ‘Why do you think they do it?’

‘I—’ Harper clears her throat. She loads the moonstone sample into the testing material and seals it off in a reinforced glass box. ‘Well, I think it’s because they need it. Easy as that. Why would there be anything else?’

She doesn’t know about the bombs. Not like I ever really doubted it, but it still sometimes surprises me to have confirmation that Harper isn’t connected to the clan at all.

‘I’m just saying, if that’s all the Foxes and Nagas needed, we wouldn’t be chasing them like we do now.’

Harper seems to chew on this as we wait for the moonstone sample to activate.

There’s a blinding flash of light, and the box shudders.

I’d flinched at the explosion, but I peer through the charcoal smoke swirling through the glass. Ash litters the bottom of the box. There’s nothing left in there.

Harper frowns as she re-approaches the box. ‘Wow, okay. It’s all gone?’

‘I think so.’ I swallow. We’ve never had moonstones this flammable. Never had moonstones this strong. If these are genuinely turned into bombs, then . . .

We have to catch Raven soon.

HARPER

‘Neither the Foxes nor the Nagas have been planning to use the moonstones for anything aside from supplements, right?’ I ask as I edge my finger under translucent prawn shell and peel it off to reveal pink flesh. A barb sticks me in the thumb and I hiss, jerking back.

Maria, who’s slicing fishcakes into a bowl, glances over. ‘Why do you care?’

‘It’s just . . .’ I grab another prawn. Rip its head off. ‘In the labs this week, Tia was being weird about moonstones and the clan.’

Maria looks over her shoulder at the Elders seated in the dining area behind us. A young Fox teen greets the Elders before turning to join the large, cling-wrapped dining table, where all the Fox kids are rolling tangyuan.

It’s the fifteenth day of the Lunar New Year, which means a Fox family opens their house for the Elders and clan members – both the magical and magic-less divisions of the clan – to drop by and eat glutinous rice balls together.

I miss messing with the dough. Now I’m older, I’ve been exiled to lunch duty with Maria – bad. Also, we’re in Maria’s house – extra bad.

I don’t remember the last time I was here, but I remember everything else. Like how the family leaves their keys in the knobbly pottery I gave Maria when we were kids, and the gaudy IKEA art that blocks out large sections of the cream walls, and the turquoise sofa we used to laze on together, spending afternoons with bodies pressed together, sometimes napping, sometimes talking, sometimes more.

Still, some things have changed. They’ve bought a dishwasher, and there are fake plants in the bathroom where there weren’t any before. There’s no manual on how to react to that, so I don’t.

‘No idea,’ Maria says, yanking me back to reality. Her gaze drops to her hands, and she returns to prepping the kway teow for frying. ‘You’re the leader, not me.’

The comment bristles something in me that I fight to ignore. ‘Well, do you know anything about the blueprints we handed off to the Nagas last week?’

‘I know that’s something only Ah Ma knows.’ Maria jerks her chin to the living room. ‘Go ask her yourself. Or maybe kill a Sentinel and she’ll tell you.’

I put down the prawn and toss my hands up. ‘You really want to do this with me? During a Chinese New Year gathering? Seriously?’

‘I’m just reminding you. Calm down.’ Maria has the kway teow over the sizzling frying pan, and she pauses. ‘How are you preparing for that, anyway?’

‘I mean, the Elders are developing a poison based on Tia’s painkillers, and it’ll weaken her powers enough to subdue her in battle. I’ve been getting close to her, as planned. Aside from that, just training my powers and exercising. Why do you have to make me feel like a kid who hasn’t done her homework?’ I pass the bowl of prawns to Maria, keeping my voice steady even as my mind races. Between the blueprints and what Tia said, I feel like I’m missing something. What are the Elders and the Nagas up to?

Maria dumps the prawns into the kway teow, but her gaze doesn’t leave mine. ‘You know your entire leadership hinges on this assessment, right? The Elders will be there watching. You know how it goes. If you mess this up, everything you’ve worked for will be gone. And I know this leadership is your way of being close to—’

I inhale sharply the second I realize where she’s going. ‘Enough, Maria. I know the stakes. I want this as badly as you think I do – more, even.’ I run my thumb over the medallion round my neck. Soon.

I promise. A tight hug, a gentle kiss. The last I remember.

I promise, I promise, I promise.

‘Girls.’

Maria and I turn. Ah Ma stands behind us with her hands clasped, her wrists adorned with golden bangles and a beaded jade bracelet, her blouse auspiciously red.

‘Ah Ma,’ I greet with a little bow, and hear Maria chorus the same.

‘Food looks good,’ Ah Ma says with a nod to the pan, and my chest shivers with pride.

She unfolds her hands to reveal a slim black box. ‘Raven, this is yours.’

The poison. I feel Maria’s eyes on me as I reach out and take the box. It’s light, nearly inconsequential.

Ah Ma clears her throat. ‘It’s bitter. Best hidden in coffee or chocolate. Can you do that?’

‘Yes, Ah Ma.’ I turn it over.

‘You’ll need to put in the full dose, and it’ll activate within twenty-four hours. She might faint, or pass out once it’s activated. It’ll also only last a week. Can you work within that?’

‘Yes, Ah Ma.’ I tuck it safely in my pocket.

When I look up, she’s still staring at me. ‘You’ll make them very proud, you know,’ Ah Ma whispers.

A pang hits me, and I cut my gaze low so she won’t see the way my bottom lip quivers. ‘Thank you.’

After Ah Ma turns to leave, a hand slides over to squeeze my wrist. When I glance up, Maria’s smile is gentler than usual.

It’s two of us alone in the kitchen, again.

I swallow, moving to tug my hand from hers. ‘Maria, we’re not . . .’

Maria sighs and rolls her eyes. ‘I don’t need to be your girlfriend to be nice to you.’

Actually, in the course of our relationship, Maria proved she could both be my girlfriend and not be nice to me, but maybe it’s better not to bring it up now. Maria’s hot–cold, volatile love is best left untouched.

Fine. With a smile born from practice and not emotion, I squeeze Maria’s hand.

I find my assassination target meddling on a computer at the lab, a rectangle marked on the floor with duct tape near my lab desk.

Tia glances up as I near. ‘Haven’t seen you much in the past week.’

I hear the silent question. Where were you? After that first day in the lab, I’d taken half a week off to lie in bed and let my skin stitch itself over Lune’s blaster wound. Yesterday’s Fox gathering was the first time I’d stepped out of the house.

‘Just say you missed me.’ Question dodged, as evasive as shadow. I slide into the seat opposite Tia.

‘What do you want me to miss? Your bad jokes? Or the time you spent the night infesting the school building with roaches?’ Tia leans away from her laptop, an eyebrow canted with accusation.

‘Yeah, well, it was April Fools’ at the Academy, and it was none of your business.’ I hook a thumb on my medallion’s chain, tugging it to feel its punishment on the nape of my neck. I shouldn’t be standing here bantering with Tia. ‘Do you snitch on me just so you’ll have an excuse to watch me?’

Oh, it comes so easily.

Tia’s cheeks flush. She readjusts her weight and clears her throat. ‘Did you start thinking it was okay to be cute with me when we’re barely friends?’

Friends. The vial flashes through my mind, and I shift to distance myself from Tia. Not friends. ‘What do we have to do today?’ I say as a distraction.

Tia is thrown, albeit only for a second. ‘Well, Niko’s still banned us from looking at moonstones while they’re in discussion with the board of directors. So I’ve compiled all footage we have of Raven’s body movement and formulated a software that’ll identify anyone who fits her movement pattern, but I need someone who’s not Raven to try it out. Ergo, you.’

She points at the duct-tape rectangle. A bulky set of wiring and a camera sits opposite it like a death machine.

I shuffle close to the contraption. ‘I know Raven’s the main villain of the day in Singapore, and your feud’s pretty public, but it’s always been about capturing her, not figuring out her identity. Why so obsessed now?’

Tia shrugs and returns to her computer. ‘New developments. Now, get in.’

‘The Foxes have been stealing the new moonstones,’ I hear in what she doesn’t say. Okay, fine. But now I’m in trouble. Refusing to be a test subject would be suspicious, but if this software actually works, would that expose me as Raven? How much would I be able to deny it?

‘Why not just face recognition?’ I step into the square, eyeing the sensor on the table and tracking the many makeshift wires Tia has soldered in place. Knowing her, none of these wires are redundant. If I snap one of them, my secret identity might still live until tomorrow.

Behind the death machine, Tia’s head dips with a sigh. ‘Her mask is enchanted enough that none of our facial recognition software works. This program will compare any detected warm bodies to her body movement patterns. If it matches, my suit flags the person as Raven, so—’ Tia finally looks up from her computer, and now she frowns. ‘Why are you looking at me like that?’

I shrug, as nonchalantly as I can when my entire chest constricts with the feeling that Tia’s just locked me up and ripped off my mask. ‘I was just wondering how accurate this program is. You know, before you run something completely untested on me.’

‘Not completely untested.’ Tia raises a brow. ‘I almost wish you were Raven, so I’d get to see ALFRED eject you straight out of the window. But don’t worry, you’re the third Not-Raven person to stand in there.’

Not-Raven. I lick my lips and find them dry. ‘Of course.’ I zero on the wires again, clasp my wrist behind my back so I can wriggle my fingers to activate my telekinesis without drawing attention. ‘You’re just so smart, aren’t you?’

‘Jealous?’ Tia flicks a switch by her computer, and the sensor begins to whir.

Showtime. I focus on a yellow wire snaking over the edge of the table, and give it an experimental tug. When Tia doesn’t react, I pinch my fingers together and pull. But . . . God, she’s soldered it.

Tia’s still focused on watching me through what looks like an infrared scanner. ‘Do a quick jog on the spot.’

I comply, grabbing the wire with my telekinesis again. The yellow wire goes taut between its soldered point and my grip, but I have to stop when Tia looks up. ‘Do a squat and put your hands up.’

‘Now you’re just publicly humiliating me.’ All of the interns look preoccupied with their own work, but I catch several curious glances.

‘I’m being completely serious.’

I grit my teeth and comply. Damn Sentinels. I should never have interned with one. I should never again be around one.

As I ease my way out of the squat, I clench my fists like I’m stretching and feel for the wire with my telekinesis.

When I stand, I stretch my arms over my head and the cord snaps.

The effect is immediate. The computer begins beeping, and Tia’s brows knit as she ducks to squint at the computer. ‘What the—’

‘Are we done?’ I stuff my hands in my pockets, forcing my shoulders to slump in feigned disinterest. ‘That’s about all the physical exercise I want to be doing today.’

‘Something’s wrong.’ Tia’s gaze darts between me and the screen.

My gut sinks. Every wire must have been functional, which means the one I pulled out was important – important enough, even, to set off the alarm.

ALFRED’s voice booms over the speakers. ‘Hostility alert. Ejection protocol commencing in three . . . two . . . one . . .’

I barely have time to brace myself before a spell-like force slams into me. Behind me, a window shatters in preparation, and the force shoves me off the fifty-fourth floor of the Lain Co. building.

Shit.

Raven can jump. Raven can bolster her landing with telekinesis.

Harper cannot. Wind whistles past, joining my roaring heartbeat as the void swallows me whole. My only shot at survival is to use telekinesis, but that would reveal my identity and, last I checked, I can’t do that.

A thought that’s quickly followed by, I’m going to die.

It’s my identity or my life, and I stretch my arms out to prepare my telekinesis.

But against the cloudless sky, a blot appears. Light glints off a figure hurtling down to me.

Tia. As in, civilian Tia. Not Lune. Flesh and cloth, no armour, no suit. I watch her scramble to snap her wristbands in mid-air.

‘Are you trying to die?’ I yell over the howling wind, but Tia reaches out. Hands circle my wrists, tugging me into a warm but solid embrace as she pulls me in.

The wristbands glow as her magic activates. We wrestle gravity until the world stops screaming.

Then the world stops, period.

My heart skips five beats, lands on all five in quick succession, but Tia’s waist is a steady handhold, her grip is secure, and my heartbeat slowly rolls back out into regularity.

‘Oh, God,’ I breathe, my forehead pressed against Tia’s collar. I’m shaking. It’s not like I’ve never been in danger before – but I’ve never been so close to death as a civilian. ‘God, shit.’

‘For legal reasons,’ I hear Tia say, her breath almost as laboured as mine, her chest heaving, ‘when I said I wanted to see you ejected from a window, I was not premeditating this.’

It’s tough to figure out who’s indebted to who once we reach the tower, given the fact that Tia’s the one who primed me for a crude, unprecedented take-off, but she also saved me.

‘I checked it.’ Tia slides a cup of juice across the kitchen table. ‘A wire came loose and the alarm tripped. Please take this as a peace offering. Niko said you asked for this apple juice after the gala.’

I run a hand through my hair as I stare down at the glass. ‘You’re only doing this because Niko yelled at you for half an hour. Leave. I want to be alone.’ Lie. I’m only sitting because I can’t trust my knees to stop shaking when I stand. It’s not even about the fall – it’s the fact that for several crucial seconds, I’d been completely helpless.

Alone.

Tia is quiet opposite me. When I glance over, she has both hands clasped in a death grip, her gaze locked with the marble countertop.

‘For what it’s worth, I really am sorry,’ she says finally. ‘I know you think I’m careless and heartless and it didn’t matter to me whether you got thrown out of a window—’

‘I don’t.’ Every time I remember the fall, amidst the terror, there’s a clear moment I can’t stop replaying. It’s impossible. Tia is cold, detached. Sure, she’s also a spineless people pleaser, but that only makes her more of a coward. Not . . . ‘I don’t think that. You jumped out of the window after me before you even put on your wristbands. Why?’

‘I had to save you. I had no time to think.’

Unbelievable. A shade of anger, deep and indescribable, seizes me as I grip my glass. ‘Do you know how much you risked yourself? For several seconds, you weren’t a Sentinel saving someone. You were a person falling to her death for someone you hated.’

‘The suit doesn’t make me the Sentinel, kit.’ Tia’s eyes dart away, like it’s difficult to admit. ‘You were in trouble. I had the power to help you. That’s all.’

This is why she’s a Sentinel. The thought comes unbidden, and it shakes my resolve. Tia’s never cared about the people around her. She’s always been a spectator, always the infuriatingly cool head. Even as a Sentinel, it seemed like she only ever followed Niko and Kiran’s orders.

Now, without the other Sentinels around, why is she—?

It’s so sickeningly selfless that I want to scoff with disbelief, but Tia cups her elbows and crosses them tight in something that looks frightfully close to vulnerability.

It’s not like I’ve haven’t seen past Tia’s icy exterior in the two years we’ve lived together. We’ve been almost amicable over the last month. Still, she’s never given a part of herself up like this. Not voluntarily.

My surprise must show, because Tia shifts in her chair and makes to stand. ‘Look, I don’t really know what you want from me, okay? I’ll be in my room if you need anything.’

She stands with a drag of the chair and disappears into her room.

I skim my fingers over the rim of my glass. Four more months of this strange, twisted push-and-pull tension with Tia. A month ago, it felt easy. But getting closer to her has already brought me to the edge of her fortressed personality. What will I find once I pass its gates?

I down the juice in one shot, and it sends happy shivers down my spine.

It’s time to put an end to the amicability between us.

What did Ah Ma say again about coffee? About how easy it would be to slip Tia a cup of something as a little thank you?

I have a plan, Ah Ma, Mama, Papa.

I have a plan.




This Coffee Is to Die For

TIA

Just to be clear, I might hate both the sin (being an asshole) and the sinner (the asshole herself) – but I’m not morally corrupt enough to think throwing Harper Leong out of a window was an acceptable thing to do.

Even my reparations – throwing myself out of the window after her, and spending the witching hours with apologies surging through my head – don’t feel remotely close to making up for it.

However.

When Harper barrels into the lift at nine a.m. the next morning and drowns me in what has to be the stickiest iced coffee known to mankind, it’s very difficult to hold on to my guilt.

My assailant stands before me with a quarter-empty cup and an open mouth, late as always and somehow impossibly more hazardous than usual.

I’d grabbed Harper’s wrist to stop her from toppling after our collision, and now I let go as the lift doors close. ‘You have three seconds to explain.’

Silence reigns the lift’s whirring ascent.

‘Coffee,’ Harper says slowly.

‘I see that.’ It’s hard to keep calm when I’m also trying not to shiver. A thought occurs as the lift doors ding open at the lab level. ‘You don’t drink coffee.’ The labs are straight down the hallway, but I make an executive decision to head for the toilets, what with the coffee spilled down my front. Behind, I hear Harper’s tiny legs struggling to match my pace.

‘I do not,’ Harper says. ‘It’s for you.’

What? I slow for both my brain and Harper to catch up. If anything, I should be buying Harper a five-course meal.

I turn to look Harper in the eye. ‘For me?’

Harper shoves the cup towards me, and the liquid sloshes in protest. ‘For saving my life. I’m a Fox. We repay kindness and debts.’

It’s so out of character that, for a second, I just stare. Given our relationship, there’s a negative chance this should be happening. Not like Harper’s never had moments of kindness, but she’s never actively worked to prove that kindness, least of all to me. There’s probably even a seventy per cent chance it’s poisoned.

When I take the cup from Harper, our hands brush.

Her fingers are cold.

‘I don’t know what you drink,’ Harper says as I appraise the ribbed cup. ‘So I added every sweet thing I could. Felt like you were a coffee with sugar person.’

The sticky tracks down the side of the cup suddenly make sense. ‘I only drink black coffee.’

A strange mix of emotion crosses Harper’s face, stained with a shade of surprise and a series of flutter-blinking as she looks away, either miffed, embarrassed, or both.

I clear my throat and move into the bathroom. ‘But thanks. I needed something to keep me awake this morning, anyway.’

The toilet’s harsh fluorescents scour off the shadows on her face to reveal that the darkness under her eyes and dimness of her skin is something even lighting cannot save. A grimness pinches her lips and brows. I watch it in the mirror as Harper evaluates the coffee damage on her own shirt.

‘Not to be rude—’

‘That’s exactly what people say when they’re asking for a punch.’

‘But you kind of look like shit,’ I say quietly.

Harper ducks down to wash her face in the sink. It doesn’t hide her exhaustion. ‘None of your business.’

Before I can counter, she strips her shirt off to run it under the tap. All my vision becomes bare shoulders, a black bra strap carving across skin, a chain tracing collarbone.

Look away! My eyes refuse to comply, and my brain rattles in my skull, all shrunken and marble-smooth and expired with embarrassment.

Weirdest of all, though, is that when my gaze wanders away from the lines of muscle and expanse of tan skin, I find dark scars billowed across Harper’s body – storm clouds blooming over chest, spine, abdomen. Gashes of white tissue lash across her chest like lightning, some thin and faded, others broiling and angry.

A distinct, overwhelming worry seizes me. I reach out to touch a scar on Harper’s chest, as if I could push it back into Harper’s skin and smooth it over.

Her hand snaps over my wrist, slippery with soap but nonetheless brutal. ‘What are you doing?’

I finally find my voice. ‘How did you get those?’

Harper lets go, returns to washing her shirt. ‘They’re just birthmarks.’ Her tone clips with threat, holding the response high above my head and daring me to grab it.

I’m taller than Harper. And I need to know. ‘Did your parents—?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘That’s why you don’t talk about them?’ I almost reach out again, but I busy my hands with scrubbing the coffee off my chest. The casualness of the act is the only reason I can ask, ‘Did they hit you?’

Harper’s face shuts down. That’s the easiest way to describe it, every muscle slackened, her gaze turning distant. Then her brows scrunch, her lips part, and she turns a burning stare on to me. ‘Are you serious?’

I blink. You’ve hit a nerve. ‘I . . . sorry?’ My mind skips back to the day at the university, when I’d oh-so-casually mentioned Harper’s parents, and she’d shut down in almost the exact same way.

I recognize trauma like one senses a tremor from a faraway earthquake. Dread drenches me cold, and I fail to figure out its harshness, range or epicentre.

But I witness the fallout – Harper scrubbing her shirt, more brutally than before, wet fabric, friction and anger painting her hands pink.

‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ I say. A futile rescue effort. My voice barely carries over the sloshing of water. ‘I thought—’

‘Stay in your lane,’ Harper grits out. ‘Leave me alone.’

No emotion in her voice. The dreaded stillness between aftershocks.

Harper wrings her shirt dry and stalks over to the hand dryer.

With most of my own coffee stain gone and a bigger problem on my hands, I join her side. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you.’ Talk to me.

‘Drop it.’ Harper tugs her shirt on and leaves the toilet, shoving the door behind her like she wants it to slam.

I swipe the iced coffee off the counter and catch the door before it hits the frame, but it doesn’t seem to deter Harper, who keeps walking without glancing back. As I stride to catch up, my chest shifts, my ribs like tectonic plates grinding, and in the very epicentre of disaster, my heart lurches from its cage and lodges in my throat, soiling every word with its ruinous history.

The words leave my mouth quietly. ‘My parents were awful.’

It works. Harper slows, stops. Still doesn’t turn. My words lie broken between us, fractured at their edges and begging her to understand.

Part of me resists suddenly, my heart swelling in my throat to cut me off, reminding me that Harper isn’t a friend, and the fragile porcelain of my past will not survive her brutal judgement.

In the end, it’s the memory of Harper’s glare that gives me courage. Her defensiveness was too explosive to be anything but compensation for a wound. ‘Look, I asked because my mom always controlled me, and my dad was never around. I didn’t assume you have bad parents because I thought you were raised badly. I just assumed what I . . .’ It hurts now. I push on. ‘What I wished people would have assumed for me. If people could have seen.’

I’ve wondered, before, if Harper already knows this. I always thought the pieces made sense if put together and held at a distance. There’s my crippling aversion to failure, the walls I’ve placed around myself because receiving love and care has only ever been a currency I must earn, and most of all the fact I’d moved out of my house at sixteen. It was in the news – but they framed it like I left to become a Sentinel, like I was moving towards and not away from.

Still, Harper had witnessed all of that.

She turns halfway. ‘They didn’t like that you were a Sentinel?’

I ground myself with a thumbnail pressed into a fingertip, but my voice still shakes when I speak. Saying it aloud relapses me into the pain, like pressing an old scar and feeling, somehow, that the scar tissue grates against the flesh underneath, and it hurts even if it’s supposed to be all healed.

‘They didn’t want me doing anything with my magic. My dad was the head of a company and had a reputation to uphold. He wanted me to go to university, get a degree like everyone else. He was terrified of my magic and my mother was terrified of him. So they kept me medicated to suppress my magic until I was fifteen.’

Harper runs a hand through her hair, her brows furrowed. ‘Do you still talk to them?’

‘No.’ I shift my weight. ‘Niko was furious when they found out, and basically cut them off for me. Which is good, because I could never have done it myself.’

‘And that’s how you became so close to Niko and Kiran.’

‘Yes.’ I take a step closer. In apology? Supplication? ‘I didn’t mean to offend you. I asked because I was worried you were like me.’

‘Well, I’m not.’ Harper turns, her expression unreadable. I clench and unclench my fist, hoping it’ll shake the anxiety from my body.

‘Good to hear.’ I offer Harper an awkward attempt of a smile. Then, because now my mind won’t move off it, I add, ‘And, hey, I’m sure your parents are great . . . ?’

Her head tilts imperceptibly, a cat trying to size its prey. She stalks right up to me, and I look down at her. ‘I don’t owe you my life story.’

Fair.

She gestures to the coffee in my hand. ‘Take that as my consolation. Don’t drop news like that on me again. I hate having to be nice to you.’

My heartbeat thumps in my throat, but I swallow it. ‘Okay.’ To counter the meekness in my voice, I down the coffee in one teeth-destroyingly sweet gulp.

I toss the cup into the bin beside us, doing my best to keep a straight face. ‘Are we okay now?’

Harper stares at the cup perched on the tower of trash inside the bin. ‘I don’t know what you think is between us, bunny, but we’re not friends.’

She drags her gaze to meet mine. ‘Don’t forget that, okay? It’s annoying when you do.’

I should have listened to my heart the first time. Why did I ever think Harper could be anything but callous? My foolishness chokes me too much to say anything but a quiet, ‘Right.’

Harper pivots around and heads to the lab, kicking the door open and earning us a glare from Niko.

As I watch, she slips to the front of the lab and converses quietly with Niko. Fifteen minutes later, they relieve me from lab work and send me to the Sentinels’ Training Hall, and it’s clear that Harper asked for time apart.

The training hall was constructed as a place where we can explore and expand our powers, which means the walls are bulletproof glass, part of the floor is padded and each side is lined with training dolls and specially programmed droids.

Training has always been two to three hours a day, after lab sessions – an hour of physical, another hour of technique and combat training, with ALFRED analysing my moves by camera and correcting my technique.

A confusing melee of hurt, frustration and vulnerability fuels me through today’s training session. I imagine Harper’s face on every target.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ I demand from a training droid, and I’m met with a punch.

I push myself to six hours of training before I collapse on the floor, soaked in sweat, my fingers shaking as I unlatch every component of my suit and let it clatter to the floor.

The cavernous space of the hall looms over me, white LED lights hazing through my spinning vision.

‘Go to hell, Harper,’ I whisper to the void. ‘To hell with your annoying jokes and the way you can’t sort recycling and how you think you’re always better than us.’

No one’s around to listen, but somehow verbalizing it is therapeutic.

‘I hate that you’re –’ I remove my helmet to drop my head against the plywood floor, settling in with a sigh – ‘mean to everyone and can’t ask for help. Aren’t you nineteen? Don’t you have an ounce of maturity in you? Is it so difficult to kindly communicate what you need instead of –’ I kick my blasters off my feet – ‘lashing out at me?’

The question wisps into the air and lingers.

The next time I try to open my mouth, exhaustion claims me. I can complain about Harper in my head, I think as I close my eyes, but the world is very dark, and very quiet.

When I wake up, I find the type of rasp in my throat that only festers after a several-hour nap.

My phone says it’s nine p.m. Crap, I’ve missed dinner.

My legs jelly under me as I stand, but I steel my knees and diligently steer my broken body into a lift for the penthouse. There’ll be leftovers I can heat up, and then I can crash straight into bed.

The lift dings open.

A familiar figure stands in the kitchen, up to their elbows in dirty plates, pink rubber gloves working furiously through the bubble bath in the sink.

I have to avoid her. It’s the only sensible thing to do.

I stroll into the kitchen, my heart hammering in my ears, and reach over Harper to grab a bowl from the cupboard.

‘What the—’ She flinches and whips round, turning an accusatory glare on me. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Sorry, I forgot it was a crime to be in my own house,’ I reply dryly. I step back to lean against the kitchen table behind me. ‘You’re not slick. I know you practically got Niko to ban me from the labs today. So, what, I say one emotionally vulnerable thing about myself and you’re allergic to that?’

Harper lathers a plate and scoffs. ‘If you know I don’t want you around, why are you here? I’m sure the feeling is mutual.’

I set the bowl aside and fold my arms. ‘This is okay for you? Going back to square one like we hate each other and pretending we haven’t told each other private, personal things? You’re okay with that?’

‘I haven’t told you anything I wouldn’t tell a stranger on a street. So, if you’ll excuse me, it’s –’ Harper makes a show of checking her phone – ‘a lab day tomorrow, and I need to get some sleep.’

Then she freezes. Her eyes stay locked on her screen, and she scrabbles to yank her rubber gloves off. A strangled whine escapes her.

What—? ‘What’s going on?’

‘I have something tonight.’ She finally gets the gloves off, and tosses them on the kitchen table.

The sudden urgency sends my warning bells screeching. I push off the kitchen table. We might have been arguing, but there’s a discomfiting quality to Harper’s movements, like a gazelle that’s picked up abruptly on a predator.

‘Is everything okay?’

Harper’s gaze flicks to mine, and time fissures under its weight. I feel like I’m witnessing lightning foreshadow a storm, and I’m left standing alone in the kitchen as she retreats to her room before the thunder breaks.

‘You do not care,’ I whisper to myself, but my eyes linger on her locked room, my heart suddenly haunted with the burden of knowing a tempest lies past that door.

I stalk to Harper’s door and raise a hand to knock.

My fist doesn’t want to move. What if she gets even angrier at me? We’re not even on good terms. I shouldn’t be bothering.

‘I hope you’re okay,’ I say to the door. I’m sure the words don’t pass through.

It feels pathetic caring for Harper right now, especially after she’s explicitly highlighted that she doesn’t want to be close. So I leave, my chest aching with a twisted guilt.




The Girls Are (No Longer) Fighting

HARPER

I wait until I’m locked in my room to fall apart. It begins with a shudderingly deep breath, then progresses rapidly into an acute realization that my lungs are burning and my face is numb.

‘Holy shit,’ I whisper. Tears sour the back of my tongue, tangled emotion punching down my chest, grabbing my insides and squeezing.

It’s April the third.

A sob rips from my throat, unbidden. No way of telling how hard I’m crying until I choke on my tears and cough, kneeling on the floor like a marionette snipped.

You have to go.

Sorrow hammers my head dizzy, and my eyes burn. The world drifts outwards, further from reach with every gasping breath.

It takes everything to tug my hoodie off and rummage through my cupboard when my body drifts before me in a haze, my fingers weak. Still, I find the T-shirt first, threadbare sky-blue-and-white Nike that ripples gently over my thighs.

It was Papa’s shirt. It doesn’t smell like him any more, and I’m okay with that because I’m grown up, even if I’m still wiping my tears on its sleeve as I reach out for the necklace.

Mama’s locket has a picture of the three of us, shiny where my fingers have traced fervent paths. When I put it on, it clinks beside my Fox medallion. Both chains tangle round my throat until I adjust them and slip the medallion under my shirt and out of sight.

By the time my cheeks have cooled, and my tears have slowed enough to well in my eyes without falling, it’s half past midnight and the house feels hollow and haunted.

I steal across the living room and into the lift. Just before the doors close, someone comes crashing through.

Tia brushes invisible lint off her shirt for a second before glancing over at me. ‘Going for your night thing?’ Her hair falls around her face limp and wet, her cheeks pink with the afterglow of a hot shower.

Not tonight. Not after everything today. Not after this. ‘I know I say this a lot to you, but I actually mean it as a threat now: leave me alone.’

Maybe Tia hears the warble in my voice as I fight to sound nonchalant, or the way my tone verges on breaking, or how that last word squeaks.

Either way, she edges back, leaving both emotional and physical space between us.

We exit the lift at the car park, and I make a beeline for a company-licensed motorcycle before Tia can say anything more.

In the time it takes me to calm down, the sky joins me in mourning. As I peel out of the car park, rain splits the clouds and water slews into my collar, seeping through my windbreaker and into Papa’s shirt. I shiver, but press on into the driving storm. Damp hair tickles the back of my neck, and the visor turns spotty with rain.

The columbarium is closed when I get there, so I hop the fence. I hadn’t had the time to bring alcohol like I usually do, so today there’s no clinking glass to disrupt my quiet landing on the other side. There’s also no janitor to greet me at the columbarium as usual, in between setting up tables for offerings and clearing joss sticks off the floor.

White plastic flowers jut out from waxed-over metal tubes, sprouting between rows and rows of marble-tiled nooks. Thousands of ancestors stare me down as I walk a path I can navigate in my sleep. After the accident, I’d come every day. I’d come so much that I knew each janitor’s shift, and witnessed more grieving families in a month than I had in my life.

Lightning illuminates the dusty faces of my parents, and thunder rumbles when I kneel to put them at eye level.

‘Hi, Mama.’ I trace my mother’s face, then the engravings of her Chinese name in red. ‘Hi, Papa.’

Swirling rainwater washes ash from offerings and grime from neglect around my shoes, but I ignore it. ‘I didn’t get to buy new flowers today, but I promise I’ll be here at Qing Ming Jie to give you some, okay? I know I missed yesterday, but it’s been busy. I got my leadership assignment. It’s . . . not going well.’

I mix my English with Cantonese, finding the dialect only a little clumsy from disuse, and pretend not to register the answering silence.

‘No, yeah, I’m really trying to trust myself on this one.’ I pluck absentmindedly at the plastic flowers I’d left them last time. ‘But I have it handled – I promise. I’m fine. Don’t worry, I—’

I choke on a sob. ‘Wo gua zhu nei,’ I whisper, and my voice sharpens into a squeak as I cry.

I miss you.

I cry until my head spins, until my shirt’s slimy with snot. The sharp engravings in the columbarium’s marble imprint painfully into my fingertips, branding my parents’ names into my skin like cold fire.

Let me take you with me, I want to beg. I miss you and I’m lonely without you.

Everyone in the clan had said my parents were gone too young – died during a standard heist. Part of our car had exploded amidst a high-speed car chase with the Sentinels. I remember the sound. I remember the searing metal, the debris lodged in my back. I remember the smell of burning flesh, I remember crawling out on my elbows as the world rang and the night sky turned black with smoke. Then there was another Fox coming up behind me, lifting me off the road and telling me I needed to move.

The Foxes had retrieved my parents before the Sentinels could, but the damage had been done.

I used to think the car blew up because the Sentinels attacked it, and I’d hated them so deeply. But I recovered the dashcam, and the Sentinels hadn’t opened fire that night. The car had combusted of its own accord – faulty, Ah Ma had surmised, and it left a taste so bitter in my mouth that I hadn’t been able to sit in a car for months afterwards. The back seat made me claustrophobic, and much later, when I grew old enough for the driver’s seat, I chose a motorcycle licence instead.

Back then, Niko had also offered the internship, and Kiran floated the idea of taking me into the penthouse. They didn’t know they’d chased my parents to their deaths, but they’d known I lost my parents in a car crash. I was almost seventeen – fresh graduate from the academy, smart but lost, and they’d made exceptions in the internship programme so I was the only intern allowed to stay with them.

And after Mama’s death, the Elders began considering me for leadership, with the spot freshly vacant. I took the chance – I had a promise to keep. But, as much as I loved my clan, the wound, so freshly scored by my parents’ deaths, was too sore to stay with the Elders. Plus, I was the first Fox with magic that the Sentinels let so close, and the clan saw an opportunity for me.

So I picked the Sentinels, both for myself and for the Foxes.

And here I am, straddled between two families, part of both and belonging to neither.

By the time my sniffling dies down, the rain outside has steadied to a heavy drizzle, and water rises over the soles of my shoes. My toes squish like moss in my socks, and I draw my phone from my pocket to watch the clock hit three a.m.

‘Bye, Mama, Papa. See you soon. Sorry I was late today.’ I lean down to kiss the cold marble surface, and trail my fingers over their pictures before I leave.

Rain battered my windbreaker sodden a long time ago, a wet chill setting in and chattering my teeth through cruel gusts. It numbs my skin and throbs through my bones.

I welcome the pain – it’s my only tether amidst my storm-drowned senses, and I stuff my hands in my pockets as I hurry to my motorcycle.

But when I turn the key it stays silent, a shamed traitor.

‘Crap,’ I mutter, and I try again. ‘Crap. Not now.’

I kick the side of the motorcycle and fumble for my phone to call Maria.

The call goes straight to voicemail. Who else? Niko? I don’t want to disturb them. There’s only one person who might possibly still be awake, and I chew the inside of my mouth as I tap the contact.

‘Kit?’ Tia’s voice is tiny through the rain, the drop of a needle against the roaring torrent.

‘Are you still out?’ I have to shout to be heard over the rain. ‘My ride broke down.’

A pause. ‘I can be there in half an hour if you give me your coordinates.’

‘I’ll text you.’

‘Okay.’ The line beeps. My mind kicks into gear. There’s no need for Tia to know I’m at the columbarium in case she puts two and two together and realizes why I’m here in the first place. I don’t need nor want that pity right now, and especially not from Tia.

So I give her the name of a bus stop nearby instead, and begin my swift jog over once I’ve sent the text. The run warms me up temporarily, but for a tropical country, Singapore is frigid at night. I stand tight against the bus shelter, listen to the trees whip around in the storm, my shoes squelching in the growing puddles. The shelter’s roof barely staves off the rain, and the wind wicks heat off my skin the second my body tries to regulate itself. Overhead, the fluorescent light flickers weakly.

By the time a white car rolls up to the stop, I’m shivering again, hands tucked under my elbows.

The car window rolls down.

Tia’s eyes are wide, her jaw parted, and she scans me with a scrutiny tinged by disbelief. ‘You’re soaked, are you okay? Get in.’

The air conditioning is blasted all the way up. It hits me as I slide in, my butt soaking the luxury pleather seat.

Tia glances down at the rapidly expanding puddle I leave, but she doesn’t comment. Her eyes trace the road ahead, obscured by sheets of rain, her shoulders tense.

‘Bunny,’ I try to say when we hit a red light. My teeth chatter too hard and the word distorts in a garbled mutter.

‘What?’ Tia glances over, and baulks. ‘Jesus Christ, I’m so sorry. Give me a second.’ She switches off the air conditioning and grabs around in the back of the car until she produces a towel. ‘Don’t worry – it’s clean.’

The world pulses gently, raw; the low thrum of rain against the windscreen. The scent of lavender air freshener mixed with petrichor’s heavy, torpored stench. The wedges of orange streetlight flashing over us like the night’s sunlight striking the white bonnet of the car and chasing the darkness to its tail.

The car slips us into a pocket universe of winding highways and the faint scent of Tia’s shampoo. I sit nestled in a strange feeling of detachment, weighed by wet clothes, grief and exhaustion as the night blurs past like a seventy-kilometres-an-hour shit stain.

Tia says something, far and off-realm.

‘Huh?’

‘I said, “Are you okay?”’ Tia stops the car at a red light and looks over, brows furrowed. ‘You seem spacey. If we drop by a gas station for a hot drink, will that ground you?’

I turn away and swallow Tia’s words, shards down my oesophagus that rip burning tracks into my stomach. Guilt.

Because Raven could kill her now. If I pulled the wheel off course, the poison festering in Tia means she likely won’t have enough magic to save us. I’d be able to save myself with my telekinesis.

But I’m exhausted, and grieving, and my body feels like a husk. Raven could do all of that. Harper cannot.

Harper feels guilt for different reasons – reasons closer to the way Tia’s bailing me out even after everything that’s happened yesterday.

‘Hm? What do you say, buy hot food, even?’ Tia shoots me a bright smile and taps her thumb against the steering wheel.

It’s too much, all at once. ‘Why are you being so nice to me?’ The question hits the air between us, searing on contact, no take-backs. ‘Why do you care about me when I treat you like shit?’

Silence. Tia’s smile falls. Rain drones against the glass, drumroll of suspense leading to a climax I can’t see. It’s dark everywhere. The storm shrouds all.

The engine purrs under us as the lights turn green and Tia pulls onto a highway before speaking. ‘Because you shouldn’t have to do this alone.’

‘Do what alone?’

‘Whatever it is that got you on the road at two a.m.’ Tia changes lanes and glances over at me. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

I hug my knees, balling up in my seat. ‘Like I’ve said, it’s none of your business.’ When I cast my gaze out to the empty roads, heat pricks against the back of my eyes.

‘You’re a mystery to me, you know?’ Tia’s hands go white on the steering wheel, and she clears her throat. ‘I know our relationship is . . . complicated. But I’ve known you long enough to watch you push everyone away. Why won’t you ever let anyone close?’

The question feels like being kicked. I drop my head against the car door, my vision blurring. ‘’S easier.’

‘It’s not.’ Tia looks over. ‘You know that, right? It’s really not. And if you ever want to talk, I’m here.’

Ridiculous. I have spent this whole night snapping at her, and still she seems to handle me with gloves beaten soft by my abuse, a haven contrary to my hatred.

‘You cannot be so nice to me,’ I bite. ‘You cannot make me feel so sick with guilt that it hurts to be mean to you.’

But when I open my mouth to say all that, the only thing that comes out is a suppressed sob – a horrible, embarrassing warble. ‘Yeah, okay.’

Tia’s lips part, close, part again. ‘I won’t pretend to know what’s going on with you, but do you want me to drive around for a while? I’m not sleepy, anyway.’

There, she’s done it: given me an olive branch to climb onto stoking the fire of guilt in my chest, because why does she have to care? Since when did Tia Njauw go from being an Ice Queen to a girl with a soft voice and tender heart? Of all people to pity me, why does it have to be Tia – the one who only seems to grow gentler, the one I have to kill?

I swallow. ‘I’m sorry, by the way.’ Apology murmured, saliva-sticky, on my parched lips.

Tia’s tapping finger on the steering wheel stills. ‘For what?’

‘About your parents. You didn’t deserve that. I’m sorry.’

Tia hands me a box of tissues from her centre console. ‘It’s okay.’

Raindrops across the windows warp the streetlights and the trees outside, turning the surrounding darkness into a thousand tiny snow globes against the glass. This late out, only the occasional bus trundles past.

Tia pulls into a car park and gets out. The clock on the dashboard tells me it’s been six minutes when she returns with two cups, but she stashes them away before I can figure out what’s in them. ‘Later, I promise.’

The route Tia takes is foreign to me, and the buildings become scarce, the roads dimming as the shadowed zones between streetlights widen.

We reach a narrow stretch of road surrounded by ocean, and for a second I’m almost certain Tia’s about to send us plunging to our deaths, but she stops right at the edge. ‘We’re here.’

‘Where’s here?’

She grabs the cups from earlier and rummages through it. ‘Here.’

I take it. It’s hot chocolate.

Warmth seeps into my frigid hands. Ahead of us, the ocean stretches endlessly into the night sky. Our car rests on an outcrop of scrap road and overgrown weeds, the waves swallowing rock on both sides. ‘How’d you know about this place?’

‘I like to drive around. It’s stupid to protect a country I haven’t explored.’ Tia opens her car door and reaches over the console to do the same for mine, but doesn’t get out. ‘It’s nice. It’s quiet, and sometimes you see stars. Or planes.’

Silence settles. I crack the lid of the hot chocolate and take a careful sip. It scalds my tongue and I wince, but the sugar feels good in my mouth, so I brave another.

The rain leaves the night air chilly and humid, crisp with brine and bordering on gusty. A plane flies overhead, red lights blinking against the parting clouds. The ocean’s teeth crunch over black rock, spitting land back out with a hiss before advancing again.

I count three cycles before Tia inhales deeply beside me.

I look over.

Wind curls Tia’s hair around her cheek as she peers into her cup and takes a gulp.

‘You do know you make things harder when you’re nice to me,’ I say, breaking the silence. ‘Right?’

She smacks her lips and releases a sigh. ‘Harder how?’

‘Harder to hate you.’

‘Must we really hate each other?’ The question hangs. Tia turns to me. The darkness rounds her expression, making it tender and soft. Or maybe it is that, all on its own.

Tia ducks to look through the windscreen and squints at the sky. ‘The stars are out,’ she murmurs.

They probably are; the sky has been clearing ever since the rain stopped. But I’m not looking at the stars. ‘I never knew you cared.’

‘What?’

I thumb the lip of my cup. ‘You were so cold. You never cared about anyone other than yourself. That’s what I thought.’

‘Why the past tense?’

‘Because I’m realizing you maybe care more than I ever did. For fewer reasons than I ever have. I don’t know why you try to hide it so much.’

Tia frowns into the distance. ‘The world isn’t always nice to people who care.’

‘Well, it makes me hate you less.’ I sip my hot chocolate, let it burn down my throat. Can’t be doing this. ‘It makes it hard to hate you at all.’

Tia hums. ‘So you like me?’ Her tone dips with a teasing lilt.

In the cover of darkness, I allow my eyes to linger.

My heart batters my ribs and thumps up my throat. Ambient light reflects pinpricks of stars in Tia’s eyes as she looks out into the night, universe in universe in universe. ‘I think I like you more than I’m allowed to.’

Tia’s face snaps towards mine. Our eyes lock. Out of reflex, I almost jerk away – but I’ve already been caught, so I hold my gaze. My entire head buzzes, chest roiling and restless when neither of us yields. What is this what is this what is this—?

I swallow.

Something flits across Tia’s eyes. Her lips twitch, a question aborted.

‘Harper,’ she whispers, her cheeks brushed by dim moonlight.

Yeah? I want to reply, but her eyes flutter closed, and for a second I almost think of something else, for a second I almost close my own eyes, for a second I almost lean in.

Then Tia’s head dips, her spine goes slack and I catch her by the shoulders.

‘Tia?’ I say, but I don’t expect a response. I slide my thumb to rest gently in the hollow of her collarbones, her skin warm, her heartbeat slow.

Ah Ma said that Tia would faint intermittently leading up to the loss of her powers, back when she passed me the vial. I didn’t think I’d witness it.

I nudge Tia back into her seat with my other hand, settling her head against the headrest.

At some point, the world became quiet. Even the ocean has settled into a distant lull, and the wind has dropped. The air turns still, suffocating, and time unspools.

Tia looks serene in unconsciousness. Long lashes, soft jaw, gentle cheeks. Only a liar could say she isn’t beautiful, and maybe the only reason I’ve managed to deny it for so long is because I was born a deceiver.

What would have happened just now, if she hadn’t passed out? Would we have . . . ?

Tia shifts. I snap my gaze out the window, my heart racing.

‘Kit?’ Tia rasps beside me.

I glance over, pitching my voice to feign surprise. ‘Oh, you’re up. Are you okay?’

She winces, massaging the side of her head as she cringes. ‘What happened?’

‘I think you passed out.’

‘Oh,’ Tia whispers, her voice weak. I push down the rising concern in my chest. ‘I’m so sorry. I must’ve been too tired. I trained a little hard today. It’s probably coming back to bite me.’

I don’t acknowledge that she trained harder than usual because I asked Niko to kick her out of the labs – I’m harbouring enough guilt about the poison. Some part of me wants to apologize, but I’d be apologizing about the poison, and she wouldn’t understand. ‘I should drive us home.’

Tia shoots me a grateful smile and makes to get out of the seat, then she pauses and frowns. ‘Wait, do you even have a licence?’

‘. . . No?’

‘Kit.’

‘I can ride a motorcycle – I know how roads work,’ I insist, but Tia slams her door shut with a sigh and gestures for me to do the same.

We drive back in silence. If she remembers our moment before she passed out, she doesn’t say.

I’m already dozing off when we reach the compound.

Tia coughs as we get into the lift, grabbing my attention. ‘Once you get back, take a hot shower and go straight to sleep. I’ll tell Niko you can’t come in tomorrow.’

I lean against the lift wall. ‘I can come in tomorrow.’

‘No.’ Tia shoots me a sharp look. ‘Stay in bed and rest or I’ll get Niko to ban you from the lab themself.’

‘It’s none of your—’

‘Enough.’ Tia tucks her hands in her pockets. ‘We’ve established that I care too much. Now let me care for you in peace, as a lab partner, if nothing else. You’d disrupt my work if you show up to the lab tired.’

I laugh hollowly. ‘So long as we’re still not friends, right?’

‘Isn’t that your biggest fear?’ Her lips quirk. ‘Just partners. Promise?’

‘Promise what?’

‘Look, yesterday became a disaster the second we fought. I think we both deserve better.’ Tia’s expression, though teasing, softens for a second. ‘So promise we’ll take care of each other?’

Something about the offer tightens my chest. ‘Whatever you say.’ Bad idea! I can’t be doing this, my mission . . . But I’m exhausted, and my face hurts from crying. I can have one night.

A smile ghosts Tia’s face. ‘Now go. You need to rest.’

I’m too tired to retaliate. After a hot shower I barely remember, I burrow into bed and welcome the oblivion of sleep.




The Ice Queen Is Heartless (Not By Her Choice)

LUNE

Niko highlights points of entry and blind spots of the loading bay. Their hand arcs over the projection screen in the meeting room, and Kiran’s eyes follow dutifully. ‘Moonstone shipment tonight from Europe,’ they say, their mouth set in a grim line. ‘We’re almost ninety per cent sure the Foxes intend to intercept.’

‘Singapore’s been amassing a lot of moonstones,’ I comment idly, but I don’t miss the way Niko and Kiran exchange a glance. ‘Something to share with the class?’

‘Admittedly, it’s concerning why the government wants the moonstones so badly.’ Niko sets aside the plans for tonight. ‘I know Ferrix has started developing their lunar energy plants, so it’s probably something to do with that.’

‘Right. So why do you look so nervous?’ I lean against the edge of the table and fold my arms.

‘Well, we have Foxes and Nagas in this city who’ll do anything to get their hands on them, and who currently also possess blueprints to make these into bombs. You’ve seen how powerful the moonstones were during our lab sessions.’ Niko shrugs, their smile rueful. ‘I’ll see you both tonight for the transfer.’

Five hours later, I stand as Lune under a clear night sky.

Through my helmet’s intercoms, ALFRED reports sightings of Foxes creeping up to the dock, and Kiran blasts away to handle it.

Niko and I stand on either side of the loading dock, watching workers move the pallets of moonstones.

Niko’s brilliant metal wings span out, shimmering in the dim moonlight, buzzing with energy as they slowly ascend into the night sky for a better vantage point.

My intercom crackles.

It’s Niko. ‘Is it just me or is there something in the water?’ I hear them order ALFRED to scan it with infrared.

Then a head rises through the swirling froth, the moon glancing off a masked face with goggles, a black wetsuit over lean shoulders.

‘Nagas!’ I shout into the intercoms, and Niko snaps to attention immediately. They take flight towards the waterline as I shift to watch over the moonstones.

More Nagas emerge from the water, advancing across the beach with inhuman speed. I ready my blasters, firing warning shots into the sand to stop them coming closer. Damn it. Should have predicted that the Nagas would assist the Foxes today, given the location. The Nagas’ magic – their ability to manipulate water, their strength and outrageous agility – increases proportionally to their proximity to water.

Just for emphasis, these Nagas are in the ocean.

A Naga surges towards me. I blast them away, but nothing leaves my blasters. What? Is something wrong with my tech?

My hesitation costs me, and a powerful wave knocks me flat. Brine burns a path up my nose and I splutter. I draw my saliva, all salt and sand, and spit it out as I straighten.

The seawater turns my visor spotty. I rip it off just in time to see a Naga throw a punch, and I dodge.

I crank the power of my blasters up, but my lunar blast sputters across the dark sand, striking a Naga in the chest with no effect.

‘ALFRED—’ I start, before remembering that my visor is off, hanging around my neck. I scramble to shove it back on my face as I hold my blasters out in warning, but the Nagas are smart enough to know it’s an empty threat.

One of them holds up a hand and the waves under me twist, turning violent around my calves and knocking me to my knees. Water crashes over me again, and I feel my visor dislodge from my neck.

‘Shit!’ I grab around for it, but it’s already gone. I push through the weight of the water and stand, shoving my hair from my vision as I evaluate my position. Three Nagas surround me, all taller, two men, one woman. All masked.

I throw a punch at a guy and the woman rushes forward to lash an arm around my neck, locking me in a headlock. Throwing myself back, I kick out at a guy and score as I topple us over.

But the last Naga conjures up a sweeping wave, and it engulfs all of us. The Nagas can breathe in water. I cannot. I squeeze my eyes shut and hold my breath under the deluge of water as I kick out to find ground, but hands encircle my wrists, keeping me still.

In the sightless, tempestuous dark, I activate all my blasters at once, but they don’t work. My lungs squeeze as I wrestle against my restraints and kick up, connecting with what feels like bone.

The Naga on my left lets go. I bring my hands together and detach the blasters round my wrists. Even if the tech is failing me, my magic can’t – I was born with it. Any magic not channelled through my blasters might be raw and unpredictable, but at least then I would be alive.

My magic fails me.

The pressure around my chest tightens. My lungs deflate.

I try to feel for my magic again, but it’s horribly wrong, off-kilter. It feels like standing under a clear night sky and finding no stars.

It’s a half moon tonight; I should have energy. This can’t be happening. When I call for the moon, why does no one answer?

Just as the world begins to float, a Naga grabs me by the hair and pulls me up from the water as I choke.

‘Magic not working?’ they say, a smirk in their voice.

‘What did you do?’ I demand. But there’s no air left in my lungs, and nothing leaves my mouth.

The Naga tilts his head and wordlessly slides a hand round my throat, squeezing tight. I thrash in his hold, but whatever weakened my magic has left me bereft of energy and powerless against the Naga’s superhuman strength.

‘Ni— A—’ The call for help lodges in my throat. ALFRED is gone in the ocean. Niko disappeared the second the fight began, lured away by the Foxes.

And then, suddenly—

‘Good job, guys.’ A familiar voice? ‘We meet again, Lune.’

Raven.

I force my eyes open. Through the blots of darkness across my vision, I watch Raven draw a blade.

‘Don’t move,’ Raven whispers. She places her hand on my collar, slides her hand down to my armour vest. Her fingers curl around its edge, teasing, testing. She turns to the Naga strangling me. ‘Ease up. She’s mine.’

He lets go, and air rushes into my lungs. My head spins as I recover, but I’m coherent enough to glare at Raven as she begins undoing my suit. ‘I’m not yours.’

Raven wrests a latch on my vest free, and it pops open. A devil grin quirks her lips.

I try to kick away as she slips my vest off my shoulder, but the Nagas hold me tight.

‘What do you want with me?’ I bite.

‘Don’t worry your pretty little head about it.’ Raven taps the tip of the blade against the vulnerable patch of skin under my vest. ‘But, assuming I’m a minute away from putting this in you, any last words?’

I spit in her face.

It lands on her cheek. She scowls, swiping it off, and repositions the knife against my chest. ‘Anything else?’

I level a glare at her. ‘Why are you doing this? We’ve always fought. You’ve never tried to kill me.’

‘Things change.’ Raven twirls the knife and presses its tip into the hollow of my chest. A sharp pain twinges my skin.

‘Don’t—’ I swallow. ‘Please. You’re not serious.’

Raven’s gaze turns hard. ‘I am.’

She pushes the knife in.

The world roars with pain. Dimly, I register the Nagas dropping me as Raven orders them to leave.

Sand and water swirl around my knees and my wrists where I fall.

The Nagas seem to say something to Raven and she’s smiling, of course she is, as they leave.

My hands in the sand, the water rushing over my wrists then my elbows as the tide rises, the hilt of the knife inches away from the floor. Seeing it makes me nauseous, and I check the placement – almost a direct hit on my heart.

I swallow. Niko’s so far. ALFRED isn’t here.

The world tilts, and my chest heaves.

Feet before my hands, two combat boots, a last witness to my undoing. I’ve spent late nights imagining my death, but I’ve never imagined it like this, a gradual but uncontrollable untethering from everything. No more pain where my palms grind against sand.

Who—?

My vision blurs. I think I see a pair of shoes, and I reach out to make sure I’m not dreaming. Someone is here. I grip wet leather, scrunch my fist in the tight, wet trousers.

‘Please,’ I whisper. The ocean seems to come up to engulf me, the world dark and cold. I hold on to whoever’s shoes these are, pray they don’t walk away from this. From me. ‘Please, it’s so cold.’

I look up, and Harper stares down at me.

RAVEN

Perhaps it was my fault. I should have made it painless. Should have calculated it, spent my time looking up anatomy diagrams instead of shadow punching in my room. Delivering a blow has never been difficult for me. I’ve never cared about what happens if I walk away. If they die, that’s just their fate. That’s bad karma.

But I’m here, a forced witness, acutely aware that I’ve taken Tia’s fate, whatever it is, and snapped it in half.

When Tia says my name, I drop to my knees. In the cruel face of my assignment, maybe it’s the only grace I can afford the girl who has treated the person behind my mask so kindly.

What I don’t expect is for Tia to grab me, her arms sliding around mine as she presses her head into the crook of my neck, sobbing.

‘I don’t want to die,’ she says, her voice hoarse and thick with tears, her body shaking. ‘Please, I don’t want to die.’

I stay stiff. If I stay still and quiet enough, maybe she’ll think I’m just a dream.

It occurs to me that the knife is still in Tia’s chest, and that she’d die quicker if I removed it.

When I raise a hand, I realize I’m also shaking. The hilt is cold and wet with ocean water, the ridges pressed into my palm.

I tug it. Tia cries out, and the sound is so broken that I can’t breathe.

‘Please,’ Tia whispers. Lips slick, crushed into the shell of my ear, her breath hot and erratic. Her arms around me tighten, the smell of the ocean mixing with the sharp tang of blood. ‘Please, please.’

My heart slams in my throat. ‘Sorry. I—’ Should remove the hilt. Should leave.

I take my hands off the hilt.

Blood soaks my gloves and sleeves when I gather her in my hands.

‘You’re okay.’ I tuck her against my chest. ‘You’re okay. Don’t worry.’ Somewhere along the way, her sobs have subsided. She’s weak, her skin cold and clammy. She’s going into shock, and if I don’t get her help soon, it’s going to be a long, painful death.

I slide my hands under Lune to pick her up.

Somehow, it’s scarier to be steeped in her blood and not my own, to be marked so heavily with responsibility for someone else. Leading the clan is difficult, but I have the Elders, the system of family and hierarchy.

Here, Lune’s entire world rests, tiny and dense, in my palms, one life a thousand times heavier than the hundreds I’ve had to steer.

It clicks in my head: I might be a capable fighter, but I’m a scared-as-shit caretaker.

I cross a rooftop, jump. Well and truly passed out, Lune doesn’t make a sound, even as she’s being jostled.

‘We’re fifteen minutes away from Lain,’ I say to no one but myself, because something has to keep me going or I’m going to glance down, and Lune might actually be dead.

And I would have succeeded.

I—

Fuck, I’ve failed.

Cold washes over me, my chest seizing with a panic, smothering and tight. I’ve failed the task. It doesn’t mean I’ve lost my chance, not yet. I still have time. I just— This wasn’t meant to happen.

But I get to Lain Co. without remembering a single step of the journey, and I cast a final look at Tia: all the life leaked out of her, death’s pallor plaguing the apples of her cheeks and those dumb cupid-bow lips, my blade still jutting from her chest.

Just this once. I was too cruel to a girl so kind. I do not owe her a life, but I owe her a gentler death.

I smash a window on the medbay level, and leave her on the floor.

I wake up in the morning to a house that reminds me of both before and after. Which is to say, before I came to Lain, and after my parents died.

‘ALFRED, where’s everyone?’ Empty, still air, a deathly silence. It’s a combination of all my worst nightmares at once.

‘Boss, their boyfriend, and Tia have been in the medical bay since four a.m.’

Oh.

Tia’s limp, death-wrought body last night flashes across my vision. ‘How is Tia?’

‘Tia has been grievously injured. Niko has recommended you begin work in the labs without her.’

Right. I should probably do that. Of course.

But my fingers press the Braille-nubbed lift buttons for the medbay before I can stop myself, dimpling the word into my thumb.

It takes a few corridors of determined wandering – I’m a DIY-treatment type of injury-prone bitch, so I’m not down here much – before a voice stops me in my tracks.

‘Harper?’ Kiran. His dad-vibe slides slap across the tiled corridor like he’s modelling his crinkled pyjamas and doing a piss-poor job at it. His black curls are a mess, his dark lips pale. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘ALFRED told me Tia would be here.’

The way Kiran’s gaze cuts away feels haunted. ‘She’s not ready for visitors, but I can bring you to the viewing panel. It’ll be . . . overwhelming, though. Are you ready?’

I swallow and nod.

He takes me down a corridor, and we stop in front of a nondescript door that’s clinic-white and stainless steel.

Fluorescent lights buzz overhead, a soundtrack to the turbulence in my chest.

When I slip through the door, everything goes silent, smothered with shock.

The room we’re in has a huge glass panel, past which is a hospital bed that holds Tia like a slab in a mortuary, every bit Frankenstein’s monster in a baby-pink gown. Wires run from underneath her and snake into a thousand devices around her bed.

A heavy metal contraption sits on her chest, locked on like a parasite. As I near, the contraption pulses with light. Each pulse succeeds the previous with eerie regularity, but something about the rhythm feels uncannily familiar.

‘Is that . . . ?’ I draw right up to the glass and squint. It can’t be.

‘The machine?’ Kiran’s fist clenches and unclenches as he watches Tia through the glass. ‘Yeah, it’s her heartbeat. A rib cracked and got her heart.’ Kiran sucks in a breath. ‘The doctors worked round the clock to formulate a new one, but she’s not out of the woods yet—’

‘I’m sorry, a new heart?’

‘She’ll be strong.’ His voice cracks. ‘She is. We’re very lucky that we had new biomatter on hand for her, and our medical team has the capacity for her. Full moon is also this weekend, so that’ll help. Don’t worry.’

The hospital bed engulfs Tia, making her look like a baby bunny on the cusp of death. Clad in full PPE, Niko holds Tia’s hand as they sit in a chair by her bed, their gaze tense but tender.

I look at her arms and remember how they felt tight around me, trembling as she sobbed. I look at her face and suddenly I can’t conjure a reality where her brows aren’t knotted with pain.

What are we going to do when she wakes up? Go back to normal? Act like I wasn’t right there when she was crying and limp in my arms?

How am I supposed to kill you? I feel like I’m going to puke. How am I supposed to kill you when it aches to see you hurt?

But I shouldn’t have come down to see this. I was better off not knowing.

‘I think I need a walk,’ I say to Kiran, and leave.

TIA

The moon is full tonight.

Tracking the moon cycle comes instinctively, after years of practice, and I count my time and energy in the wax and wane of moonlight rather than in days or weeks. A full moon means my magic peaks for a couple of nights.

When I’m injured, this means everything. Lain Co.’s doctors may be some of the most qualified in the world, but the moon knows a different treatment, a quieter healing pattern, so I chase it – as much as I can in a wheelchair – all the way to the roof of Lain Co.

Surprisingly, I’m not alone.

A figure stands against the edge of the building, her shadow swallowing the moonlight, her hands tucked in her pockets, short hair whipping in the wind.

‘Kit?’ I call.

Harper turns. There’s something unreadable in her expression, but it morphs quickly into a shallow, placid smile. ‘Out of the ward so soon?’

I make a vague, flapping gesture with my hands. ‘It’s already been almost a week, and I missed the moon. Let me do what I want.’

Harper folds her arms. ‘Are you high?’

‘No-o.’ The word drags out in my mouth, all syrup and cotton-like as I scrunch my face and squint at Harper. Now that I’m looking her in her mean, pretty eyes, there’s something I’ve been wanting to confront her about. Where is it? It takes a minute of rigorous digging around my pockets until my hand closes around a crinkled Post-it. ‘Did you put this on my bed?’

Harper turns to the Singapore skyline, towards Marina Bay Sands, like she’s taking in the massive ship buttressed by its three narrow buildings, towering over the surrounding land. In the moonlight, I swear I catch a hidden smile.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Rabbit food doesn’t sound familiar to you?’ I raise a brow and flatten the Post-it out. It’s bright pink, and I found it slapped across a pet-food packet vandalized in Harper’s recognizably drunken scrawl: For your consumption :) ‘You know, bedside gifts for dying patients usually tend towards comforting or helpful. This just feels condescending.’

‘Calm down. You’re far from dying.’ Harper turns to look at me, folding her arms. ‘I didn’t put that in your room.’

‘ALFRED caught you on camera.’

‘ALFRED is a lying snitch.’ She leans against the ledge of the building, a corner of her lips a little higher than the other.

When our eyes meet, though, there’s something in Harper’s gaze that feels restrained, and my suspicions are immediately confirmed when her eyes flick away, cutting to the horizon as if afraid to stay.

She’s upset about something.

She won’t push you away if you try. The assurance gives me enough courage to follow through on the question. ‘You okay?’

Harper refocuses her attention on me. The night sky makes her look almost sad. ‘It’ll pass.’

The note is warm in my hand. I’d laughed when I’d seen it, and even if it stings that Harper didn’t visit me in the last week I spent in bed, her humour had made up for it.

I pat the arm of my wheelchair. ‘Come on, sit with me.’

It takes Harper a second to process. I know she’s done when she scoffs. ‘You sure the chair won’t collapse?’

‘Niko made it. It’s good.’

Harper looks wary, but she shuffles closer until she’s right beside the wheelchair and gingerly balances her butt on it. Her arm snaps round the back of the chair to balance herself, and the nape of my neck brushes against her forearm.

It makes my skin tingle.

‘Is this okay?’ Harper dips to check on me, and her medallion slips out of her pyjamas, swaying and glinting in the light, shiny and inviting.

I’ve seen it before, every now and then, and I’ve always left it alone. Harper’s choice of jewellery is none of my business.

But, Christ, my meds must be strong. I swear I’m not doing it because it’s pretty, or because she’s pretty, or anything like that. It’s just that when I tell my hands not to reach out and hook their fingers around Harper’s necklace, the commands jumble catastrophically in my head until suddenly the deed has been done and Harper has to bend low to not be strangled.

Our faces are millimetres apart. The proximity burns my ears down to my neck. To distract myself, I turn my attention back to the heavy pendant on the end of the chain, and my thumb finds bumps and grooves – an insignia.

I squint at it. ‘Why is this familiar?’ I murmur. ‘Looks like . . . like . . .’ I know it. I’ve seen it. Where?

‘I think you’re delirious,’ Harper whispers, and her breath ghosts my cheeks. She circles my wrist with her fingers, tugs it gently away from her necklace. ‘You should go back to bed.’

‘Take me there yourself,’ I find myself saying. Tia Njauw, when did you get so bold?

The air roars something wild and unfamiliar when Harper pushes me into the lift, the tension between us set free to ricochet off the walls, anxious and fidgeting and tipped precariously on the very lip of an abyss.

We enter my ward, and Harper leans against the wheelchair handles to look down at me. ‘Are you feeling all right or am I supposed to tuck you in?’

It starts off as a joke, but the moment stretches and I realize I haven’t responded. Every word gets caught in my throat, and I’m too busy watching the skyline’s glow over Harper’s jawline, the stray lock of hair escaping from behind her ear, the moonlight brushing soft lips and a smooth expanse of neck.

‘Depends. How good are you in bed?’ I ask, distantly coming to the conclusion that I’m going to need to blame this all on the drugs tomorrow morning.

Harper braces her elbows against the handles of the wheelchair and leans down with a smirk of her own. Our noses could brush, if they tried. If I tried. ‘I’d make sure you couldn’t walk tomorrow morning.’

Then she looks pointedly at my wheelchair in obvious jest.

Oh. I burst out laughing to dispel the tight ball of emotion in my gut. ‘Go to sleep, kit.’

Harper grins and does a little wave as she leaves. ‘Night, bunny.’

I feel the moon taunting me the second the ward door shuts.

‘Three more.’ Niko paces my bedroom as Kiran lounges in the study chair. ‘Three more cases of moonstones, and both the Nagas and Foxes will have enough moonstone combined to practically wipe out the country. I’ve been counting. They stole the blueprints on Valentine’s. Assuming they’ve had the resources to follow up on it, they’ve basically stolen enough moonstones now that they can make the bombs.’

I sit up in bed and lace my fingers together. Kiran’s typing on his phone, but he looks up to fix Niko a look. ‘Thoughts?’

Niko stops at the window, their arms crossed. ‘I don’t know. We have to figure out where they’re stashing the moonstones. Our top priority now isn’t just to stop heists, but to capture either a Fox or a Naga. Better yet, maybe even catch Raven.’

Kiran sighs. ‘What do you think we’ve been trying to do?’

Niko pushes their head into their hands and takes a deep breath. ‘I know. I just . . . Please. We need to figure this out, or there’s quite literally going to be a bomb threat hanging over our heads. Understood?’ They speak to Kiran, mostly – I’m grounded from Sentinel work until I heal.

I register the news anyway with a sinking feeling in my gut.

Once the meeting is adjourned, I ease out of bed to grab my suit. My wound has healed enough that I’m no longer in danger of pulling my stitches, and the doctors cleared me for action yesterday.

Niko had a heart scanner built into my first visor, set to notify them whenever my heart rate spiked or dipped abnormally. Back when I first began training as a Sentinel and my panic attacks were frequent, it was the quickest way for Niko to save me if I couldn’t reach out myself.

It stings that I lost it to the ocean, but last week Niko gave me a new one with a kiss pressed to my forehead and a warning for me to take it easy.

I power it up as I down a couple of moonstone supplements. Today, the heart rate display looks different. There’s a separate function, a new icon I can’t figure out.

I tap on it and squint. ‘ALFRED, does that say I can control my heartbeat?’

‘Boss placed it in as a back-up feature for dire situations. You are indeed able to manipulate your new heart through the computer. Please exercise the function carefully, as careless usage may result in arrhythmia and death.’

Interesting. I stash the panel aside to clear my view. The sky is clear tonight. I take advantage of the good flight conditions to patrol the city, slowly adapting to my suit again.

For the safety of the public, deliberate magic use isn’t allowed. Still, I sometimes spot young, errant descendants testing the limits of their magic in dark alleyways. Some teenagers experiment on their friends, risking everyone in the neighbourhood. I don’t arrest those, but I usually give them a warning, or secretly slip them addresses with empty open spaces to figure their magic out in private.

Not tonight, thankfully. I’m back home before long, shucking my armour and collapsing into my bed’s embrace.

A loud bang rings from the window, cracked open for the cool night air to enter. A dark shape slips through the gap.

What the—? My hand grapples for my blasters. They snap around my wrists and I roll out of bed, aiming for the window in a practised motion.

A figure pulls themself to stand against the night. Their back is a solid pane of shadow, their head buried in an arm they rest on the windowsill. Feeble light from the skyline below traces their shoulders, head, the glint of something around their neck.

From the utility belt around their waist, a Fox-shaped knife hilt peeks out.

Oh shit. My blood runs cold. ‘Hands on your head!’

The figure – Raven – groans as she shifts her weight on her feet, but doesn’t move.

‘Hands on your head!’ I bark again, forcing my voice not to waver. This isn’t like Raven. My palms sweat in my blasters, the air conditioning cold against my back and through my pyjamas.

Lights. I should get some. Without taking my focus off Raven, I shuffle to the light switch. ‘If this is a ruse, I’m going to shoot you.’

Something tells me the threat is unnecessary, that if Raven had genuinely wanted to harm me then she would already have done it.

I knock my shoulder against the light switch to flip it on.

Warm bedside light illuminates Raven’s small frame, her matted ponytail, and the way her shoulders heave like she’s panting.

Which is all, of course, secondary to the growing pool of blood on the floor.




Like a Wrecking Ball

TIA

Jesus Christ. ‘Raise your hands. Turn round,’ I order. When no response comes, I advance slowly towards her. ‘Raven.’

Raven pushes off the windowsill, hands trembling upwards, her gloves and sleeves shining wet.

She turns.

My heart drops.

Crimson streaks down Raven’s face into her mask, and an expanding wetness stretches around the rip in her suit by her hip, dripping sluggishly off to join the puddle on the floor. When she takes a step towards me, it’s swaying and heavy.

What am I meant to do?

Call Niko and Kiran. With their help, I could interrogate Raven and figure out where the lunar energy plant blueprints are, but—

I’ve been keeping a secret.

The night I nearly died, the CCTV footage of Lain had revealed nothing, except for a window smashing itself in before I magically appeared, limp and bleeding, on the floor of the medbay.

Magic, Niko had groused, which was only half right.

I don’t really remember what happened when I got stabbed. I remember the knife going into me. I remember begging. I remember watching a familiar pair of boots shuffle to me, a warm body pressed to mine, an assurance in my ear.

I know she tried kill me, but I would have died without Raven.

Maybe you owe her.

Raven makes the decision for me. She lurches towards me, footprints over the marble floor, a gasping cry escaping her as she takes a stumbling step closer. Grimacing, she doubles over and fists her shirt where the blood shines darkest. ‘I . . .’

My feet move before I can think. A breath later, I’ve abandoned my blasters on the bed and I duck under Raven’s arm, hugging her to my side with a hand. Bloody handprints smear over my pyjamas. ‘Relax. I’ve got you. I’m going to bring you to the bathtub and you’re going to sit in there before you turn my bedroom into a crime scene, okay?’

Raven goes limp against me, chest heaving with a guttural wheeze. My fingers turn slippery with blood, and I have to tighten my grip over her side and arms to make sure she doesn’t slide out of my grasp.

A pained whimper escapes Raven as we step into my en suite, boots squeaking over the bathroom floor and marking the tiles red like a deathly autumn.

‘You need to get into the tub, and we’ll have to work together on this.’ The taste of blood stings the back of my throat as I speak, the air itself bleeding against my tongue, down into my lungs. ‘Ready?’

She grunts.

Better than nothing. Gingerly, I step in with a leg, and support Raven over the lip of the tub.

Her jaw audibly clicks, clenched in pain, but she valiantly produces no other indication of hurt.

I lower her until she’s lying down.

Raven’s not heavy, but she’s small, brittle, and with every move I hold my breath and wait for her to shatter.

Her butt finds a home in the gentle dip of the bathtub.

I slide her arm off and stand over her, surveying her sweat-and-blood-streaked neck, her chest stuttering like she’s trying not to cry. ‘What happened?’

Raven hisses as she shifts to lie down. Her eyes zero in on the blasters on the bed outside. ‘Not shooting me any more?’

‘If you thought I would, you wouldn’t have come here.’ I crouch to rummage through the bathroom cupboards for my first-aid kit. The blood on my hands smears over skincare bottles and pharmacy make-up and my shaver. Eventually, I find the kit and pull it out. ‘Why did you come here?’

Behind me, Raven’s breath rattles as she coughs. With every violent hack, blood dribbles over the fingers pressed against her wound.

‘It was a gamble,’ she says, her voice thick.

I snap the first-aid box open and unravel a stretch of bandage. It takes longer than it should with my fingers shaky, slippery. My heartbeat thuds in my ears. I need to be quick before Raven passes out, but I can barely think.

Tearing off the bandage and folding it, I shove it at Raven. ‘Hold this to your wound.’

Raven obeys, grimacing the second the bandage makes contact.

‘I’ll be right back. Keep pressure on that.’ I slip out of the bathroom to clear my head. ‘ALFRED, could you help me do a scan on someone?’

‘Of course, Tia. I will be able to access your patient’s vitals through the medical scanner in your first-aid kit.’

I close my eyes and take a deep breath of fresh air to clear my head of the smell of blood. I can do this. Of course I can.

When I get back, Raven’s lying sideways in the bathtub.

‘Paint me like one of your French girls,’ Raven drawls with a dramatic, one-handed flourish. The other hand presses obediently against a wound that won’t stop bleeding.

Her eyes snap to the scanner.

‘’S that—’ Frowning, she lifts her mask slightly and spits out a glob of blood. ‘Are you holding a gun?’

‘Yes, because obviously I’m going to kill you then dissolve your dead body with acid in my bathtub.’ I hold the scanner out as I crouch by the side of the tub. ‘Just shush and let me figure out what’s wrong with you.’

Raven rolls her eyes, weak but edged with sarcasm. ‘I have a hole in my side, genius.’

‘With no due respect, shut up.’ I press SCAN. The light sweeps Raven’s body once, twice, then . . .

Extremely low blood pressure, possible penetration wound to the thorax, chance of nicked lung and risk of hypothermia from blood loss. Moderate concussion also detected.

‘Christ, what happened to you?’ With its built-in staple gun, the medical scanner can probably seal the hole, but I’ll have to administer the staples myself. The thought alone churns my stomach. I steel myself. You’ve seen and been through worse.

I fold a towel, then reach over to tug Raven’s mask off.

A gloved hand snaps up to grab my wrist deathly tight. ‘Don’t.’

Fine. I admit that’s on me: I should have warned her first.

Slowly, calmly, I offer a towel to her and turn away. ‘I need you to bite on this behind your mask. I promise I won’t look.’

Behind me, there’s a rustle, then a grunt of pain before she clears me to turn back.

‘Okay,’ I mutter as I face her. ‘Take your hand off your wound and hold still. Ready?’

Raven nods and lifts her hand off.

I dump a bottle of iodine on the wound. The towel muffles her scream, but she reaches up to yank the fabric out. ‘What the hell do you have iodine for?’ she spits.

‘I love torturing dying Foxes in my free time,’ I say flatly as I programme the medscanner to administer staples. The banter focuses me, keeps my hands from shaking too visibly as I dig painkillers from the medical box. ‘Take these.’

Raven pushes them away. ‘I don’t take regular painkillers.’

‘You sure?’

Her gaze flicks over to meet mine, cuts away. ‘I’ve got magic just like you. You know it doesn’t work on us as well.’

Fair enough. I wrestle another blister film from the box. ‘Moonstone supplements?’

Raven accepts two.

I retrieve the staple gun. ‘I’ll start putting in the staples now, then.’

Raven hums her acknowledgement, throat flexing as she swallows the supplement dry.

When I hover the staple gun over broken flesh, my hand trembles like an addict’s.

‘You’re not used to this,’ Raven says – not a question, but a statement. When I look up, she’s scanning me carefully.

‘Yeah, obviously. I have a team when I’m injured, you know. People to rely on.’ I suck in a breath to calm myself down and reposition the gun above Raven’s skin. ‘Don’t you?’

‘I prefer to work alone.’

‘Your clan doesn’t back you up?’

Silence. I glance up to meet Raven’s dark gaze. There’s a story there, history drowned in dark irises.

I take advantage of it to pull the trigger of the gun, and Raven’s features twist, her palm slamming against the side of the bathtub as she groans.

‘You asshole,’ she gasps as she pulls the towel out of her mouth.

‘Put that back in, we have six more to go.’

Like a human through a doggy door, the process is inching, demoralizing, and I wish desperately to be anywhere but here.

‘Talk to me, we’re going to get through this,’ I say.

‘There is no “we” in this, and I’m begging you to knock me out,’ Raven gasps, throwing her head back against the lip of the bathtub with a thunk that makes me wince. Her voice tapers into a pained squeak when she moves and the staples shift. Tears streak clear tracks through grime, and I wince as I line the gun up for the next shot.

Raven’s weirdly quiet on the next staple. When I check, her eyelids flutter like she’s verging on unconsciousness. Sweat mats her hair to her pale skin. We’re probably a couple of minutes past needing a break.

I squeeze Raven’s forearm. ‘How’ve you been lately?’

She hums, eyes closed, brows knitted. When she speaks, it barely surpasses a whisper. ‘I’m not giving away my identity.’

‘I’m trying to keep you alive. I have no interest in sabotaging you.’ I line up the gun again. It hits me that I shouldn’t mean those words. I had full intention of sabotaging Raven. I need to sabotage her.

Just . . . not when she’s writhing in agony in my bathtub, her body unravelled with pain.

‘I know I’m safe.’ Raven cracks an eye open to look down at me. A small, smug smile crosses her face. ‘You Sentinels need a permit to do anyth—’ She hisses, cutting herself off.

‘Sorry,’ I mutter. ‘But that was the second-to-last one. Ready for the last?’

‘No.’

I shoot.

Raven’s eyes roll to the back of her head.

‘Raven?’

No response. On instinct, I lean forward and press my fingers to Raven’s neck. A slow pulse throbs against my fingers, faint but existent.

Pros: she’s still alive.

Cons: she’s still alive. Also, there’s blood everywhere.

I sigh and slump against the side of the tub.

It’s not the nauseatingly strong smell of copper that wakes me up, but the burning light of late morning seared into my temple, and the fleshy, smooth expanse of a—

Wait, what?

There’s a person in my bed.

I scream as I jerk up. Throwing the blankets off, I twist to stare at the stirring criminal nestled in my sheets.

A sleepy eye blinks up at me. ‘Tia?’

It’s Lune to you, I almost say, but, no, I’m off duty. ‘Morning, Fox.’

Raven scans the room.

I follow her gaze. What is she looking at? The old superhero movie posters on the wall? Blueprints of Lune’s previous suits that litter the corkboard around my desk? Pages of books I’d stuck on the wall by my bed? The large, empty spaces I just haven’t had the energy or time to decorate? What if she thinks I’m boring?

Not like I care what she thinks.

But when I look back at Raven, her tightly knit brows suggest she’s gleaned zero information from her groggy analysis. ‘What’s going on?’

‘You—’ I start, but a knock on my door freezes me.

‘Tia?’ It’s Kiran. ‘I thought I heard something. Can I come in?’

Oh, crap. ‘Give me a second!’ I yell. I shake Raven’s arm. ‘Fox. Fox, you need to wake up.’

She moans. ‘Wha—?’

I shove my arms under Raven and scoop her up. Something about the weight feels familiar, but there are more important things to worry about. ‘I’m sorry about this. You have to hide. Kiran’s here.’

‘Oh shit,’ Raven whispers. But she’s barely awake, and her eyelids are half closed.

I stuff Raven in the bathtub and run to let Kiran into the room. He’s half dressed, in a smart shirt and loose shorts. ‘Kiran, hey. What’s up?’

‘Niko and I decided on something last night.’ He shoots me a tight smile, and his eyes dart to the room behind me. ‘They’ll be here in a minute, but are you free? Can I come in?’

I make a show of checking behind me. ‘My room’s a little messy. Can we talk out here?’

Kiran’s eyes dart around the corridor, near Harper’s room, as if evaluating whether she might overhear. ‘Fine, okay.’

The lift dings, and a second later Niko appears around the corner. They still look sleep-mussed and groggy, but their eyes brighten when they spot us. ‘Have you told her anything?’

‘Not yet.’ Kiran’s shoulders relax. Strange. I thought he was tense because he was about to deliver bad news, but every dark omen on his face disappeared when Niko arrived.

Is he nervous?

‘I’ll rip the plaster off.’ Niko draws closer, resting a head against the inside of Kiran’s shoulder as Kiran slides an arm around Niko’s waist. ‘We’re thinking of getting married.’

I blame the nerves crawling in my gut for delaying my reaction. ‘I— What? Oh my God, congratulations! Why were you so nervous to tell me?’

‘You’re practically our daughter.’ Niko gestures around them – my room, the penthouse, a home the three of us spent years building. ‘You have a say in it too. What do you think?’

‘Obviously I’m giving you my blessing.’ I rest my temple against my doorframe. Married. My chest warms.

Niko clears their throat. ‘But I don’t want to keep being a Sentinel while having a family.’

Wait, what? I straighten with a frown. ‘What are you saying?’

Niko and Kiran founded the Sentinels. It was always like that: Niko, Kiran, then me when they’d realized how strong my powers were. There’s no team without Niko and Kiran. Even if I do some missions alone, I can’t do that forever. I’m not ready.

I’m not good enough.

‘I want a stable family – you, me, Kiran. You know I didn’t get that growing up, and I—’ Niko sucks in a breath, puffs their cheeks as they blow it out. ‘I really want stability. With me and Kiran handling both company and Sentinel work, we three barely spend time together. I want to change that. But I can’t focus on that if my partner and I are still going out protecting the city regularly.’

‘So you’re . . . quitting?’ Fear shoots down my spine. Alone. No one to rely on, no one to catch me when I make a mistake. Every mission will be a tightrope walk across a void, and if I fall, which I definitely will, how will I handle the world blaming me?

I dig my nails into my palm, welcoming the stinging bite.

‘Not immediately,’ Niko assures. Their gaze searches my face, and I know I might as well scrawl ‘DISTRESSED’ across my forehead – I’m not even trying to hide it. ‘Eventually. We’re trying to look for people to replace us. Maybe you and they can be the next team the city needs, you know?’

If Niko and Kiran leave, I’ll become the most experienced Sentinel on the team. It doesn’t matter who else joins – they wouldn’t be Niko and Kiran. I don’t think I’d even be able to trust them. ‘Sorry, I need a moment.’

I retreat quickly into my room, feet nearly stumbling, rocked by the swelling wave of self-repulsion rising in my gut. It’s only heaven’s grace that the bed is so close, because suddenly my knees buckle, my butt hits the mattress, and there I am – crumbled.

I can’t be a Sentinel alone. I still spend my quieter days battling insecurity, replaying my failures in my head before bed. I might be a damn good actress, but the farce only works with Niko and Kiran around. There won’t be a Sentinel in the team if they leave.

Nausea squirms in my stomach, and my throat burns raw from deep, desperate breaths.

Even though I know the drill, every new gasping inhalation only sends the world spinning quicker. I can’t slow my breathing.

‘Teacup,’ someone says from beside me. Niko. ‘Hey, follow me and breathe, come on.’

One in, one out. I know this. Doesn’t make it easier, doesn’t make me less dizzy.

‘Dizzy,’ I whisper to Niko. ‘Ice.’

Niko sprints off to get some, and they’re back in a second. ‘Open your mouth,’ they murmur as they slip it into my mouth.

It’s startlingly cold against my tongue. I focus on it as I shut my eyes. And, though the dizziness doesn’t subside, I wrangle some of my panic back into the tightly wound ball in my gut.

As the world stabilizes, reality rushes back to me: the bed under me growing uncomfortably warm, the piercing ceiling lights, every sound punching into my skull.

‘Can I hug you?’ Niko whispers. ‘If you’re feeling better?’

I hesitate, then nod.

They pull me in. ‘It’s a big responsibility. You’re still young. We’ll be here to help you. I’m so proud of you, you know?’

My mother never said that. Proud. I fight the wobble in my lip as the room blurs and I force my eyes open so the tears don’t fall. My shoulders shake involuntarily, tugging a choked sob from my throat.

Niko’s arms tighten around me, their hands rubbing my back in soothing circles. ‘It’s going to be okay.’

Chin rested on my head, comforting pressure around my arms: calming points on my body to which Niko’s practised in tending after years. Soon I can take proper breaths, and my tears are nothing but sticky tracks over my cheeks.

When I feel better, I pull away.

Niko hums and kisses me on the forehead. Behind them, Kiran shifts into my room, a shoulder leant on the doorway. ‘Sorry for springing this on you. We wanted you to know first,’ he says. ‘I—’

His smile falls. He straightens, his posture suddenly stiffening. ‘Wait. Does anyone else smell blood?’

Oh no.

‘Uh,’ I start, but it’s too late – Kiran’s already making for the en suite.

‘It’s coming from here,’ he mutters, before bursting in.

I screw my eyes shut. I can’t watch this. He’s going to see Raven, and I’m going to go to jail. Niko and Kiran will kick me out of their house, and I’ll forever remain the disgraced Sentinel of bad choices.

I open my eyes to accept my fate.

‘Huh.’ Kiran steps into the bathroom, which is . . . empty? ‘It’s so strong in here. Don’t you smell it?’

‘My period came last night,’ I supply before he can take another step further. There’s no telling where Raven is.

Kiran pauses, clearly still slightly confused. ‘Right. Is everything okay?’

‘Just the usual.’ I plaster on the biggest smile I can afford as Niko hugs me to their side. ‘I actually think I might not go to the labs today.’

‘Perfectly fine by me. I’ll let Harper know.’ Niko pushes off their knees to stand. They press a final kiss to my forehead before bringing Kiran out of the room with them.

The moment they’re both gone, I run for the bathroom. ‘Raven?’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ Raven gasps. She appears, all curled up on the toilet seat, her forehead sheened in sweat, a hand pressed to her abdomen. ‘Stupid magic is so much harder to use right now.’

I support her back into bed, and grab my bra from where I discarded it last night. Snagging a crop top and flared trousers, I slip into the bathroom to change.

Behind the cover of the door, exhaustion spills from me, joins the pyjamas pooled on the floor and the bloody rags I’d stuffed under my sink. Cold tile presses into my back as I lean against the wall, a salve over my sore shoulders, which were bunched up all night from stress. By the time I’d crawled into bed beside Raven, it’d been five a.m.

‘I’m wearing pyjamas!’ Raven shouts, apparently now upset about being clothed, and I resist the urge to slam my head into the wall. ‘Did you seriously strip me?’

‘You changed yourself and I didn’t look,’ I call back. ‘Wanted to keep the sanctity of my eyes!’

This is a half-truth. The real truth is I’d stared down at Raven’s unconscious body for three full minutes while battling the impulse to pull her mask off, and then I’d retrieved my old pyjamas and tried to change her.

Raven had shifted with a groan and pushed me away as I tried to take her shirt off, and she pulled the pyjamas on herself. Who’s going to prise my brain open and find out my knuckles had accidentally brushed Raven’s abs when I attempted to strip her? That’s between God and me.

When I yank the door open again, Raven has shrunk back into her blanket cocoon, but her head pops out to track my trajectory. ‘So, back there. You panic like that a lot?’

‘Why do you want to know?’ I rummage in my bedside drawer.

‘Add it to my evil little plans, in my evil little lair.’ Raven rolls her eyes and props herself up on her elbows. Almost nonchalantly, a little quietly, as if it’s just a vapid afterthought, she says, ‘I could kill you now, you know.’

I pause my search. ‘Well. So could I.’

The threat drifts between us, like a fishing line through a lightless sea, ready to tangle with one wrong move. Something in the room shifts – last night, I saved a person. This morning, I’m harbouring a criminal. Dawn has brought our illicit fraternization into harsh daylight, and I take her in for the first time in years.

Broad shoulders, sharp jawline, squinted, wary eyes. We’ve always known Raven’s mask enchants her so no one can figure out her identity, but seeing her up close gives me my first chance to understand why. Even when she doesn’t move, there’s a restlessness around her, like an illusion working to shift and contort. When she turns away, I no longer remember the exact shape of her eyes, and when she covers herself with the blanket, I feel like I don’t remember her looking that small.

I reach into my bedside cabinet, rummaging until my hands brush the thing I was searching for.

I draw out a pair of handcuffs from my drawer that the police department gave to me as a joke on my eighteenth birthday. Before Raven can protest, I grab her left wrist and cuff it to the headboard.

‘Wh—’ Raven tugs against it, though her movements still seem weak with injury. ‘I’m not into BDSM, plus I can definitely break out of this. What’s the point?’

‘You can barely walk.’ I slide into bed beside Raven and unlock my phone. I need to tell Harper I’m not coming in today. There’s no way I’m leaving a criminal unsupervised in my home.

I search for Harper’s contact name, and feel a pair of eyes watching me closely.

I shift the screen away and go to press CALL, but Raven grabs the phone out of my hand before skin can touch glass. ‘Are you being serious right now?’ I demand.

‘Harper, your labmate?’ Raven snaps back. ‘How do I know you’re not reporting me?’

‘Not everything’s about you.’ I reach to grab the phone, but Raven stuffs it down her pyjama top and into her bra. ‘Come on, that’s so childish.’

‘Don’t care.’ Raven holds her free hand to her chest. ‘You handcuffed me so I can’t hurt you, now I get to confiscate your phone so you can’t report me to your Sentinel friends. Deal?’

I pause. Nothing’s stopping us from hurting each other, and I have the clear upper hand when I know exactly where to jam my elbow against Raven’s split skin. She’s clearly aware of the same thing, with her gaze guarded, brows pulled tight.

‘Fine. But we’re not bad people, you know. We save civilians – you’re the ones stealing moonstones that could jeopardize the country.’

Raven scoffs as she shuffles back into the blankets. ‘You work with the government. If you think the moonstones are dangerous in our hands, don’t you realize they’re also dangerous in theirs?’

‘The government is not as unstable as the Foxes. Plus, I do this because I actually am trying to protect people. We only step in where there’s a threat to the public.’

‘Oh, the government isn’t unstable, for sure. They just have complex international political feuds and an actively growing artillery.’ Raven rolls her eyes. ‘And you step in whenever the government tells you to. You’re as mercenary as we are – admit it.’

I want to snap back, but there’s no point arguing with someone who’s so fundamentally different from me.

Also, she’s not the most wrong.

The Sentinels’ continued existence relies on our compliance with the government’s regulations. Back when Niko and Kiran helped the government stop the first climate protests, the government had barely trusted Sentinels any more than they did regular descendants – which is not very much at all. As far as the authorities are concerned, we’re all just descendants with dangerous amounts of magic. The only reason the Sentinels ever got the freedom we have is because of the careful contract Niko and Kiran drew up with the Descendant Department.

But that’s fine, because I trust them. We’ve always aligned with whatever the government told us to do, anyway. There’s no reason to doubt them.

Raven seems to sense my hesitation. ‘Broke your world a little?’

‘My world’s okay,’ I snap back. I fold my arms and settle into bed. Something itches at the back of my head, and when I go back to scratch it, a thought surfaces. ‘Wait, how’d you know Harper was my lab partner?’

Raven blinks. ‘Is it so weird to you that I track my Foxes? It’s kind of my job.’

‘I thought she was estranged from the clan.’ It slips from me instinctively, the excuse that’s been bumping around my head for the past two years.

‘Yeah, which makes it even more important that I keep an eye on her to make sure she doesn’t betray the clan now she’s defected.’

Oh. I hum and run my thumb across the hem of my blanket. There’s something weird in Raven’s voice when she talks about Harper, and I’m suddenly worried that I might get Harper in trouble, so I allow the topic to drift to something lighter. ‘Does she talk about me?’

‘Do you want her to?’ Raven raises a brow. ‘Thought you guys hated each other.’ She clears her throat suddenly. ‘From what I remember, anyway.’

‘I . . . Well.’ Between the gala night, the undercover almost-kiss and the night drive, there’s a burning knot in my gut that feels tight with a strange dissatisfaction. I pick at the side of my cuticle. ‘I mean, she’s still spiky and awful, but she’s also kind of nice. And I like the way she fights for what she believes in. That she’s so unpredictable. So I . . .’

Raven watches me so closely that the air turns heavy with her attention. ‘You . . . ?’

‘I feel like sometimes, there’s something between us. More than friends.’ I swallow. How do I explain the gravitational force Harper has on me recently, like I’m being pulled into an orbit outside of my control? ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you this.’

In my head, Raven comes back with a quip about being mesmerizing enough to charm it out of me.

In reality, her gaze cuts away, her cheeks flushed above her mask. ‘Maybe you should talk to her about it.’

‘We used to hate each other, though.’

A mirthless laugh escapes Raven. ‘We hate each other right now and I’m in your bed. I think you have a weird relationship with the word “hate”.’

Touché.

I stare at the ceiling for so long that, when I turn, Raven is curled up, eyes closed, breathing slow.

Before I can stop myself, I reach for her mask.

It would be easy.

Instead, I hook a finger round Raven’s chain.

It looks like Harper’s.

Raven stirs. For once, there’s zero threat on her face as she snores in her blanket den. She looks almost normal – no more night wind in her hair, no more scrutinizing gaze mid-fight, no more wound-tight muscles trying to slam a blade into my gut.

Her hand hangs limply from the handcuff on the headboard, her wrist already marked raw where metal digs into skin.

I shift my hand from Raven’s necklace to her collarbone, where my phone has slipped out of her bra and peeks from the top of the pyjamas, and I edge my phone out without waking her up.

Then I reach over to the handcuff and unlock it, lower Raven’s hand gently back to bed, draw the blanket over her arm.

‘Sleep well,’ I murmur.




A Series of Anxiety-Inducing Events

RAVEN

I knew I was done for when Ah Ma found out about me saving Tia.

‘Do you even care?’ Ah Ma demanded, rheumy eyes glistening with restrained fury. I’ve been subject to her ire more times than I can count, but the chill of her anger never fails to unnerve me. ‘We have done everything for you. The Nagas and the Foxes came together to help you, and you threw your chance away. Did it mean nothing for you?’

‘I-I just wanted it to go differently,’ I’d retorted, knowing how weak my argument sounded.

‘Do you want the leadership or not?’ Ah Ma snapped.

‘I do.’ My throat tightens from the threat. ‘It won’t happen again.’

So, okay, yeah. Maybe I had been crying as I left Ah Ma’s house. Then my night took a turn for the worse because:


	I smashed my phone screen right before my heist (not really relevant, but definitely deserving of honourable mention for events leading up to the Shittiest Night Ever) and ran into eight yaoguai security guards who had to be descended from some sort of ghastly night-time spirit, because they’d been shadow-quick and twice as evasive.

	The shame from the Foxes and the tears in my eyes had stopped me from calling for back-up.

	No one appreciated this, least of all my gut, which was later unceremoniously speared with a metal rod as a guard tried to stop me from stealing the moonstones (God, those guards were brutal).

	A horrible case of post-injury shock had swung me through the wrong window, and I’d ended up in my enemy’s bed instead of my own.



Some facts don’t quite add up, like how calling it the ‘wrong window’ might be a stretch when I’d been yearning for an assuring voice and gentle hands, when my head had been a haze but my heart led me to the promise of shelter.

Now, after the excitement of last night, Tia drops another revelation on me.

More than friends. Are we? What did Tia even mean? What is more than friends?

Every time I try to reach for meaning, it slips from my fingers.

Desperate for distraction, I dig my pitifully busted phone out of my pocket and dial Maria, but she doesn’t pick up.

‘Seriously?’ I mutter, and instead send a text to update her on last night’s mission.

In the silence of the bedroom, Tia’s words ricochet off the echo chamber of my brain. Something between us.

‘This will go away if you do your job,’ I mutter to myself and tuck my phone under the pillow, though the argument is barely convincing. Would there be a way of making leader without killing Tia?

A fake assassination?

I turn the idea over in my head. Just a few months ago, an effort to cheat the Elder’s test wouldn’t have been worth a bratty lunar descendant.

But now . . . I drift back to a restless sleep.

On my third morning, I wake with Tia’s frowning face hovering over mine.

She lays the back of her hand against my forehead, fingers ice cold. ‘You’re burning up. I think you’re infected. How do you feel?’

I almost jerk away because why is Tia Njauw leaning over me? And then I remember I’m sucking a breath through an enchanted fabric mask, which means I’m still Raven. Which, to be fair, is even weirder.

‘Like shit,’ I rasp. I must have thrown off the blankets halfway through the night, but still everything is too hot, and my tongue sits dumbly in my mouth.

‘Hold on.’ Tia bolts out of the room. When she’s back, she has a pail of water and a towel-wrapped ice pack. ‘Put this on your head for the rest of the day. I need to go, but I’ll drop lunch off for you later.’

I wait until the door is closed before I completely collapse. Keeping up the flirty facade is harder when it feels like someone’s ripped my insides out and the room flames a hundred degrees Celsius. Nausea rocks my stomach, and I close my eyes to abate it.

The fever brings me in and out of a hazy, clouded sea of visions, dragging me into nightmares and dreamscapes whenever I let my guard down. I don’t know when the world swims back to me, finally free from sleep’s throbbing influence, led by a hand pushing my hair behind my ears and wiping sweat off my forehead.

‘Tia?’ I murmur.

‘Okay, she better not have been doing this for you.’ Maria. Her forearms flex as she wrings a towel in the pail, dipping it into the water before she lays it over my forehead.

‘How long’ve you been’re?’ I slur.

‘About ten minutes. You look like shit, sweetheart. Why didn’t you come back to us?’

The very thought of the Fox clan makes my heart constrict. ‘You should’ve seen Ah Ma’s face when she heard about me saving Tia.’

I wish Maria would counter the statement, but for a long beat Maria offers nothing. When she opens her mouth, she says, ‘I tried to warn you.’

‘Real asshole thing to say right now, Mari.’

‘Look, Harper, I . . .’ She reaches out to squeeze my hand. ‘I told you. The clan’s getting restless. I tell you these things because I still care about you. There’s talk of . . .’ She trails off, uncertainty wavering her tone.

Fear roots itself in the bottom of my lungs, rendering it hard to breathe. ‘Of what?’

Rare concern pinches Maria’s lips as she searches my gaze. ‘If you don’t figure out how to do it soon, they will. I hope you know that whatever you want to spare Tia from, the Elders won’t even think twice. You have to understand, have you heard how good the supplements from the new moonstones have been for us? We only have enough for the families with the weakest kids, and it’s helped them so much. We can’t lose that. Not for whatever demented attachment you’ve formed with the people who are keeping us from that.’

Tia doesn’t deserve this, I have to bite back, because the statement feels damning in my throat, a prison sentence for a crime to which I’m not ready to plead guilty.

I know that to secure my place as Fox leader, she must die. The issue is that Tia put a bottle of moonstone supplements by my bed, told me to take as many as I want. She’s noticed that I have a sweet tooth, so there are also iced gems and a cup of water that’s never empty, as long as she’s home.

Tia’s love decorates the room, and I’m here plotting her murder.

But I can buy forgiveness in borrowed time and stalling. ‘I know I messed up, but you know I need to get closer to her to kill her. I’ve already told Ah Ma, and it’s working. Don’t worry.’

Maria looks suspicious for a second, but I lay my hands over hers. ‘Mari. I mean it.’

A slow grin splits across her face and she tosses her hair behind her shoulder, a move I only see when she’s proud or satisfied with something she’s done. ‘That’s the Harper I know.’

I raise a finger to stop Maria. ‘One condition. You tell the clan that for me to make this work, I have to get closer to her.’

Suspicion traces Maria’s narrowed eyes, as dark as her eyeliner, and she frowns, jaw clenched. She’s definitely mad, but is it because she doesn’t buy my story, or because her ex-girlfriend is going to have to get close to another girl? Knowing Maria, I won’t put the latter past her.

With a sniff, though, she concedes. ‘Fine. I’ll let them know, but rest. The quicker you heal, the quicker we plan this and get it over with.’

Thank God. I mask my sigh of relief with a crisp mock salute, ignoring the twinge of pain at the move. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

The best thing Maria leaves behind, aside from bad news, is a box of my special painkillers. I resist the urge to pop a dozen at once, instead taking two and sitting back as the first reprieve from pain in the last few days washes over me. My wound has been healing well, already half closed up, but the pain never stops thrumming in the background of my every breath, every move.

I’m still somewhat high when Tia barges into the room at five p.m., eyes wide and hair mussed.

‘Where are you going?’ I ask.

Tia ignores me.

‘Tia?’

All I get for my trouble is a glare thrown hastily over her shoulder as she pulls a crop top, jeans and cream knit cardigan from her closet. ‘I’m late. I can’t deal with your antics right now.’ She dives into the bathroom, slamming the door after her.

Late?

‘For what?’ I yell.

There’s a rustle, clatter and curse. ‘We have a presentation with the directorial board,’ Tia says, voice muffled but urgent through the door. ‘I’ve been so caught up with you here that I’ve completely forgotten and now I’m about to be late, so please leave me alone.’

A presentation. ‘Oh, shit.’ The words slip out before I can catch them, and Tia’s head pops out from behind the door, one elbow stuck like a chicken’s wing through her shirt’s arm hole.

‘What happened?’

‘Nothing,’ I lie. Shit, I’d forgotten too. The moonstones’ volatility had been a revelation that’d shaken Niko, so everyone’s been working round the clock to pool their findings together and work out any other properties of the moonstones.

I did some of the slides last week. I might be able to wing it, even if my guts feel a little like they’re trying to evict themselves from my body.

The second Tia’s gone, I grab a pen and rip a page off a notebook on the desk, scribble a note, and hobble out of Tia’s room for the first time in days.

My room’s exactly as I left it. I strip my mask off and grab the first hoodie I find.

By the time I run into the presentation hall, every step precedes a laboured breath and a spike of hurt. I get there in the middle of someone else’s presentation, fifteen minutes before mine and Tia’s turn. Someone ushers me in to wire a mic, and I pop a couple more painkillers to calm my jitters.

Across the room, lips glittered with gloss and eyes lined with gentle downturned wings, Tia looks up from her laptop and watches me closely.

Our eyes meet.

In a moment, the room falls away – it’s just us, two stars with our gravitational fields snagged, the equal and opposite forces of hatred and something else pulling us into orbit like a duo of exhausted gas balls in a messed-up binary system.

The moment passes. We’re standing in front of each other.

‘Haven’t seen you in a while,’ Tia says, thumb worrying at her moonstone pendant. A hand slides a gloss stick out from her back jeans pocket. ‘Want some?’

‘Um, sure, thanks. And yeah, not feeling great lately,’ I croak back, my throat suddenly dry under Tia’s careful gaze. Before I can reach out to grab the gloss, Tia uncaps it and rests her palm against my chin.

Instinctively, I jerk back.

Tia slides her other hand to cup my jaw, her touch gentle.

‘Hold still,’ she murmurs. Cold fingers, artificial strawberry, sticky balm. I don’t dare breathe, for fear I’d make a sound that could only be classed as embarrassing.

Tia is bent over to keep her eyes level with my lips, and when she looks up, it’s through long lashes.

Sweat pricks my palms. I wipe it off on my hoodie. ‘Is it done?’

Tia runs a thumb along the bottom of my lip, and the touch reawakens the beast in my chest, hammering and pounding away at its cage, demanding to be let out as I suppress it all with as neutral an expression as I can manage.

Tia’s finger comes away with a streak of pink. ‘Done.’

I follow her on-stage, the stage lights blinding us and wreathing our spectators in darkness.

Tia starts the presentation off with a quick introduction, but as she speaks, something rings shrill and insistent in my ear. The lights do a hazy tango over the journalists and the world begins to shift, first a small quake of reality, then all at once.

‘I have to go,’ I rasp. ‘Sorry, I think I ate something bad.’ Then I’m stumbling out of the room, heading straight for our penthouse, and I spend the last dregs of my energy collapsing into bed.

TIA

Had 2 go. Thx 4 all xoxo.

I trace the chicken scrawl, so horribly written that Raven clearly wrote it with her non-dominant hand, or she’s borderline illiterate. It’s signed off with a heart and, more notably, tucked under a very familiar dagger.

It’s a regular throwing dagger with a thin glinting blade and a fox head carved into the base of the steel handle. It’s weighted but still light overall. I turn it over slowly in my palm. The metal is clean but scratched, indicative of at least a year of use . . . I wonder, morbidly, how much blood it’s seen.

Another thought twists in my chest as I test its tip against the pad of my finger. This is both a symbol of my betrayal of the Sentinels, and the only souvenir of four nights with my enemy.

Why would you leave this for me? A taunt, or a gift?

I slip the note and dagger under my mattress, and leave for Harper’s room.

It’s completely dark under her door, so I don’t quite expect an answer when I knock.

Nevertheless, a muffled grunt. Good enough.

When I slip in, Harper’s curled up in bed, her blanket bunched around her like a fox’s den.

‘Kit?’ I whisper, and set down the mug of water I brought for her. When she doesn’t move, I shift forward and tuck the blanket over her shoulders, hook a finger to tug her hair out of her mouth.

Harper shifts with a soft groan. Her hand slides over mine and holds on.

I freeze.

‘Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you,’ I murmur, pushing through the sudden lump in my throat. ‘How are you feeling?’

A non-committal hum. Harper’s eyes flutter open, squinting against the bedside light, and I move to switch it off.

Her grip on me tightens. ‘Stay.’ Then, like she realizes what she’s just said, ‘If . . . If that’s okay.’

It’s so new and strange for Harper to request something of me. Not a demand nor an insult, but almost a plea. So rarely is she willing to give me the high ground like this, the ball in my court.

‘That’s okay.’ I perch on the edge of the bed as Harper turns to face me, her gaze dark and searching through her lashes, as though exploring something – whether deliberately or subconsciously, I have no idea. ‘Do you want anything?’

‘I don’t know.’ Harper’s thumb runs over my knuckles, and something coils at the base of my spine. ‘Talk to me.’

It’s probably the touch that emboldens me, spurs something I’ve been harbouring in my chest for just a little too long, because I blurt, ‘I’ve been wanting to ask. You’re bisexual. Right?’

Harper’s thumb pauses. ‘That is . . . very sudden.’

I can’t explain myself, so I express it differently. I push against her hold, and her hand yields under mine, allowing me to lay it across the bedspread.

My thumb finds a gentle landing on her wrist, travelling up to her fingers. We’ve touched before, obviously, but always as a means to an end. Not like this, not revelling in the unfamiliarity of Harper’s skin against mine, like I’m consciously breaking an unspoken rule with every crease explored, my finger dipping into Harper’s palm. ‘How’d you know? That you were bi?’

Harper has short fingers, I learn. Her palm is warm, her fingertips cold. Her callouses are thick and worn. ‘Well, Pirates of the Caribbean, at first. Will Turner, Elizabeth Swann, et cetera. I . . . Do you like girls?’

‘Probably?’ When I press my fingertips into Harper’s, she shifts her hands, and our fingers interlock.

On instinct, I jerk away.

Harper tilts her head at me. Curious? Challenging?

My heart slams against my throat. ‘I don’t . . . I don’t know how it works. I can barely imagine two girls together because I don’t feel like I’ve seen it often enough. But sometimes I see a girl, and I . . .’ Imagine myself with them. Imagine myself wanting them. Imagine it so fervently that it leaks into my dreams and it haunts my waking hours.

‘What do you imagine?’ A small smile crooks the corner of Harper’s lips, and it hits me that she’s still hazy from sleep, but somehow she’s already making fun of me and I don’t even know how to retaliate. As usual, I’ve lost the higher ground again. ‘Am I there?’

Yes.

‘No.’ Our fingers are still touching, and I draw my legs in to sit cross-legged across from her.

‘Shame.’ Harper sits up, sways just a little. Her eyes search my face, her hand brushing my cheek as she tucks a lock of hair behind my ear. ‘I think I’d be the perfect fantasy.’

The absurdity of her words is the only thing that snaps me out of the tension a little as I laugh. But I don’t get far from Harper’s gaze, and silence settles between us.

Harper’s eyes search mine, dark and scrutinizing. She’s close enough that I can count her lashes, the smallest mole by her eye.

She shifts closer and leans in. ‘If this is too much, tell me to stop.’

I say nothing. We’re both straining forward, aching for contact. Our lips could brush. My pulse throbs in my throat.

I don’t want to stop.

When Harper smirks, I feel it against my lips, and I implode. I read somewhere that if people could hear the sun, it’d sound like a roar. The desire throbbing in my chest feels like that now, deafeningly burning.

There’s no telling how long we stay that way – barely touching. I’m aware of every twitch, every whisper of warmth from Harper’s body, every rise and fall of our chests. It goes on long enough for a star to birth and grow across galaxies; it goes quicker than the collapse of a universe.

A buzz from Harper’s bedside table shatters the moment. Her eyes dart to her phone’s screen. Instinctively, I follow her gaze, and catch the contact name right before the screen goes black.

MARIA. Who—

Something shifts immediately in Harper’s expression, and the sleep seems to fade from her eyes. She eases back, miraculously sober. ‘I, um . . . I think you should go.’

I recognize Harper’s emotional withdrawal before its chill hits me, and I’m left with nothing but the phantom warmth of her touch burned into my skin. ‘Yeah, okay.’

It comes out shattered.

HARPER

I lie in bed long after Tia’s gone, the text from Maria burning a scar into the dark, my heart heavy, and my head irremediably messy.




Is There Aphrodisiac in This Soju or Do You Want to Kiss Me?

TIA

‘All right, Teacup.’ Niko plants their hands on my lab table bright and early Monday morning, to my dismay. ‘Orders just came in today. We’re moving most of the moonstones from the government’s secure departments to Ferrix’s warehouses, since Ferrix is spearheading the lunar energy plant development in Singapore. It’s a lot of moonstones and we’ll be very exposed if Foxes or Nagas catch on, so we’ll be moving them at night, and we’ll have to be available every night for as long as it takes. I know this is a lot, but if it becomes too overwhelming let me know and we can try to make an alternative arrangement, okay?’

This is going to be a long month. ‘Yeah, sure.’

Patrol starts the next day. Over the week, the routine grinds down on my bones, over and over again. Out at one a.m., back by five a.m. No rest, no sleep.

Every day Niko and Kiran report the government’s flagged areas for possible Fox and Naga activity as I slump into my chair, wishing I could fuse into the ground.

I wake up on Thursday with blood between my legs and a breakout over my forehead, my guts twisted and tangled into each other, and that seals it – I am officially done. I am a bleeding organ first, a hormonal mess second and a teenage girl third.

Painkillers ease the cramps but not the discomfort, and I shuffle into the lab with my hair sweat-damp, back aching and legs weak.

Harper bursts in ten minutes later, throwing a careless salute to Niko. Whatever plagued her during the presentation has clearly left, and she’s right back to normal. But when her eyes fall on me she freezes.

‘Hey . . . uh . . .’ She frowns. ‘You okay?’

What does Harper see? My oily hair? The way I’ve hidden it in a bun instead of letting it fall straight over my shoulders like usual? I push my tortoiseshell frames up, stripped vulnerable in Harper’s gaze. ‘I’ve been on three hours of sleep for the past week and now I’m on my period. Please leave me alone.’

It’s an hour before the end of lab when a hand slams on the notebook of equations I’ve been trying to work out.

I whip a glare up at Harper. ‘What do you want?’

Harper raises her hands in surrender. ‘Relax. Just reminding you that we have that briefing with Niko and Kiran tonight, and I need your part in the presentation for next week.’

The agitation in my chest deflates, albeit only a little. I should probably be nicer to Harper, given that she’s rarely the patient one of the two of us. I should be rewarding this behaviour. ‘Right. Thanks. See you tonight.’

Harper pauses before leaving, and I feel her gaze as she goes.

There’s another reason why it’s been harder to treat Harper as per usual – it’s difficult to even look at her without imagining her touch on my skin, our lips skimming, and heat flashes up my neck every time.

Just the briefing. Then it’ll be the weekend, and I can avoid Harper until I forget this. Just one more briefing.

HARPER

So this briefing died the second it began two hours ago. The pleather seat melts into my sweatpants, a half-consumed Red Bull sits on the table in front of me, my leg jittering. My fingers toy with the rubber band I’ve snatched from the stationery tray, and as I stretch it between my fingers it rolls off my thumb and hits Kiran’s butt.

I almost apologize, but I’ve been fidgety for days now. Maria’s text from the other night keeps flashing in my mind’s eye.

Meeting next week about T’s assassination.

Both the text itself and the circumstances in which I’d received the text – that is to say, if I hadn’t received the text, me and Tia might’ve . . .

Standing at the front of the meeting room, the projection of the briefing slides tinting his face blue, Kiran releases a long-suffering sigh and cuts my thoughts short. ‘If you’d just pull yourself together for five more minutes, I promise we’re almost done.’

Manning the slides beside him, Niko snickers.

Across the table, Tia doesn’t budge, her face blank. Ever since the last presentation . . . no, ever since the night of the last presentation, there’s been something hanging between us.

Niko hasn’t missed it either. ‘Teacup, want to summarize the briefing for the class? I know you’re good at that.’

‘The class’ is just us four, but my eyelids might have drooped more than once during the briefing, so a crash course really wouldn’t hurt.

Tia’s gaze refocuses, and she straightens. ‘The conference will be tomorrow, and we’re there to update the public on the moonstones. We show up at six p.m., and Harper and I have to make sure we’re thoroughly photographed.’

Kiran nods quickly. ‘We’re not VIPs at this event, so don’t worry about leaving halfway through if you’re tired. You were both chosen because you were the most popular interns in the last media round you did with the universities. Just remember they’ll also be filming your make-up and event prep the morning of the conference. Be nice to each other then, okay?’

I raise a hand. ‘On a scale of queer subtext to nationwide scandal, how much chemistry must we pretend to have?’

Tia sighs and aims a palm at me. Before I can react, a weak blast of lunar energy bursts from her hand, a baby lightning bolt over my chest.

It doesn’t hurt. I pretend to collapse anyway. ‘I can’t believe you’ve done this,’ I wheeze.

The skit earns me a small chuckle from Tia, which means I’ve done my job.

Still, it hurts to watch the happiness slide off her face, leaving it empty and distant. Agitation broils in my chest, itching for a way to cut the tension between us.

Maybe that’s why I stay back after the briefing ends. As Niko and Kiran file out, Tia slumps back onto the table and buries her head in her arms.

Ignoring Niko’s questioning gaze, I round the table and pull myself up to her.

This is a bad idea, my brain says, because it’s smart.

Screw off, my heart snaps back, because it’s feeling adventurous.

But when I open my mouth, it’s Harper who says, ‘Want to go for a drink?’, inciting an internal series of events that look vaguely like the following:

Brain: Can you not? You know you cannot drink.

Heart: [image: ] Can you let her have fun?

Amidst my fervent battle between head and heart, Tia straightens from her slump and drags her weary gaze up to stare me dead in the eye. ‘Is this a prank? I’ve never seen you drink in my life.’

‘Vow-serious, bunny.’ I brace my palm on the table and lean over her, batting my emotional conflict away so I can shoot her a teasing smirk. ‘Whoever passes out first pays for the alc.’

In the years we’ve known each other, only one thing has remained steadfastly, undyingly constant between us: competition. When I lost my parents, the only thing I’d focused on in school was beating Tia. And the year Tia joined Niko and Kiran to become a Sentinel (ran away from home, I remind myself), she spent hours in the library studying for the end-of-year exams.

We’d topped the cohort in both respective years.

It works; a small smile quirks Tia’s lips. ‘I’ll have you know I’ve been taught to drink in abundance while holding a very respectable composure.’

That’s how we end up on the roof of Lain Co. at midnight, six soju and one vodka bottle between us, our legs dangling over the building’s edge as we split the alcohol fifty-fifty.

With night fallen over the city, the skyline looks like a blanket of the galaxy’s stars has scattered across the skyscraper horizon. Night used to be brighter when I was younger, but then energy became a scarcity, and the city grew darker. It’s late enough that the streets are mostly void, and I idly trace the grey veins of roads weaving in and out of Singapore’s dense foliage. The river splits the country and stretches like onyx into the distance, lit by the residual light of shuttered riverside restaurants and bridges.

I pop a soju bottle open against the edge of the building with a practised flick. ‘Sentinel work been stressing you out?’

Without looking at me, Tia shrugs. ‘As much as usual.’

‘Right.’ I clear my throat. ‘So you’ve been weird with me for other reasons, then.’ What if Tia saw the text that night? My fingers grow slippery with sweat over the soju bottle.

I put the bottle down and try to will my thoughts away.

Tia slouches forward, fingers pressed into the frilled edges of her soju bottle cap. ‘Who’s Maria?’ The question leaves her in a quiet exhalation.

Cold shoots down my spine, and I take my first gulp of soju with a wince in a bid to pass it off. She saw the text. I want desperately to defend myself, but I make do with a forced laugh. ‘Just a friend. What’s that got to do with anything?’

‘I . . . forget it. Whatever.’ A deep exhale, then Tia leans back on one hand and swills from her bottle with the other. She finishes her gulp with an even sharper inhale, wiping her mouth against the back of her palm.

Something nags in the foggy recesses of my brain. ‘Um, no. Why’ve you been so strange?’

Tia’s gaze cuts low into the tarmac. ‘Have you ever liked anyone?’

Something twists in my chest, ugly and sharp and cruel. ‘Why do you ask?’

She shrugs. Keeps her head turned away. ‘Why do you think?’

A lightning urge to grab Tia by the shoulders and just ask her what she’s saying seizes me as my mind drowns under a foreign, nebulous hurt. Wasn’t it just last week that Tia told Raven we’re more than friends? I want to bring it up but I obviously can’t, and, God, I hate secret identities.

Teeth gritted, I manage a dismissive hum. ‘Not recently. You?’

Tia stares at me. There’s something behind the tilt of her brows, the intensity of her gaze and the way the base of her throat hollows like she’s just swallowed . . . but it all falls away from me, an ocean slipping through my fingers.

What are you thinking?

Her gaze darts around my face and searches for . . . what?

I’m about to snap when Tia laughs – empty, mirthless. ‘I don’t know – it’s strange. Probably better if I don’t go into it.’

The undercurrent of her tone tugs my ankles to the void, tangling around my feet like the wind. Better for who?

There’s no time to probe, though, because Tia faces the universe with a soju and a sniffle. Her gaze drops down to the bottle nestled between her legs. Her nail taps its rim.

Fine. Even if Tia’s comment itches the back of my mind, begging to be replayed so I can stuff all the meaning I want between her gentle consonants, I shake my head free of the thought.

Hope makes anyone a fool, and I’m not about to be that kind of stupid. ‘Do I know him, at least?’ My mind skips back to something Tia said the other night, amidst my druggy haze. ‘Or her.’

Tia’s gaze stays pinned to her thighs, her fingers fiddling with the rim of her bottle. ‘I think I’m a lesbian, actually.’

Oh.

I take a swig from my bottle. The vodka hits deep in my gut, liquid fire scorching from within, and I suck in a breath. ‘Congratulations, bunny. Thank you for telling me. Question still stands, though.’

Tia shrugs, upends her bottle, and chokes, alcohol dribbling down her chin. She tips the vodka into her half-drunk soju, her eyes squinting in concentration.

‘Okay, what do you think you’re making? Poison?’ I lunge for it, but Tia dodges.

‘Hands off my stash, heathen.’ She takes a large gulp from the deadly concoction, scrunching her face as she swallows. Wind whips her hair around her neck, over her face, rippling her wrinkled blouse.

It whisks the spilled alcohol off my skin with a chill.

Do not den with Tia. It’s Fox instinct, but my hands already begin to reach for her, and I have to grab a bottle to still them. I will not move Tia’s hair off her face for her. I will not grab Tia and pull her close to keep us warm. I will not imagine Tia’s skin on mine, the comfortable weight of her body against me.

‘Thanks for bringing me out here.’ The night wind steals Tia’s whisper at its emergence, but I catch it anyway.

I lean back on my hands, resting my head on my shoulder. Reality swims with the ghost of the vodka that’s come back to haunt me. ‘Yeah, okay, just admit that you love spending time with me.’

There’s something endearing about the way Tia rolls her eyes and betrays herself with a grin, her shoulders slumped as she kicks her heels against the side of the building. Something about the alcohol melts her down from being a cold, unassailable figure to just a girl – warm, loving, messy.

‘I can’t be your rebound crush?’ I finally allow myself to jab, ignoring the way my palms turn itchy with sweat. ‘I’m sure I could save you from heartbreak.’

Tia finishes the bottle she’s holding, bracing her hand against the floor as she leans towards me. Our eyes lock. Her face is unreadable.

My stomach flips. I straighten almost unconsciously. ‘What?’ My voice comes out too loud and, God, I’m already drunk, aren’t I?

Tia shifts away, the sharp tang of alcohol ripe on her breath. ‘You’re really annoying.’

I stare for a second as my brain slurs to catch up. ‘I am never annoying.’

Tia throws her head back with a laugh. The sound escapes into the night air and echoes high, like even the clouds are trying to drink in a little of her happiness. ‘No, I hate you. You’re annoying when you make me cook your breakfast, and when you use the 3D printer to make cut-outs of scary people—’

‘What do you have against Stray Kids?’

‘You put them in dark rooms to scare me!’ Tia protests.

Okay, fair. I can’t stop the grin across my face. ‘Then who else am I meant to gloriously recreate in our printer?’

Light from the streetlights below accentuates the curve of Tia’s neck and the cut of her jaw, twinkling in her eyes. As Tia shifts, I realize the gentle glow over her skin isn’t from the street, but it’s Tia herself. I wonder if she even knows she’s doing it. If she knows how radiantly she glows against the dark.

Just like the moon.

Tia is mid-sentence when I say, ‘God, you’re bright.’

Whatever statement she was making grinds to a halt. Realization comes to her with the speed of a man in stupor. ‘Sorry?’

I swallow. Tia is a marvel, and pretending otherwise is a challenge for which Drunk Harper would need at least a cold shower and a good puke.

But my eyes catch on a rippling of colour behind Tia. Tingles run up my arms as they do whenever I use my magic. Looks like the alcohol has finally abducted my control over my powers.

‘W-what else?’ I curse myself for stuttering as I try to tamp my spinning emotions. The stronger they are, the deeper the colours behind Tia get. ‘What else about me annoys you?’

Tia puts down her bottle. The wind whistles between us.

‘Everything,’ she says finally. ‘The fact that you had the audacity to almost kiss me.’

I frown. That night feels aeons ago. ‘I did say you could stop me. I even ended up having to stop you.’

‘I know.’ Tia shoots me a rueful smile. ‘And what do you think that says about us?’

Us.

I know I’m staring. There are galaxies in Tia’s eyes, universes suspended in her gaze, a thousand baby suns in the way she shines. When I’m all alcohol-loosed and soul-stripped, it’s so hard to stop from leaning in and—

The colours behind Tia intensify. Oh shit. I can’t calm myself down enough to stop it.

Tia raises an eyebrow. ‘What are you looking at?’ she asks as she turns, and, in a bid to keep my magic a secret, in a bid to distract her, my brain – my pitiful, extremely drunk brain – makes a decision I can’t take back.

I grab Tia’s collar and pull her in.

She inhales sharply. Her eyes flick up to meet mine, questioning but also clouded, like she knows.

‘I’m going to do something I might regret,’ I whisper.

Tia’s lips part. I can almost taste her. ‘I’ve never kissed a girl before.’

I begin easing back. This is important. ‘If you don’t want—’

Tia’s hand rests against my wrist, the lightest brush that freezes me like Midas’s touch. ‘Be my first,’ she says, voice hoarse.

So I close the distance and kiss her.

Tia’s wine-stung lips taste the way I imagine moonshine would, sweetly tender, ruinously soft. So gentle that I crumble – backed by the buzz of soju, urged by the tightening knot in my gut, I run a trembling thumb over Tia’s collarbone and slide a hand against the curve of her neck to pull her closer.

Saying I’ve never imagined kissing Tia is a horrendous lie. The night after our almost-kiss, I had lain in bed regretting the last sliver of space between our lips.

But in this moment, here, with Tia’s hands tangled in my hair, her teeth gently scoring my bottom lip, I think, This is why people worship gods, and I promise to be fucking devout.

We part for the span of a gasped breath. I lick my lips to chase the taste of her. ‘I don’t know where— Tell me where I can touch you.’

‘Okay.’ Tia’s eyes dart to my mouth and this time she’s the one who pulls me in. It’s fiercer, more certain, a profound blessing from God to man, and I give freely in to my anointment.

‘This okay?’ I murmur into Tia’s mouth as my hand slips down her waist.

‘Okay.’

Hand on her thigh, gripped.

‘Okay.’

Kiss to her neck, up to her ear.

‘That’s okay, that’s okay, that’s oka—’

I kiss her on the mouth. As Tia’s lips part, I realize I might unravel right here on the rooftop, might lose all hold on myself when Tia’s hand slides down to grip my thigh. My Fox senses sharpen and all I can hear is our heartbeats thudding, rapid and shallow.

I pull away, just enough that our lips still brush. ‘My room, please.’ A breathy plea strained with desperation and desire.

Tia nods and tugs me to stand.

I can’t count the seconds until we hit my door, nor remember the route we took, because the whole time I have my hands under Tia’s shirt and something about the way she takes my lips between hers sends lightning down my spine. When I pull her in tight, it teases the prettiest sound from her throat. When she pushes me against the wall, she braces my head so I won’t hurt myself, and it’s too much all at once – I give in to my enemy.


I wake with a dagger through my head and a stomach that feels as if I’ve been spun on a playground carousel a hundred rounds past my limit. God, what did I even do last night? Last night—

Oh shit, last night.

Tia is buried in a mound of covers beside me, light brown hair fanned over the swell of sheets and pillows.

Damn it. I burrow deeper under my covers. Last night was Tia’s lips soft and tart with alcohol, Tia’s knee slid between my thighs, her body pressed against my own. I screw my eyes shut to remember if we’d done anything more, but no. Thank God. Still, does she remember? Should I tell her I remember?

Will this change everything between us? I run a hand down my face. No, okay, there’s a chance that nothing will change. I’ve had flings with friends with no feelings. This is just another one of them, right? Or maybe if I’m lucky—

‘Why am I in your bed?’ Tia slurs as she shifts the blanket off her. ‘Christ, my head hurts.’

She doesn’t remember. The vice round my chest loosens immediately, even if the relief is quickly overturned by a wave of disappointment. ‘Your door wouldn’t open, so I let you bunk over.’

Tia frowns, pink sleep creases webbing over her cheek. ‘Huh.’ She turns her face into the pillow like she’s about to go back to sleep.

I consider chasing her out, but she looks too comfortable, so I grab my phone instead to pass the time.

27 missed calls.

Wait, that doesn’t look good. More than half of them are from Kiran, a few others from Niko, then a dozen texts. I open the first.

Niko: HARPER WHERE ARE YOU THE STYLISTS ARE ALL HERE AND DID YOU KIDNAP TIA?

Stylists. To look pretty.

Because there’s an event. Today. ‘Holy shit, we’re late!’

A muffled snort escapes Tia and a silly, overly wide grin spreads over her face. ‘Ha! You’re always late. For what?’

‘Event prep, genius.’ Cold washes over me and sleep flees, beaten by panic. I’m still in last night’s clothes, and I definitely have to change. I run my tongue over my teeth. The toilet’s way too far.

Breath mint it is.

I see the second my words settle into Tia.

Her eyes blow wide and she shoots up, flinging her blanket aside. ‘Niko’s going to kill us!’

‘Excellent detective work,’ I bite as I yank a shirt from my cupboard. ‘Want an award for that?’

‘Why wouldn’t you set an alarm?’ Tia leaps out of bed, stumbling when the sheets tangle over her ankles.

‘Between hard alcohol and more hard alcohol, literally where do you think I found time for that?’ I button my jeans and grab a hair tie. On my phone, another minute passes. ‘They’re already here, but I’m sure they can wait a while longer. It’s okay.’

Tia grabs her phone off the bedside table. Freezes in front of the mirror. ‘Oh no, I can’t go like this.’

I scrunch my nose as I sling my bag over her shoulder. ‘What?’

She whips to face me, her face a study in horror as she gestures wildly at her rumpled top.

I resist the urge to slam my head into the doorframe. ‘No one cares.’

‘They’re filming our prep today. If I go out there looking like this, I’ll be doing the walk of shame.’

‘Just get it from your room.’

‘Didn’t you say my door wouldn’t open?’

Right. I clear my throat. ‘. . . Right.’

‘Please.’ Tia clasps her hands together.

‘Fine,’ I grumble. If we keep arguing we’ll only waste more time. I reach for my laundry chair and toss a lightly abused hoodie at Tia. ‘Take this and let’s go.’

Tia yanks her shirt off in a fluid motion and I whip my gaze down to my phone, heart thudding. The clock ticks down on my screen, under my blank stare. There’s pointedly nothing else in my vision.

‘There’s a bra in here,’ I hear Tia say. Then, ‘Jesus Christ, please buy another bra.’

‘That’s my emotional support one.’ I wait until I feel like she’s done before pushing my phone into my pocket and glancing up.

I’m met with a glare.

Tia gestures over her front as we make for the door. ‘You make me wish I never changed.’

It’s actually one of my favourites, worn thin and black with a picture of a squished Ratatouille plushie and the words ‘I DON’T WANT TO COOK ANY MORE. I WANT TO DIE’ across the chest. I’d bought it on impulse last year.

‘Come on.’ I wrench my door open. If I’m being really honest, I’d picked it for the sole satisfaction of seeing Tia wear it on TV, but no one has to know that. ‘Best rat shirt for the prettiest rat I know.’

Tia does not look impressed.

We sprint to the lift with two minutes left. I spam the lift button for Level 30 and glance at her.

Her hair’s mussed from wrestling the hoodie over her head, the sleeves falling above her wrists, the hem just shy of her shorts.

Don’t blush. I’m better than this. Better than looking at my enemy and observing her in too much detail. Better than sexualizing someone in the first place.

Oh, who am I kidding? I made out with Tia in my bed last night. And, even if she doesn’t remember it, seeing her in my hoodie makes my stomach flip and my heart thump. My heartbeat roars in the silence of the lift.

I ignore it. Instead, I dig in my pocket and come up with a packet of sweets.

I pop one and offer another to Tia. ‘Mint?’




Shall We Ruin the Friendship?

TIA

If I had a confession booth, it’d need to fit three bodies: Harper, me and Sexual Tension.

It doesn’t matter that Kiran glares at us as we stumble into the prep room, or that Niko whispers, ‘Teacup, is that Harper’s hoodie?’

The problem is that Harper drops by my booth as a stylist braids my hair, tossing a pair of sunglasses into my lap with a casual, ‘Take these. I stole them from the make-up artists.’

She must have done her make-up first, because her eyes already sport her characteristic feline wings, lips glossed dark pink.

I take the sunglasses and slip them on, sighing in the dark reprieve from the stabbing studio lights.

Then Harper says, ‘What do you remember from last night?’

I laugh. ‘Does your poor alcohol tolerance count?’

And thank God I’m not actually in a confession booth, because that’s a blatant lie.

I remember a lot of things about last night, and I make a speed list of extra bodies I’m mentally hiding:


	Soft lips against my own, eager but delicate, fumbling and messy, until we’d found a rhythm that had set my head aflame.

	Harper’s face flushed with wine and desperation, moonlight brushed over her like heaven’s spotlight on the only person who could reach into my chest and hold my heart in her hand.

	The way she’d looked as she shot me a stupid grin and said, ‘I’m not even going to remember this.’



It’s the last one that strikes me like one of Raven’s daggers, except this one is made of fleeting fear. ‘Do you remember anything from last night?’

Harper blinks. Her pretty mouth twists into a snicker. ‘Only that you mixed alcohols. I can taste sound now, asshole.’ Her lipstick makes her lips look kiss-bruised, glossy under the light.

I swallow. My skin prickles with heat, and I have to pull at my collar to breathe.

You kissed her.

Worse: you kissed her and she doesn’t remember it.

‘I, uh . . .’ My gut twists violently. ‘You should probably get back to memorizing your lines for the pre-event conference. I know I’m not done with mine.’

The burning light overhead can’t hide the extinguished twinkle in Harper’s eyes at the bland reaction.

She leaves with a frown and a lingering glance over her shoulder.

If I feel Harper’s gaze burn into the back of my neck for the rest of the preparation time, I pretend I don’t.

How does Harper not remember the kiss? It’s my first. Our first.

And only. It won’t happen again. A kiss of drunken, misguided lust is less than nothing when lost to the haze of alcohol. An event exists only as long as its memory. If I want it gone forever, which of course I do, all I have to do is forget, and deny.

So I avoid Harper as we take the lift down to the car park, and jerk my hand away when it brushes against hers because we go for the car door-handle at the same time.

Singapore’s trees tower over us, our sedan chasing the glaring red trails of rush-hour traffic over highways and streets. Bougainvillea twines through overhead bridges, dozens of purple petals peering down at the speeding cars and watching in disapproval as I struggle to keep my feelings shut away, passion stitched closed in my heart lest I open my mouth and accidentally let it all out.

The air gets a little colder. Cold leaches into my pearly silk slip dress and my shoulders are freezing, so I rub my goosebumps with a desperate hand.

‘You’re cold,’ Harper says.

Jesus, give me strength. ‘It’s none of your business.’

Harper’s mouth snaps shut with a click, and she turns away. Hurt strains the ticking muscle of her jaw, tense in the wrinkles of her furrowed brow, but if she’s offended she doesn’t say it.

Hopefully, the silence lasts. I’m not ready to be amicable when I’m still on the losing side of a kiss I remember too vividly.

We’re ushered into a cavernous lobby on arrival. Journalists clamour around me with shouted questions, pushing past each other like ants to get a better angle. Camera flashes pound into my head, and when I glance to my right, all I see is Harper’s weary face, eyes glazed over.

Clearly, last night hasn’t completely worn off on either of us – in more ways than one. The urge to reach over and check if she’s okay overwhelms me.

I dig my nails into my palm. When did I begin worrying? Yesterday? Last week? Before that? Maybe a month ago, or longer – maybe even since the gala. It’s been months that being around Harper sends my heart beating viciously quick, that much I’ve already shamefully processed, but how long have I been subconsciously making sure she’s never alone, always safe, never too far, and oh . . .

Oh.

We’re seated together.

Just the two of us, of course, just for the irony of it all. The conference dinner has passed swiftly with minimal eye contact, my thumb sore from working it over my pendant.

Harper tried to speak multiple times through the different courses, but silence is a third attendant at our table, sullenly looming and dominant.

Yet even silence shifts restlessly when a comment rises above the bustle of the crowd:

‘Okay, but Lune looks like such a bitch. I just know she is.’

Instinctively, I whip my head round to find the source of conversation. A young man lounges at the corner of the room with the rest of his friends, rolling his eyes as he stuffs a fry in his mouth. He’s wearing a purple lanyard – a journalist. ‘She’s literally the worst Sentinel. Why do they still have her?’

Over the last two years, I’ve become used to the vitriol of the public. It’s impossible to please everyone, and I wouldn’t have survived this gig if I took every comment to heart, especially from people who I know don’t matter. It doesn’t help the stirring insecurity in my chest, though, so I try to tune it out and turn back to Harper.

Except she isn’t looking at me.

Harper does a thing when she’s trying very hard not to deck someone. I’ve seen it in classes when she argues with professors, and across tables when she argues with me. I doubt she even knows she does it, because she probably thinks she’s being sneaky: one arm slung over an armrest, one ankle curled around the chair leg, eyes flicking lazily towards the man as he talks about my alter ego.

But she has a hand on her cup, and every three sentences, she sips.

‘No, seriously,’ he’s saying. ‘She’s practically useless to the group.’

Frankly, I couldn’t care less. Harper, on the other hand . . .

I have to fight down a laugh as Harper sets the cup down with a quiet clink. There’s anger in her tight jaw, a restrained frown across her dark eyebrows.

I have a deep desire to do something incredibly unholy.

Harper sips. Glances towards me. ‘Bunny—’

‘I literally do not care,’ I assure her.

‘Okay,’ Harper says, with a restraint she rarely possesses. She takes another sip, but this time her grip is white-knuckled and she doesn’t let go of the cup after she puts it down. It looks like she’s swallowing glass, and I begin to wonder if I should try to distract her.

‘Did you hear the rumours they’re finding another Sentinel for the team?’ someone else says. ‘Honestly, they should just replace her at this p—’ They’re cut off, and I watch as the waiter returns their credit card and they pick their bags up to leave.

The grip round Harper’s cup goes deathly white as the group passes her on the way out.

Silence settles back in, mollified by their departure. But Harper doesn’t rest as easily, and she runs her hand through her hair, messing it up as she stares after the journalists.

‘It’s not too late to report them,’ she says.

That’s it. I stand, slinging my bag over my shoulder, and pushing my chair in.

The movement draws Harper’s attention immediately. ‘Wait – you’re leaving?’

I rest my hand on the table between us, leaning in. ‘I have something to settle.’

Harper stares at my hand. ‘Are you going after them? Because I throw a pretty good punch.’

‘No. Follow me.’ I straighten and head out of the dining hall without a glance back; Harper follows.

‘Hey!’ she calls from behind, and I hear the rapid click of heels behind me as I head down a deserted corridor and into a break room. ‘What’s going on?’

I lock the door behind us and turn to face Harper. ‘I need to talk to you.’

The surprise on Harper’s face morphs into irritation. She scoffs. ‘Actually, me too. Why have you been so cold all day?’

The upper hand slips away from me. Have I been so obvious? ‘No, I haven’t.’

‘You’re not subtle!’ Harper runs a hand through her hair. ‘What did I do wrong?’

It’s so hard to put into words the battle ripping my chest apart, a war that’s only worsened since the pre-event conference.

Instead, I say, ‘You’re hot when you’re mad.’

Harper’s jaw goes slack. ‘You brought me all the way here to tell me I’m hot when I’m mad?’

‘Yes. No. Maybe.’ My fingers tug at my pendant as if that will somehow help. I don’t have the same charm as Harper when I speak, and my tongue twists at the very thought of trying to explain the jitters in my gut. ‘Why are you so mad on my behalf?’

Harper frowns. Her golden dagger earrings tinkle as she moves. ‘You care so much about helping and saving everyone. Those assholes know nothing. Of course I’m mad, you deserve better.’

‘I just—’ I raise my hands as if hand gestures might help me explain. They fail me. ‘It means a lot to me, okay?’

Harper’s face softens. ‘I’m glad, bunny.’

I feel like a child in a confessional, my secret knotted tight in my throat as my time winds to an end and we slowly slip back into the regular dynamic we’ve grown so used to. But I don’t want that now. It doesn’t feel enough any more.

‘What you just said - no one says things like that about me,’ I say before I can stop myself. ‘People see me, but they don’t see me as much as they see who they want me to be. You make me feel seen.’

Harper swallows and nods in acknowledgement. The air between us thickens. The chain around Harper’s neck glints in the dim light as her chest rises and falls gently under her maroon turtleneck.

Harper breaks the silence first. ‘You have something else to say.’ A statement, not a question.

I nod.

Maybe Harper gets it, because she scrutinizes me with dark eyes and a wary stare. ‘Use your words,’ she whispers.

Okay. ‘I’ve spent the day avoiding you.’ I take a step towards her, winding the distance between us down from a metre to an arm’s length. ‘But it’s a fruitless battle, because a mind can’t fight a heart and win.’

‘What are you saying?’

I level my gaze at Harper as I take another step. We’re nearly as close as we were a few nights ago, back in Harper’s room. ‘I think you know.’

Harper’s jaw clenches. Her eyes drop to my lips.

‘Spell it out,’ Harper says, and there’s a smirk in her voice, but uncertainty in her piercing stare.

I can work with uncertainty. I’ve always been good at assurance, so I do it like this: a step forward, a finger to tip Harper’s face up so the light spills over her dark gaze, and, softly, reverently, I murmur my confession – about the turmoil in my heart, about the kiss so sinful I can barely breathe thinking of it, and the hellish battle of restraint I’m about to lose.

Harper’s breath hitches. ‘You remember.’

‘All of it. You?’

‘All of it.’ It’s just an echo of my words, but it twists my gut with a pleasurable pain, like a masseuse’s unforgiving mercy on sore muscles. I relish the way it hangs in the air for a second as I take in the adorable wings on Harper’s eyes and the curve of her lips.

‘I really like you,’ I confess before the moment ends, before it’s too late, the words riding on the wave of desire crashing low in my gut. ‘As in, I’d-really-like-to-kiss-you-now-if-you’d-let-me like you.’

‘Good, because I’ve been holding back all evening,’ Harper says, and I unravel.

Harper’s lips taste of strawberry gloss. My thumb skims her jaw, and my other hand runs the length of her soft, warm back as I pull her in.

A bustling outside snaps me back to reality. I pull away, chest heaving, as a horde of journalists pass by outside. Fear and lust are the Jekyll and Hyde of a pounding heart and short breath, and it’s too easy for the cold fingers of dread to reach down my back.

‘You okay?’ Harper frowns up at me. ‘Don’t worry. The door’s locked.’

‘I know. I—’ If the press finds out about this, I’m dead. It’d been a national scandal when Niko and Kiran came out as a couple – they’d been dating before they were Sentinels, but the press caught wind of it a year into their service. Vicious rumour mills had also started up when my sexuality had come into question. I’d dated a boy at school to dispel them, but now . . . ‘We can’t let anyone find out about this.’

‘Have you seen me?’ Harper tilts her head. ‘I’m a Fox descendant. We can dupe anyone.’

I ease and pull her back in. My anxiety roils nervously for the future, but I ignore it. Not today. ‘Okay, miscreant.’

Harper snickers. The heat of her body radiates through my thin dress. As she stares up at me, her smile fades. ‘I really like you too, for the record.’

I’ve witnessed Harper’s many conquests over the course of our rivalry, and maybe that’s why the kiss might swallow air from my lungs and send me swooning, but it’s still nothing compared to the rapture of hearing the confession from Harper herself.

I dip down to kiss her again, as if I can capture her words with my lips and hold it with me forever.

This time, Harper pulls away. ‘Wait. So the person you liked was . . . ?’

My cheeks burn. ‘You.’

A languid grin spreads over Harper’s face. ‘Knew it.’

‘Shut up.’

Harper opens her mouth to directly disobey me, so I peck her on the lips again, then again, and again.




You Should Have a Bad Feeling About This

HARPER/RAVEN

‘Do you want to go on a date with me?’ I ask. I kick my feet against the mattress, tangle the blanket between my ankles. ‘Before you leave me like you did this morning.’

I don’t mean to sound clingy. What I really mean is that we came home last night and I wove my own shelter around Tia and myself, curled up tight in our universe. I hadn’t expected Tia to leave our haven so early in the morning. Hadn’t expected to feel ripped prematurely from my cocoon, and I spent all day crouched in the memory of last night, desperate to stay in my illusion of happiness.

‘I told you I had a meeting with the government,’ Tia breathes, her voice strained through my phone speaker. ‘I keep forgetting how dramatic you are.’

I roll my eyes and bury my face in my bed sheets, balancing the phone so it rests between the bed and my head. ‘Okay, rude. We don’t have to go on a date. I don’t care, it’s whatever. Goodnight.’

‘Save your theatrics. I’ll be home in a second, make sure your windows are open.’

I can’t stop the grin across my face as I get up to push my windows open. ‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’ And then a blazing white figure appears in the night sky, streaking over Singapore’s skyline and heading straight for Lain.

Lune lands in my bedroom with a gust of air and crashes into my desk chair.

She shucks her helmet and drops it to the floor, revealing a panting Tia, cheeks flushed, her bangs stuck to her forehead with sweat.

‘My dear, frustrating kit,’ Tia says as she unsticks her ponytail from her glistening neck, ‘I would love to go on a date with you, but have you ever heard of situational awareness?’

‘As a concept, maybe.’ I toss a towel at Tia, which she only accepts after a quick sniff. ‘There was no one for me to annoy in the labs today.’

‘You can say you missed me.’ Tia unclasps her blasters from her wrists and ankles. She tosses them onto my desk and slings the towel around her neck, which has to be the hottest thing I’ve seen in my life. ‘Come here, I missed you.’

‘Not if you boss me around like that.’ I rest my elbows on my knees and look up at her with a fake-sombre shake of my head. ‘I’m not that easy.’

Tia’s brows shoot up. ‘Not what you were saying last night.’

My cheeks burn. Last night’s memories surge through my head – we hailed a taxi home, our fingers laced in the backseat. Tia showered while I blasted obnoxious pop music. I showered while she made mug cakes in the microwave. We collapsed into her bed, and I lay on her chest to hear her words echo straight into my bones as she spoke about her childhood.

At some point, I slipped a hand over Tia’s collarbone as we kissed, and revelled in the way her heartbeat quickened against my thumb. When I confessed this, Tia’s cheeks had gone dark with embarrassment, but she flipped me over and pressed her lips to mine and, God, I’d never been so glad to be at the receiving end of a Sentinel’s strength.

I don’t realize how quiet I’ve fallen until I notice Tia watching me with a suppressed grin, her eyes twinkling with laughter.

I kick her chair, sending her spinning into the desk. ‘You’re annoying. Why weren’t you at dinner?’

The laughter on Tia’s face fades. Exhaustion claims her slouched shoulders. ‘Nagas are tearing up the Singapore–Malaysia highway again. Something about it being the busiest causeway in the world and carbon emissions, which I understand, you know?’ She tips back into the desk chair. ‘But if they’re attacking a bridge and people will die, do they seriously expect Sentinels to sit back and watch?’

It’s so difficult not to stare at the tight tank top that was apparently hiding under Tia’s armour, black fabric cutting across her soft belly, baring broad shoulders and flexing biceps as she buns her hair. But the subject of her frustration catches my attention, and I force myself to sit upright. ‘Was it a bad fight?’

Tia throws her head back against the chair’s headrest with a sigh. ‘We managed to arrest most of the Nagas without casualties, but there were so many. Also, there were a bunch of Foxes helping, like aren’t they already busy stealing moonstones? It’s so brutal.’

My body drenches in cold. The cocoon around me falls apart. The universe collapses, and I take it all with a pounding heart and sweaty palms. Why wasn’t I notified about the Foxes? ‘What did you do to the Foxes?’

‘Caught most of them, turned them over to the police for arrest.’

Oh, Tia. That means there must be a bunch of Foxes who need to be bailed from the station. As if on cue, my phone begins to buzz. ‘Hey, um, I have to go. Just realized I have something on.’

Tia’s brows knit and she straightens. ‘Oh, sure. Is everything okay?’

No, you just put my clan members in jail. As the Fox leader-to-be, a protectiveness rises in my chest, bitter and tough to swallow. It’s hard to look at Tia – so unaware of what she’s done, so contrary to the family that raised me – and know I’ve fallen for someone who hurts the people I’ve lived to protect. Obviously, I knew this when I confessed to her; I just thought we’d have more time before it caught up to us.

‘I—’ I cut my gaze away. ‘I don’t know.’

I don’t know what Tia senses, but she gets off the chair and stands before me, resting her arms on my shoulders and forcing me to look at her. She tucks a lock of hair behind my ear. ‘Are you all right?’

I shrug, train my eyes on my knees. ‘Those are my clan members, you know.’

Tia hesitates. ‘But you’re not affiliated to them, right? You’re not like them.’

‘I’m not—’ There’s a sudden lump in my throat. ‘Um, what do you mean like them?’

Tia frowns. ‘A criminal? What’s wrong?’

It feels like drowning, as if we were play-fighting and now I’ve been held underwater a few seconds too long. ‘Can you . . . can you not make that distinction? Please?’

Tia’s brows knit almost imperceptibly. ‘If it bothers you, then of course I won’t. But I don’t want you to think I have anything against you just because I arrest people in the clan. I know you’re dif—’

‘Tia.’ I inhale sharply, close my eyes and massage my temples. You’re so wrong. You’re so wrong and it hurts and I don’t even know how to correct you. ‘I . . . Look, I really have to go. See you later, okay?’

I grab my duffel with my suit from under my desk, ignoring the way Tia’s eyes track me.

My hand brushes the door-handle when Tia speaks. ‘Kit? I’m sorry if I said something. Can we not leave things like this?’

I must be quiet for too long, because she makes to close the space between us.

On instinct, I take a step back, and Tia stops an arm’s length away, her fists clenched.

‘Don’t apologize when you don’t know what you’re sorry for,’ I say, hating the sting of the words. ‘Can we do this tomorrow?’

In the halo of the moonlight, Tia swallows. ‘Okay. Stay safe, and send me your location?’

It feels awful. Tia stands in front of me with a crown of moonlight, her eyes so sad that it’s impossible to fathom anyone would call her cold, and all I can muster is a non-committal sound before I leave.

TIA/LUNE

I flip a fried egg in a sizzling pan as I knock back a shot of espresso. Every muscle in my body aches after last night’s altercation with the Nagas and Foxes, but I stayed up until four a.m. tossing and turning, too anxious from my conversation with Harper.

She never came home.

What if she thinks the whole thing is a mistake? I shove the thought away, but it sours the coffee in my stomach, and my gut burns with shame. I’d woken at eight a.m. to my default phone alarm, an empty bed, and a text from Harper that’d been sent at five a.m., which said: Not coming home, but I’m okay. See you in the labs.

I want to kick myself. The text is so short, so curt.

But when I turn to put my egg on a plate, I find Harper standing there, her shoulders slumped, her face pale, an elbow leant against the kitchen counter.

‘You said labs,’ I blurt. Crap, it sounds like I’m complaining. ‘When did you get back?’

Harper doesn’t respond.

I raise my hands experimentally, and am rewarded when Harper steps forward and collapses into my embrace. ‘Hold on . . . Hey, what’s wrong?’

‘So tired,’ comes her muffled voice from my chest. ‘Sorry about last night.’

Last night. The thing I still can’t parse, the thing that keeps slipping through my fingers. I press a kiss to the crown of Harper’s head. ‘It’s okay. Where’d you sleep?’

‘I don’t really want to talk about it.’

Sometimes it feels as if Harper’s hiding something from me, like there’s a whole side of her I don’t know. It was noticeable back when we were rivals, but it’s almost painfully obvious now that we’re so close.

What don’t you want to tell me?

But Harper’s warm and tiny, and now isn’t the time. All I focus on is how good it feels to hold her, to know she’s finally safe and home.

I press a kiss to the crown of her head. ‘I’ll call Niko and tell them we both have a cold. Let’s stay in and watch something, okay?’

Everything else can wait.

It’s very dangerous, my mother once told me, to stake your happiness on someone else. It is very dangerous to depend on anyone at all.

But it’s impossible to hold on to that when I have my side pressed into Harper’s, a laptop at the foot of my bed, our pinkies flirting against the backdrop of a romcom. It’s difficult to imagine that at some point in time I’d never known Harper like this, that I’d been kept from the contentedness of having her ankle crossing my own, her head tucked into my shoulder.

I sling an arm around Harper’s shoulders, playing with the chain around her neck, and something goes very cold in my heart.

‘You don’t have to respond,’ I whisper, because the room is quiet, because maybe this is something I’d rather no one hear, ‘but do you know Raven?’

Harper goes stiff. ‘Why?’

There’s no way of revealing that I’ve analysed a medallion just like this without exposing that I did so when Raven lay injured in my bed. ‘I heard her mention you, once. In a fight.’ A white lie. Harper wouldn’t know.

‘Raven keeps tabs on every Fox.’ Harper turns to look at me, her gaze searching. It puts us close enough for me to see the tiny mole by her eye, to watch the way her lashes curl.

What would you look like in a mask? I superimpose it onto her face in my head, imagine her with black fabric cut across her cheeks.

I’m met with an image of a teasing, devilish gaze that’s torturously familiar.

I tear my eyes from her face and cling to reality like a shipwrecked man on a buoy. ‘Makes sense. Sorry, your medallion reminded me.’

Harper grips the medallion in her fist. ‘And if I said I knew Raven?’

Black mask, wind-whipped hair, glinting eyes. A smirk – no, I’ve never seen Raven smirk, for obvious mask-related reasons. But I imagine it, and my mind finds Harper’s lopsided smile under Raven’s mask.

‘I mean . . .’ I clear my throat and trace her lips with my eyes, willing the thought away. It’s nothing. It can’t be anything. Harper’s clear, Niko made sure. ‘I’d have to report it to the other Sentinels. I’m really glad you’re not affiliated with her, honestly, because we can’t have anyone in the company associated with her. I’d have to cut you off.’

Something dark flits in Harper’s gaze, a flash of a knitted brow, a quick tightening of her lips.

And then it’s gone.

‘Good thing I don’t know her at all, I guess.’ Harper turns back to the movie and leans into my hold.

But the air in the room feels different, and Harper’s eyes look wet. She seems to catch me looking, because she turns her face away and sniffs. ‘Movie’s sad.’

Then let’s stop watching, I want to say, because it hurts to see you sad. Before I can say anything, though, my phone buzzes.

It’s a text from Niko: Moonstones moving tonight. There shouldn’t be Nagas or Foxes, but I want all Sentinels on scene just in case.

Crap. I tuck my phone away. ‘Kit, I have to go for a Sentinel thing. I’m so sorry. I’ll be back tomorrow.’

Harper closes the laptop and shoots me a smile. It doesn’t reach her eyes. ‘It’s okay. See you tomorrow?’

It’s only our second day together, and already it feels as if there’s a dark rift between us, a void I can’t parse the width and depth of. Something needs to change, but it’ll have to wait. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

Lune leaves Lain Co. with Tia feeling like the world is falling apart.




Two Worlds Colliding

TIA

The Sentosa beaches stretch far left and right, seeping into the murky ocean, the waterline littered with seaweed and empty shark eggs. There’s nothing glorifiable about it: beige dunes disrupted with bits of trash, an ocean too mild for water sports and too rife with jellyfish for swimming, the sand gritty and fake.

But Harper’s lying on a beach towel beside me in an oversized shirt and booty shorts, a hand tucked behind her head, which means this is officially my favourite beach in the world.

The date has been going perfectly; we left Lain Co. in the morning, walked from Harbourfront to Sentosa Island and grabbed lunch for the beach. I thought it would be hard seeing Harper in a different light so quickly, but it’s actually easier – I call her pretty whenever I think it, and get to watch her face flush.

I slip a bookmark into the book on my lap and glance at her. ‘Enjoying yourself?’

Harper sighs with a smile and peers at me over her sunglasses. Raises her brows. ‘Yeah, enjoying the view.’

I shove my foot under her butt and a mini tussle ensues, her sun-soaked skin warm under me, her laugh sharp and manic and wonderful. There’s a mini bucket beside us with a jellyfish that she caught, and our fight nearly topples it – Harper screams and the twenty-odd people around us look at us funny, so I yank a hat over my face to hide my identity.

‘You think they think we’re a couple of best friends?’ Harper whispers conspiratorially.

I peek out from under my hat and meet her wild gaze. Locks of her mini-bun have come free, and it frames her tilted grin and sharp chin, her face windswept and pink with heat. ‘And what would be the truth? That we’re girlfriends?’

Harper tugs her bottom lip into a bite with a slip of pink tongue. ‘If you’re okay with that?’

It’s so hard not to kiss her. The tension from the other night seems to have dissolved with the sea, and whatever’s been weighing on Harper has been burned away by the midday sun.

But suddenly, as I watch, a shadow passes over her face. Her shoulders, previously relaxed and loose, tense as she sits up. ‘Do you hear that?’

I pause to listen: there’s the ocean, a child laughing in the distance, the trees rustling with the gentle sea breeze.

There’s a scream.

‘Oh, shit,’ I breathe. In my peripheral vision, Harper’s already scrambling to stand, rummaging through our backpacks and coming free with my helmet, wrist and ankle blasters.

She tosses them to me. ‘Go. Duty calls.’

‘I don’t—’ I catch them, thumbing the edge of metal, cold as guilt. ‘I’m sorry about this. I was really enjoying today. I don’t want to go.’

Harper sweeps our things into a backpack and pushes her sunglasses to perch on her forehead, eyes squinted. Her teeth chew her bottom lip. ‘But you have to, don’t you?’

I swallow as she picks up the jellyfish bucket and faces the sea. ‘Kit, wait. Stay on the beach. I’ll text you if danger gets close to you. Please stay safe.’

Harper reaches out. Our fingers flirt. ‘You too.’

I suit up and leave the beach as Lune, soaring into the cloudless sky. What if Harper gets injured? Worse, what if it’s because my inadequacies as a Sentinel surface, and—

Enough. From this high up, I can track the patches of forest through Sentosa’s island, pushing up between its many amusement parks and beach resorts.

There’s a commotion by the theme park, near a towering blue rollercoaster. ‘ALFRED, zoom in.’

As I watch, a neon-green ride with flying stegosaurus capsules turns to stone and collapses into ash with a low rumble. A chill shoots down my spine. What the—? ‘ALFRED, notify Niko and Kiran and do a read on what sort of magic that is.’

As ALFRED runs diagnostics, I float closer to the ground.

An explosion shakes the air, and it surges over me, like I’ve been hit. It takes everything to stay afloat, and I’m lucky my suit absorbs most of the punch.

It feels like—

‘The magic trace isn’t previously documented,’ I hear ALFRED begin, ‘but it seems most aligned with the new strain of moonstones.’

The moonstone bombs. We’d already theorized that the Foxes and Nagas might make them, but this is the first time they’d be using them in public. Seeing it in person strikes a growing horror in my chest as another ride crumbles into black stone and rubble.

There’s nothing I can do to fix this kind of damage. If there are moonstone bombs scattered throughout the park, my job is to defuse them before they blow up.

But how can I scan an entire theme park alone when I don’t know what the bombs look like?

Calm down, Tia.

I close my eyes and focus. ALFRED said the bombs leave a lunar magic trace. When I focus, really focus, I feel a subconscious tug, alerting me to nearby lunar energy.

With my magic seeking it out like a magnet to iron, I quell my nerves, follow the divining stick in my gut and dive into the park.

RAVEN/HARPER

I’ve been on the phone for five minutes, perched in Raven’s uniform on the roof of a beach lookout spot, tucked away from the sun. A quick call to Ah Ma suggests it could be the Nagas, and now the phone is on the sixteenth ring for my dearest ex-boyfriend and infuriating Naga leader, Avyaan.

He picks up, and I mash the phone to my ear. ‘Av, is it you guys?’

‘This is the first thing you say to me in months?’ Avyaan’s voice comes through thin. ‘So much for lunch, I guess.’

‘Avyaan.’

He sighs. ‘Is what us?’

‘Sentosa, dude.’ In the distance, there’s a gigantic boom. Oh, Tia. ‘Send me the exact location of whatever you’re doing.’

‘We’re not doing anything.’ A rustle. ‘What’s going on?’

‘The bombs? I’m not stupid. I’ve heard from the Sentinels, okay? I know you and Maria have been up to something, drop the fucking act.’ I swipe sweat off my forehead, my mask stuffy with heat. ‘Call it off.’

‘Harper . . .’ Avyaan hisses through his teeth. ‘Why— Why are you even speaking to the Sentinels? What bombs? Why would you believe them?’

‘That’s what Tia said!’ I burst out.

‘Don’t get mad at me. I don’t even know what you’re saying!’ Avyaan snaps back. ‘Once again, why are you listening to the Sentinels?’

I pinch my nose bridge. Either Tia is grossly misinformed, or Avyaan is lying. Knowing him, though, I don’t think it’s the latter. ‘God. Fuck. Okay, I have to go. And you’re sure that the Nagas and Foxes have nothing to do with this?’

‘I know the Nagas don’t, but you’re the Fox leader. How do you not know what your own clan is doing?’

I hang up on him.

My finger hovers over Maria’s contact for a second, but I think better of it. Instead, I sprint across rooftops towards the source of the screaming, soar over running pedestrians and rip through tree branches. When lactic acid sears my thighs, I pray to my stamina, and use telekinesis to buoy me when I try to bridge a gap too big and almost don’t make it to the next rooftop.

Who could possibly be behind this?

A detonation vibrates the ground. I bypass the theme park’s entrance, land and scan the park for Lune. Alarms rip the air, but I steel myself to focus on the looming structures and sun-seared metal of rollercoaster rides.

Where would Lune even be?

A shout rends the air, and I whip around. The sound comes from two intertwining rollercoasters, one red and one blue, twisted into each other like a veinous heart. I’ve sat on the ride once before with Maria, enough to know it’s deathly – fast, spiralling, with several parts where the cart flips.

Right now, at the height of a loop, a cart of eight people hangs upside down.

Lune hovers right beside it, seemingly tinkering with something on the tracks. When I squint, I make out a bulk of wires and a metal case, glinting blindingly in the sunlight.

I guess I should be thankful that I’ve found the bombs. I’m a lot less thankful that my girlfriend is practically attached to them.

Before I can think twice, I fumble for my phone and conjure up an illusion of Harper beside me.

My thumb finds Tia’s contact and I press CALL.

Lune picks up immediately. ‘What— Kit? I can’t talk. I—’

‘This is Raven. I’m with Harper, look down!’ Raven shouts. ‘Tell me what’s going on. I can help.’

‘Why do you care? What’s the catch?’ Lune’s voice comes out strained. ‘Why is Harper with you? Tell her to get to safety!’

I swallow. ‘Favour to Harper. Now tell me what’s going on.’

‘This thing’s going to detonate in exactly three minutes, but it’s soldered to the cart. I’m scared that trying to blast it out might set it off, but I don’t have enough time to evacuate everyone.’

‘Okay, look, I’m going to join you up there, and I’ll help you evacuate people, okay?’

‘How do I know you’re not going to sabotage this?’

‘Do you want my help or not?’ I snap, hoping it sounds in line with Raven’s personality. Hoping it hides the tightness of my voice and the tremor of my fingers.

‘Get Harper safe first.’

Stop being so romantic, damn it. ‘She’s safe,’ I snap back, willing illusion-Harper to sprint into the distance. ‘I’m coming up.’

I leap onto the rollercoaster tracks and scale them like a ladder. It’s easier than a regular building, and my gloves take the burning heat of the metal with ease.

I count the seconds in my head, and get to thirty when Lune comes into full view. My feet stride deftly from beam to beam, until I’m drawing up to her, the cart hanging below my boots, as she heaves at the wire-enmeshed bomb on the metal.

Like she said, it’s soldered to the tracks.

Like I counted, we have exactly two minutes and twenty-seven seconds left.

I squat by her. ‘How’s it looking?’

‘I think I can neutralize it with lunar energy.’ Lune has both her hands splayed over the opaline surface of the stone. It’s been sanded into a smooth cube, a forearm’s length wide and long. ‘I just . . . I need time. I need to make sure people are safe.’

We do not have time. There are still eight people suspended from the track beneath us.

From this high up, I know magic isn’t strong enough to carry the people all the way down. We’re several storeys high, forty metres at least, and my telekinesis goes about thirty before sputtering out.

‘I’m going to jump there.’ I point to where the loop begins to gentle out. ‘Once I’m there, you start unbuckling people. I’ll catch them and lower them to the ground.’

‘The bombs have been crumbling entire rides, though. Even if you put them down, we’re still in the middle of the fallout zone. Once you lower them, I need you to run and get them away as quickly as possible.’ Through Lune’s faceplate, Tia’s brows are knitted, and it hits me how terrified she is.

‘You’re going to be okay?’ I ask, before I can stop myself.

The timer hits a minute and fifty-nine seconds. ‘Raven, we do not have time. Go.’

I lower myself until I’m holding the track like monkey bars, and let go. Gravity takes me swiftly as my gut drops, but I react fast enough to cushion my fall with telekinesis. ‘Okay, drop them!’

I watch Lune make quick work of unbuckling safety belts despite the protests of the riders. It’s hard to see so high up, but I imagine myself casting out a general net of force, and brace myself as the first person lands in the forcefield. The sudden weight feels like catching someone, though my magic alleviates some of the impact.

It’d be funnier watching people drop like flies, if not for the fact that I can hear Lune arguing with someone up there. One of the civilians glares at me upon landing.

Do not drop him. It’s okay. People are assholes.

I’m more concerned about my girlfriend, who’s struggling to release the last person from her seat. A woman has clung on to her seatbelt and hangs on desperately, her legs kicking air, refusing to fall.

My throat runs dry. I don’t need to see or hear Lune to know she’s begging the woman to let go.

I slip a dagger from my belt and, using one hand to keep the forcefield going, I throw the dagger with the other. I can’t throw a knife forty metres, but I can boost it with a little bit of telekinesis, and the knife arcs perfectly to slice the seatbelt clean.

The woman falls, and I catch her. ‘You have a death wish,’ I snap, but I finally lower everyone to the floor.

Lune’s already scrambling to handle the bomb again.

‘Time!’ I yell up at her.

‘Forty-eight seconds!’ Lune shouts down.

That is not enough. ‘Can you control the bomb yet?’

‘Not if you keep distracting me!’ Lune is hunched over the bomb, as if she’s trying to tank the entire thing by herself. ‘Stay down there. If I don’t succeed, use telekinesis to protect the civilians!’

Something in me snaps. She’s not going to make it.

The civilians are staring, so I shout for them to run, but they scatter uselessly. No time for this. Shifting my focus back to the bomb, I sprint back up the track towards Lune.

‘What are you doing?’ Lune hisses. ‘Get back down there.’

‘I’m not letting you do this alone.’ The timer ticks down to under ten seconds. ‘Lune, I need you to be very, very honest. Are you sure you can even stop the bomb?’

Lune whips me a glare. ‘I’ll die trying – as if you care. Go down and protect the rest.’

The clock hits three. Lune boots a leg out to kick me off the track, but I dodge her.

Two.

I grab Lune round the waist.

‘I said them, not me,’ Lune spits.

‘You’re the one on top of a fucking bomb.’

And that’s all I get out before I hear the bomb tick down to one and I fling us off the track.

The explosion rips the world apart.

I dimly register Lune curling around me, her armour taking the hit of any debris. Even mid-air, feeling as if my insides have just been ripped apart, Lune protects me.

At the speed we’re going, I know she doesn’t have the time to activate her blasters, so I throw a hand out and bolster our landing with telekinesis.

In the time it took us to fall, the rollercoaster has begun crumbling. When we touch ground, our feet land amongst debris, and I divert a chunk of track from falling on Lune’s head.

But she’s already running off, dodging falling metal as she searches the rubble desperately.

She twists back to me, her eyes wide behind her mask. ‘Help me!’

It takes a second for me to register her words. I’m not a Sentinel. I didn’t come here to help these people. I came here to make sure Tia was okay. My feet tug me to leave – every extra second I spend standing here is another second I’m at severe risk of being crushed by the collapsing rollercoaster.

‘Raven!’ Lune calls, planting her hands around a gigantic fragment of rollercoaster track. ‘Help me lift this – someone’s under here.’

In the distance, sirens wail.

I can’t . . . I need to go. This isn’t what Raven was made for. The Foxes are people of selfish loyalty, and the authorities are coming. The police, the ambulance – Lune has enough help, and I’m in enough danger.

I take several steps back as she struggles to free a man from under the track.

As the first ambulance arrives on scene, I turn and run.

But I don’t even get to the border of the theme park before Lune crash-lands in front of me and rips her helmet off, Tia’s chest wild and heaving.

‘What is wrong with you?’ she snaps. Her fury is so unexpected that I freeze, and we stand in the shelter of a line of trees as Tia takes a charged step towards me. ‘Why didn’t you stay?’

I will myself not to step back. ‘Why would you expect me to? I happened to save your life. Don’t think it means I’d do the same for anyone else,’ I shoot back. The words come out breathless, and it’s only then I realize how much I’m panting, how hard my heart slams into my chest.

‘I didn’t ask you to save me.’ Tia stands over me, her face dappled in the shadows of the overhanging trees, her jaw clenched, her eyes sheened with tears. ‘I told you, civilians and Harper. You saved me and you endangered a whole group of innocent people. Why?’

There’s no way to tell the truth. ‘You saved me once.’

‘That doesn’t matter. You—’ A sob breaks out of Tia and she pushes her bangs out of her face, her bottom lip trembling. ‘We could have saved everyone. They could have been okay. Now there’s a man buried under rubble and I—’

Her voice breaks.

‘I’m not a Sentinel. Those people don’t matter to me.’ You matter most, I want to say, but I can’t.

Tia plants both hands on my shoulders and shoves me back so hard that I stumble. ‘I told you not to save me. There were people who might’ve survived if you’d just listened.’

‘So what?’

‘So what?’ Tia barks incredulously. ‘Now their lives are on me. Your recklessness might’ve killed them. Was it on purpose? The bombs? The park? Are you proud of yourself?’

‘What? No.’ I tug at the medallion on my neck to feel its burn on my skin – anything to distract from the searing hurt in my chest. ‘Why are you so mad?’

‘I’m a Sentinel!’ Tears streak down Tia’s cheeks. ‘I’m supposed to protect these people with my life. Any casualty is on me. I don’t want to be saved over them. Damn it, Raven.’

I have to take deep breaths to calm down, force my lungs not to take air in so quick and shallow, anything to convince myself Tia doesn’t hate me.

But it’s clear how she feels in the way her face twists as she looks at me, in the way she swipes her tears off her cheeks so violently.

When she looks at me again, her eyes are poisonous, her shoulders hunched. ‘Forget it. You make me sick. Where’s Harper? Because if you didn’t make sure she was safe before helping me, I might actually kill you.’

It feels like being punched in the gut. ‘Like I said, she’s safe.’

A final glare.

‘Just know I’m sparing you today because you did help. But I hope your heartlessness haunts you for the rest of your miserable life,’ Tia spits. Her fists clench and unclench, her nostrils flaring, before she leaves with a scoff. As she storms away, she whips her phone from her pocket.

My phone vibrates in my pocket the moment she puts the phone to her ear. With shaking hands, I text Tia: Meet you at Lain.

With Tia distracted, I slip back into the shadows.

Every sense is numb. I feel nothing as I stuff Raven’s sweat-crusted uniform into my backpack. I don’t remember calling for a car, but I remember getting in one and getting out at Lain Co.

When I arrive at the penthouse, there’s someone sitting on the couch, the news flashing across her face in whites and reds, the TV muted.

Tia turns to me in the doorway. She has puffy eyes, tear-stained cheeks. ‘Hey.’

I brace for Tia’s vitriol.

But you’re not Raven now.

The distance between us seems to drift, going from incredibly far to nothing at all. I stand in front of Tia, creating a shadow that blocks the news out, casting Tia’s face in darkness.

‘Can I have a hug?’ she whispers, and her voice breaks. ‘I’m really sorry.’

I crumple into Tia’s arms, and the world crashes back like a wave. I pretend Tia is saying sorry for calling me heartless, for accusing me of everything that’s happened, for casting me a look of disgust so venomous that it felt like being stabbed. For hurting Raven to protect Harper.

It would be too strange to sob into Tia’s shoulder, so I pinch my lips together and keep it in until my shoulders shake.

‘Are you okay?’ Tia says into my shirt, her voice shaking.

‘I’m terrified,’ I say, with my hands tangled in the fabric and our bodies pressed together, inseparable. ‘I’m terrified we’re too different and it’s never going to work out. I’m terrified you’ll hate me if you ever know all of me, and I’m terrified you’ll realize it one day and you’ll look me in the eyes and tell me we’re done, and there’ll be nothing I can even do about it, because you’ll be right.’

Of course, I say none of that out loud. I bury my face in the crook of Tia’s neck and hug her as tight as I can, hoping it’ll drown out every voice in my head.

‘Kit?’ Tia runs her hand through my hair, rubs circles against my back. ‘What’s going on?’

‘I think I’ve had a really long day.’

‘Me too,’ Tia whispers back, and then she’s crying again. ‘Me too.’

My phone buzzes in my back pocket, but the only other people who’d want to contact me now are the Foxes. After today, I don’t really want to be reminded of Raven at all.

I switch my phone off and lean into Tia, pressing our foreheads together.

Everything else can wait. Even if it means I might have to give up everything I’ve known or belonged to for the last few years, I can’t keep hurting Tia. Not like this.

For now, Raven is gone.

TIA

The room is dark, quiet, yet I can’t sleep. When I do drift off, I wade through a haze and only stop when I feel Harper’s forehead against my chest, a familiar hand resting against my waist.

This is too dependent, I hear my mother’s voice saying.

But it’s been a hard day, and this feels like coming home. Whatever rift there was between us has been sewn back together, repaired by the assurance of each other’s company, and I fall asleep feeling as if we’re finally right again.




World’s Worst Trust Fall

HARPER

I press ACCEPT and Avyaan’s face appears on my phone screen, propped upright by my computer. ‘Well hello, Raven.’

I narrow my eyes at him. ‘Don’t use that name when I’m out of mask. Now tell me, what the fuck were those blueprints?’

‘Wow, you really do have no decorum.’ Avyaan rubs his stubble and the screen glitches as he shifts. ‘What blueprints?’

‘The ones I stole months ago. From Ferrix.’

‘Ah.’ Avyaan blinks. ‘I guess they didn’t tell you.’

‘Tell me what?’

‘We were trying to get blueprints for Ferrix’s proposed energy plant. Wanted to see how much moonstone they were planning on using . . .’ He trails off.

I sense the hidden clause. ‘But?’

‘But you kind of snagged the wrong set.’ He winces. ‘Don’t know what these ones were about, but I called Maria and she took it back the next day. I honestly never got a good look at them.’

It takes me a second to process. ‘Wait. That’s all we were planning?’

‘Yeah?’ Avyaan raises a brow. ‘What did you think we were trying to steal?’

Bomb plans. ‘Nothing, just—’ I bury face in my hands. It’s embarrassing to admit. Paints me in a horrible light. ‘I just thought the Foxes were up to something. That’s all.’

Avyaan fixes me a strange look. ‘You don’t trust your own clan?’

There’s no easy way to describe why I haven’t responded to a single text from the Foxes for a week. With bi-weekly heists and the daily rota for different fighter Foxes to accompany magic-less Foxes home, the number of texts climbs into the hundreds.

Sometime in the middle of the week, I checked in just to make sure everything was okay, and saw Maria’s name pop up in every chat as she took temporary charge.

They have the Elders. They have Maria. The Foxes are fine. The worry I have for them can’t eclipse the sense of sickness that climbs up my throat every time I’m confronted with my alternate identity. It feels like a shadow – Raven is me, in all my entirety, but I’m dragging a version of me that I can’t unclip from my feet.

So I haven’t been Raven. It doesn’t mean I’ll never be Raven, but I need to set her aside until I figure out how to carry her without hurting Tia.

‘I do trust them.’ I’m a good liar, even if Avyaan’s smart enough to see right through me. ‘I think everything’s just been getting to me. The assignment, and everything.’

‘Right.’ Avyaan sucks in a breath. ‘About that. The Elders wanted me to remind you to update them on your plan, you know. What’s going on? Are you growing a soft spot for your target or something?’

I open my mouth and nothing leaves me.

‘You have got to be kidding me.’ Avyaan groans and sits back in his chair. ‘You know the Sentinels have done jack shit for us. They literally hoard moonstones and help the government suppress descendants. Are you being serious right now?’

‘Av, you don’t get it. I don’t think they know.’ I close my eyes and take a deep breath. ‘I think they’re being told something else. I’m trying to figure it out.’

‘Don’t try to figure it out too hard.’ His brows knit and his lips tighten. ‘You’re still a clan leader, you know. We have kids who need moonstones. Don’t fuck it up for a girl.’

My throat tightens. ‘I—’

My bedroom door opens, and I jab the END CALL button and slam the phone down.

Tia slips through the door with a sheepish smile, her hair hanging limp and wet over an oversized pyjama shirt, little sheep frolicking over her pyjama bottoms. The world brightens a little bit, and my shadow grows a little darker in her light. I stuff it deep in me, a Fox hiding its tail. ‘Sorry, just showered. Are we still on for a movie tonight?’

I force a smile as she walks over. ‘Yeah, sorry, my shower got delayed a bit. Relax in my bed. I’ll be back soon.’

I grab my phone and clothes. There are at least eighty unread texts from the chat with the Elders, and another ten from Maria, all from today.

I archive it all.

Just as I’m soaping my hair, a call comes through on my phone. Ah Ma. I jab the decline button, but water drips from my hand, and the call picks up.

‘Harper?’ Ah Ma’s voice rings sharply in the echoing bathroom.

Oh my God. I slam the shower tap closed, think twice, and switch it on again to mask the conversation. ‘Ah Ma, what is it?’

There’s a miffed sniffle. ‘I’ll keep it short. Your silence has been unacceptable. If you continue this, we’ll renounce your claim to the leadership. I’ll pass it on to our next prospective leader. Understand?’

Irritation flares in my chest. ‘I have a plan,’ I lie. ‘Tia trusts me now more than ever, and I’ve been busy with her. If I do Fox work for the next week, she might find out.’ It’s not wrong, but we both know I’m grasping at straws.

‘Well, I offered you the leadership because your mother was a brilliant leader, and you know her last wish was for you to have a chance. You are one of our most powerful Foxes. But you cannot say you want the role, then act like this when your entire clan relies on you. Assignment or otherwise.’ She uses the idiom , to charge to a thing while looking at another, and spits it like an insult. ‘I’m giving you a choice now. If you want to continue your break, we’ll be forced to forfeit your leadership position. You may choose to stay in the clan or leave it, and we will collect your medallion by the end of the week. None of the Elders would punish you. But I hope you know your parents would be disappointed.’

You can quit.

I could. I could walk out like this never happened, and I’d join Tia outside for movie night, and we would be just two girlfriends. We would be normal.

‘Then I . . .’ I quit. I lick my lips and taste salt. I don’t want this assignment. And I love the clan, but it’s becoming too much.

Except this is something I’ve been working for ever since my parents died, and it feels like hanging up a final piece of them forever.

The silence stretches too long.

‘I’ll give you until next week to decide.’ Ah Ma hangs up.

I rinse my hair out. Blue wisps appear inside the bathroom like steam as I feel my illusion magic activate, and they waft pitifully around the shower stall until the entire bathroom is blue.

Come on, man.

I wave it away as I change into my pyjamas, but the blue fog stays stubborn. I need to calm down. It’ll be okay. I needed a break from being Raven anyway. I need to start making decisions for the people who are here, and if I’m referring to the Sentinel in my room, specifically, then that’s fine.

Right?

When I step back into my room, Tia’s standing over my bed and staring at something in her hands, her back facing the door, her body still.

I close the door loudly in case she didn’t hear me come in. ‘Bunny, hey, what’s up?’

She turns.

There’s a bag on my bed, and I recognize it with a deep-set chill – the bag I put my Raven uniform in. The bag I always hide under my bed, the bag that was still hidden when I left.

Now it’s spilled over my bed sheets, three sheathed daggers resting atop a pile of black clothes.

‘What the fuck is that?’ I say on instinct as I shut my door behind me.

Tia stands with a dagger in her hand, and light glints off its unsheathed blade. Her expression is unreadable. ‘Tell me where you got this.’ Voice flat, cold.

‘I—’ My brain scrambles for any excuse. ‘Raven gave it to me when you told her to protect me. Where’d you even find that? I forgot I had it.’

‘No, see, that’s the thing.’ Tia tosses a dagger up and catches it by its handle. ‘That day on Sentosa. I’ve been wondering where she appeared from. I’ve been wondering how you managed to convince her to help the Sentinels when you’ve never been in contact with her.’

There’s a burning lump in my stomach. ‘Did you search my room?’

‘Not intentionally. I was looking for your projector remote.’ She tests the weight of the knife in her palm. ‘I’ve seen you carrying this bag around a lot, you know? Felt . . . like something was wrong.’

I scoff and run a hand through my hair. ‘Look, I wouldn’t lie to you. You’re my girlfriend. Don’t you trust me?’

‘Not with this.’ Tia draws closer. Her eyes shine in the warm light of my desk, her features hard. ‘You need to know I cannot trust you about something like this. Now tell me, honestly, if this really is what I think it is.’

You don’t trust me, I want to accuse, but it feels like gaslighting. I can’t do that. I may have been born into a descendancy famous for deceit, but I’m past the point of lying to Tia’s face. So I watch the way her features fall, the way her jaw clenches.

‘What do you want me to say?’ I say. Find my voice hoarse. ‘That I know her? That she’s my friend, that we talk? Will that be enough for you?’

‘Might’ve been.’ Tia’s hand rises to cup my medallion in her palm. ‘If not for the fact that you and Raven are the only two Foxes I’ve ever seen with this, and I don’t think it’s a coincidence.’

I stand still, the chain noosed and damning round my neck, the medallion in Tia’s palm, like my entire alternate life lies in her hands. The hold she has on me remains, as always, thick as sin. ‘What are you saying, bunny?’

‘I want you to tell me you’re not Raven.’ Tia’s bottom lip trembles, but her voice stays steady. ‘And I want to be able to believe it.’

‘I’m not Raven,’ I say, without breaking eye contact.

Tia releases the medallion. It falls back onto my chest with a dull pain.

She takes a step back, tosses the daggers back onto my bed and keeps retreating until she hits the windowsill. ‘I’ll give you one more chance, Harper.’

Her fingers slip into her pocket and emerge with her blasters. She drops them to the floor. ‘You know I can’t fly without those. I’m going to make this your choice. Raven can catch people with her telekinesis, right?’

And then she hops onto the sill and falls backwards.

‘Tia!’ I sprint for the window. My hip slams then hinges on the frame as Tia plummets, her back to the earth.

Before I can even think about it, I whip my hand out and catch her mid-air.

Tia stares into my eyes with a look so fierce, so adamant. Like she knows exactly what choice she’s made me take, like she’s so fucking sure she’s figured it out that she’s willing to bet it all. Now she hangs, suspended, as my chest heaves against the frigid metal of the window frame.

I almost didn’t make it. She’s so far down, I almost wouldn’t have been able to reach her even with my telekinesis. And then my assignment would be complete. All of this would end. There would be no more choosing her over the Foxes, because there would be no more need to. I’d be a successful leader. I’d make my parents proud.

My hand trembles, fingers outstretched. Even from so far, I see the hurt of betrayal in Tia’s eyes.

The entire time that I raise her back to the window, she’s stony-faced. But when she’s close enough, I see tear tracks shining on her cheeks.

I set Tia down on the bedroom floor, and she steps back immediately.

‘You can’t just do that,’ I say, ignoring the way my voice shakes. ‘You can’t just force me to do that.’

‘Force you to do what? Admit you’re a criminal?’ Her face crumples and she turns to the crimson night sky, like she doesn’t want me to see her crying.

‘You still don’t know that,’ I challenge. ‘Some Foxes just have telekinesis.’

‘Christ, do you really think I’m that naive?’ Tia’s gaze turns furious, and she shakes her head. ‘Forget it. We’re done. I’m not doing this with you. Goodbye, Harper.’

She shoulder-checks me on the way out of the door, and I can’t help feeling that it might be the last time we get to touch.




The Girls Are Fighting (Again)

TIA

I wake up to thirty texts from Harper and three missed calls, and I block her number.

It’s surprisingly easy to avoid someone you live with. I learn this quickly, requesting time off from the labs to train, making sure to change up my mealtimes, rarely spending time at home.

I’m eating lunch when Niko sits across from me at the company cafeteria. ‘Tia, when’s the last time you saw Harper?’

I clear my throat and twirl a fork of wanton mee. ‘Three days ago, why?’

‘Neither of you have been showing up for labs. What happened? Did you guys argue? I thought you were on speaking terms, at least.’

They don’t know we dated, but I can’t bring myself to be upset when our relationship had barely lasted a week.

I set my fork down. Tears burn the back of my eyes, and my mind’s eye flashes with a memory of Harper extended out of a window, her gaze cold as she watched me fall.

She hadn’t cared. And then she saved me, and I’d never felt so gutted to be proven right. Under gravity’s brutal pull, with the wind whipping through my hair, I hadn’t known which one I’d preferred: to be saved by Raven, or have Harper watch me fall. But in the end it was Harper who watched me fall, and Raven who almost didn’t save me. The worst of both worlds. ‘Everything’s fine.’

Niko frowns and slips their hand over mine. ‘Teacup, no, what happened? Why are you crying, what did she say to you? Do you want me to speak to her?’

I don’t trust my voice, but I shake my head.

Niko ducks their head to meet my gaze. ‘Do you want to talk to her, maybe? I need to make sure she’s all right as well, but she hasn’t left her room.’

‘I’ll speak to her.’ I put my plate away, my appetite evaporated. Avoiding Harper has helped me pretend that night hadn’t existed, but I can’t keep the charade up forever.

When I get to the penthouse, there’s someone unfamiliar in the kitchen. A girl approximately my height, with a sharp-cut face and long black waves down her back, humming discordantly as she slaps peanut butter on bread.

She turns to me as the lift doors slide shut, and freezes. ‘Oh shit, you’re Lune, aren’t you?’

I blink. ‘And you are?’

‘Oh! Um.’ The girl wipes her hands on her jeans and holds out a hand with chipped olive-green nails. ‘Maria.’

Maria. A memory of the name on Harper’s phone flashes through my mind, and I shake her hand. ‘You’re Harper’s friend, right? Is she home?’

Maria laughs. ‘We’re a bit more than friends. And, yeah, she’s in bed now. I can check if she’s okay for visitors.’

A bit more than friends, huh? Part of me craves to know how Harper has been, to make sure she’s fine. Even if I don’t want to be reminded of what we’ve done, my affection for her is months in development. I can’t excise that from myself so quickly.

But Maria’s standing here with a grin eerily reminiscent of Harper’s, and I wonder if Harper got it from her, if there’d been some point in the past where Maria had smiled that exact way at Harper and Harper had traced that smile, studied it carefully and loved it so much that she uses it even now, so Maria exists in every moment of Harper’s happiness.

I swallow. ‘It’s fine. I’m just going to go.’

RAVEN

This last week has been hell.

Having my identity blown by Tia means I didn’t even have to think twice about deciding to stay on as Fox leader-in-training, but it’d taken two days of grovelling for the Elders to accept me again. Even then, it feels like when I first began training as a Fox leader. I watch them discuss between themselves without sharing information with me, and I’m sent off on basic tasks, like accompanying magic-less Foxes home at night.

I’m not even allowed to lead heists – I spent the last one tagging after Maria like a kicked puppy, waiting in the vehicle as back-up as she broke into an office building to steal moonstone shipment schedules and data. The Elders hinted that I’d get to lead the next heist, at least, but it hurt. My ego as a Fox leader has always been ironclad, bolstered by my confidence in my abilities, and the Elders’ validation.

All this has done is remind me that there is, actually, a little bit of squishy interior if you dig into me deeply and tortuously enough.

But I’m Raven again, at least.

I’m also, apparently, extremely desperate for my (ex?)-girlfriend’s attention.

Seizing the mall was as easy as walking in during the morning work rush, kicking the door to the security room down and activating every emergency shutter. Now a tied-up security guard sits in the corner of the room, watching, as I rip open a bag of crisps and wait. He’d been a lot more annoyed when I’d broken in, but he seems to have realized he’s perfectly safe and can technically take a break from work. I’ve even encouraged him to nap, but he declined the offer.

‘No hard feelings,’ I assure him as I plunge my hand into the bag and slip a crisp under my mask. ‘Just need to contact Lune.’

The security guard sighs. ‘Can’t you do something better than take over a mall? Call her?’

I give him a crisp to shut him up.

On the CCTV, a lone figure bursts through the doors – my public message must have finally reached the Sentinels, and I watch Lune stalk through the mall, checking on people and heading up the elevators for the security room.

My heart pounds in my ears. Damn it. I’ve practised this. It’ll be fine.

I dust myself off and untie the guard. ‘Leave. I need to speak to her alone.’

The security guard winces as he massages his wrists. ‘Why should I listen to you?’

I pass him the bag of crisps and a bunch of spare cash from my back pocket, and he leaves without another word.

Two minutes later, the door swings open, and Lune stands in the doorway.

It’s been only a few days since we last saw each other, but I still soak in her presence, try to extract as much information as I can to see if Tia’s okay. All I’m met with is my reflection in Lune’s helmet.

Lune steps into the room and closes the door behind her. ‘How do you want to do this, Raven?’

‘Speak to me. Please. There has to be some way we can make this work.’

‘There’s nothing to speak about. Get out of this mall before I make you.’

‘Tia.’ I take off my mask, and hear Lune’s sharp intake of breath the moment I stand before her – not as Raven, but as Harper. ‘There, I’m a civilian now. You can’t do anything to me.’

Lune’s hand rests on the hilt of her sword. For a second, I really think she might draw it, until she retracts her visor with her other hand, and Tia stands in place, her expression cold.

But her eyes are rimmed red and swollen with sadness. ‘I can’t do this.’

Something in my chest breaks a little. ‘Can’t do what?’

‘This.’ Tia throws her free hand up in my direction, then gestures wildly to the security room. ‘Everything. You committing crimes just to see me, you and that mask in your hand, you and Maria—’

‘Wait, Maria?’ Since when was she involved? ‘She’s just a friend, trust me.’

Tia lets out a harsh bark of a laugh and storms the distance between us to jab a finger into my chest. ‘Don’t ask for my trust when you’ve been lying to me from the day we met.’

I take her fury stoically, even if I’m backed into a table and its edge digs into my thighs. Once again, it strikes me how out of character this is: Tia’s icy front devolved into a teary anger that I never thought she possessed. It’s disarming at best, and terrifying at worst, to know I’ve brought that out of her.

‘How did you expect me to tell you? You’re a Sentinel, not a civilian who could have got away with knowing. Do you remember when you said you’d cut me off just for being associated with Raven? Do you know how much that hurt me? You wouldn’t date me if you knew who I was—’

‘I said that, didn’t I?’ Tia’s hands fall by her side, and she takes a step back. Her lashes are wet. ‘I wouldn’t, and I won’t.’

I can’t breathe. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

‘It doesn’t matter. The stakes are way too high for us both. You know, I can’t bear to report you to the Sentinels yet.’ She activates her helmet again and heads for the door. ‘But keep doing this, and I’m going to change my mind.’

I catch Lune’s wrist. ‘Bunny, please. You know I’d never hurt you.’

She whips round, tugging her arm free. ‘You already did. Now go home, or I’m telling Niko and Kiran who you are.’

She leaves me in the cramped security room, alone and in pieces.




Enemies and Lovers

HARPER

‘So, Harper.’ Niko slides into the empty chair between me and Tia, their smile artificially bright. ‘You won’t believe what happened today.’

I resist a sigh. ‘Do tell.’

‘Lune threw a bus at Raven and it hit her straight-on.’ Niko grins and claps Tia on the shoulder, glossing over the way she’s avoiding my gaze and staring intently into her bowl. ‘I’m so proud of her.’

My entire body feels like a throbbing bruise. Through a forced smile, I say, ‘Wait till Raven gets her with a cement-mixer.’

Niko’s smile vanishes.

‘And Tia gets to catch it, of course.’ I wink and spoon fried rice into my mouth. ‘Model Sentinel. I’m sure Raven’s in so much pain right now.’

Tia glares at me. ‘She better be.’

My fork dents under my tightening grip. Shit. I hide it behind my bowl and shoot Tia my worst death stare.

It’s almost impossible to believe the plan to get close to Tia crashed and burned overnight, but my path to completing my assignment while keeping Tia safe is gone now. There’s nothing left to salvage my leadership, to save Tia’s life.

Instead, I apologize to Ah Ma and assure her that I’m finding a new plan. I assure her that everything is all right. That I’m not holding together the slivers of my heart with my cold facade.

Unfortunately, it’s convinced Ah Ma that I’m finally fit for moonstone heists again – but moonstone heists mean Lune, Lune means Tia, and Tia means I spend every mission almost dizzy with emotional whiplash.

Niko looks between the two of us and finishes up the rest of their rice with a sigh. ‘You know what, I’m done. I thought you guys were making progress and becoming friends, but I give up. I’m going to bed.’

The second they’re gone, Tia begins clearing her plate. ‘I’m not apologizing.’

‘A bus, bunny. You could have killed me!’

‘Yet here you are, like a cockroach.’ For a second – God, a beloved, blissful split second – her voice slips into the lilting banter we had before. Even Tia catches it, because she pauses for a second and glances over at me. The entire galaxy spans the space between us, every star a word unsaid. Finally, as Tia leaves the living room, she says, ‘And it’s been two weeks. Don’t call me bunny any more.’

The worst thing is that I can’t stop thinking about her, even if I try. Sleep brings nightmares of chasing Lune, gruesome death after gruesome death looping until I wake up alone in the dark, shivering with sweat, my heartbeat screaming in my ears.

Tonight is no different. I force my eyes open to evade the terrors of my subconscious, until my empty room is too much to bear, and I drag my pillows to the living room. Staying awake on the pleather couch is easier than on my bed – but it’s still made of expensive pillows and wide enough for me to toss and turn to exhaustion, unwillingly submitting to sleep as the moon inches through the sky.

In this dream, Raven runs a knife through Lune. It doesn’t loop like usual, and Lune calls for Harper, over and over, her eyes wide and desperate and pleading, a hand shaking Raven’s shoulders awake.

Wait. My eyes snap open. There are warm hands on my shoulders, a familiar voice telling me to wake up.

My Fox vision adjusts to the darkness immediately, to Tia’s wide gaze, her heaving chest.

Tia’s lips part. ‘You were shouting.’

I don’t know what to say. ‘I’m sorry.’

She turns to something outside of my field of vision. ‘Is that what you see when you dream?’

I turn. An image of Lune lies on the living room tiles, a blade broken through her suit, blood pooling over the floor, her eyes blank and empty.

I look back at Tia and place a hand over her wrist to still her. God, to touch her again. It feels like breaching a boundary between us, unspoken and taboo and only invisible under the cover of darkness.

‘I’m scared.’ My voice breaks. ‘Every night, I imagine losing you. Or hurting you.’ Confession spills into the gelatinous night, and it makes me weak. Desperate. I don’t need anyone. I shouldn’t be doing this, saying this. ‘I don’t know how much longer I can take it.’

Tia withdraws. In the scarce light from outside, and behind her tortoiseshell glasses, her eyes sheen with tears. ‘We can’t be together.’

‘You think I don’t know that?’ I let go of her soft knuckles, calloused palms – hands made from training with weights, not fighting with her fists – and turn into the couch to sleep. ‘You should leave.’

From behind, Tia shifts, and the sofa dips behind me.

‘I’ll stay.’ Her arm circles my waist. I lean back into her embrace. Time has changed us both, but our bodies have stayed the same, and it hurts so much to physically feel how we both fit. ‘Just tonight.’

This time, I surrender willingly to sleep.

TIA

I wake with a numb arm and a still Fox. Light slants over Harper’s face, finally serene in sleep. The last few weeks have carved deep lines of pain in her brow, tightened the edges of her lips, but the Sunday midday light brings tranquillity at last to her troubled features.

My phone rings, and I pick up before it can disrupt the peace.

‘Fox clan,’ Niko says over the phone. ‘Tonight, Raffles Place. Come to the meeting room so we can debrief.’

Fox clan. Instinctively, I look down at Harper.

More than thrice over the last couple of weeks, I’ve walked all the way to Niko and Kiran’s door. I’ve lifted my hand to knock. I’ve turned the words over and over – Harper is Raven – in my head, and choked on the lump in my throat every single time.

Because Raven is cruel and scheming, but I’ve felt her flinch under my hands, melt into my mattress, unstitched and undone with pain.

I’ve seen her without her mask. I have committed her touch to memory, exchanged secrets with her like marriage vows officiated by moonlight, been kissed like I’ve been ordained. We’ve held each other too close for the world to come between us, and yet still it wasn’t enough.

It was too little to keep us together, but too much to keep us completely apart. Worse, the final thread keeping us tenuously connected tangles with every move, and it strangles us.

Gently, I remove my arm from under Harper’s head and leave.

Niko, Kiran and I spend the next three hours going through the plan over dinner before dispersing. At midnight, I activate my Lune suit and jump out of the window right after Niko and Kiran.

We land on the roof of an office building.

‘Kiran and I will sneak in and subdue the ones inside. You stay here and take out any Foxes on the perimeter,’ Niko says before leaping off the edge of the building, leaving me alone on the roof.

I scan the furiously purple mass of clouds drifting to block out the moon. ‘ALFRED, any warm bodies?’

‘No.’

Huh. I draw my sword anyway, trusting the stir of anxiety in my lower gut.

In the darkness of the cloud’s shadow, a thud sounds behind me. ALFRED’s alarm screeches in my suit and I whip around, lashing out with my sword.

It clangs against a familiar pair of moonstone daggers.

Raven’s face pops out from the side. ‘When you said we had to talk, this really wasn’t what I was expecting,’ she says, her voice strained.

‘Likewise.’ I push my sword down, but Raven darts away to let the blade fall into air. ‘You didn’t think to tell me you were coming?’

Raven scoffs and blasts me into the ground with telekinesis. ‘You were gone when I woke up.’

I collapse from the blow. ‘Could’ve texted.’

Raven’s expression is unreadable. ‘You blocked me, remember?’ She kicks my blaster just as I shoot, and I curse inwardly when the ball of lunar energy explodes into the sky.

‘Could’ve asked ALFRED to pass a message.’ I aim again but shoot prematurely and Raven dodges. It’s a piss-poor battle performance on my part, but I must admit I’m more than a little distracted. ‘Come on. You’re not fighting me properly.’

‘This is the longest conversation we’ve had in a week. I don’t want to spend it fighting you.’ Raven kicks out. ‘Verbally or physically.’

I duck and, taking advantage of our proximity, jam my blaster against her chest. ‘Say what you want to say, then.’

I shoot, point-blank. It sends Raven crashing to the floor with a hiss and a groan.

‘What, that I like you and still want to be with you?’ She gets up, hand pressed to her sternum. As the clouds shift off the moon, silver light illuminates the wavering confidence in her eyes.

The blaster must be hot, but I push my concern aside and advance on Raven, pressing it into her chest until she stumbles back. ‘We’re literally throwing each other off rooftops right now. It’s not going to work out for us.’

Raven glances down. ‘Love and war, right?’ Lightning-quick, she grabs the blaster and unclasps it from my wrist before tossing it off the roof.

I watch it sail over the edge of the building and disappear.

I turn back to Raven. ‘That’s so foul. How’d you even know how to do that?’

Her eyes twinkle with mischief. ‘Don’t leave your weapons lying around if you don’t want me to figure out how they work.’

This is why it’s only a matter of time before having the devil close to your heart will burn you. I blast Raven with my other hand, sending her crashing into the edge of the building. ‘All right, enough. We have jobs to do.’

‘Then you’re going to have to be okay with a lot of things really quickly, like slamming a bus into your girlfriend’s face.’ Raven’s telekinesis grabs me and pins my arms to my side. ‘Don’t think I’ve forgotten that, by the way.’

‘You weren’t— aren’t my girlfriend.’ I struggle, but the telekinesis threatens to crush my suit. In my peripheral vision, I catch a couple of other Foxes trying to slip into the office building. ‘After all that’s happened this week, I might take some satisfaction in doing it again.’

Cranking my flight blasters up to a hundred, I shoot. As expected, the blast hits the floor and I jet straight out of Raven’s grasp, soaring into the sky.

Once I’ve reached the apex of my climb, I fly back down until I’m floating between the two buildings. A masked Fox tries to escape from the office rooftop, and I take aim.

I’m already unstable, thrown off balance because of the one blaster Raven took from me, but I steel myself with the blasters around my ankles.

Until something slams into me from behind. All I register is someone choking me from the back, then I’m falling.

In a knee-jerk reaction, I glance behind, only to see Raven in a koala hug on my back, her eyes screwed tight. Her hand slips around my other blaster and she disarms it before throwing it off too.

Mental note: put that button somewhere harder to reach.

With both our added weights, I can’t keep balance, and my ankle blasters aren’t enough. Which means we’re falling, and quick.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ I scream at Raven as I scramble to repower my suit, but Raven is restricting my movement. ‘You’re going to get us killed!’

‘Use your powers!’ she screams back.

‘You just threw them away!’ Wind roars past us, buffeting against my helmet. ALFRED disappeared during the power redirection, but I estimate we’ll hit the ground in a few seconds at a speed that will definitely injure.

So I yank Raven off my back and hug her to my chest.

The floor rushes up to us, and suddenly we stop.

We stop, hovering, almost a metre off the ground, as if gravity looked at us and decided we’ve been going through enough, so it forgave us and stepped back for a little breathing room.

‘What—’ I begin.

Gravity returns, and Raven slams onto me.

‘Oh, no,’ I gasp, sucking in to replace all the air knocked out of my being. It barely works. ‘Was that your telekinesis?’

‘Obviously.’ Raven rolls off, dropping to the pavement with a plop. ‘Your magic is actually so useless. Didn’t Chang’e literally float to the moon? Can’t you do that?’

Through the ringing in my head, I find it in me to glare at her. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t inherit every single power from someone twenty generations ahead of me. You, on the other hand, literally have telekinesis. Why’d you stop us so late?’

‘Most people just say thank you.’ Raven grimaces as she lies on her back and stares up at the moonlit sky. ‘I know you hate me now, but petition to catch a quick breath before we go back to trying to kill each other.’

I sit up, resting a forearm on my knee. ‘I don’t hate you.’

A long stare as Raven turns to me. ‘Hard to believe,’ she pants, slowly pushing herself to stand. She looms over me and holds a hand out, waiting.

I eye it. ‘I can’t believe you made me miss that shot,’ I say, to distract her from the topic.

It takes a second for her to buffer before she pulls me up and pats my shoulder patronizingly. ‘Don’t be jealous that I’m better at my job than you are at yours.’

‘You almost killed us.’ I draw my sword.

‘Don’t cry about it. I saved us.’ Raven parries forward with her daggers, lightning-quick. ‘How about you stop trying to kill me?’

I block the attack and knock a dagger out of her hand. I’ve spent all my downtime training, and it pays off: a blow with my sword distracts Raven enough for me to blast her knife out of her hand.

I whip my sword back around as she shifts.

Its edge hovers over her neck.

I pant and hold it, blazing tip trembling under her arrogant chin, blade against supple throat. ‘You know I can’t just stop fighting you.’ I lick my lips, my throat dry. ‘Criminal.’

Raven tugs her mask below her chin, the light of the sword illuminating her dark eyes, pink lips.

It’s Harper who offers me a sad smile. ‘Is that all I am to you?’

I let the sword fall to my side. ‘Please stop this. You know it’ll hurt.’

Harper stills. ‘So, what, we’ll be like this forever?’ she asks, her voice tiny. She doesn’t clarify what this is. I don’t think either of us really know.

I swallow, clear my throat. I stop myself from feeling for the smooth assurance of the moonstone just in time, knowing it’ll be a dead giveaway of my nerves to my ex-girlfriend, and I make do with rubbing a thumb on my knuckle.

Danger is a primal instinct I’m used to associating with Raven. But Harper’s standing in the darkness, her eyes shining in the dim streetlight, and it takes everything to remind myself over and over that they’re the same person.

‘I really almost reported you, you know.’ I take a step closer, backing Raven into the wall behind. ‘Got right up to Niko’s door.’

‘What are you—?’ Her gaze turns wary, and she throws a hand out for her daggers to rush into her grasp. In a fluid motion, she slides one up to my throat and presses the button to open my visor. Now the knife digs under my jaw, a cold edge dipped into my skin. ‘Watch it.’

I lean into Harper’s blade, letting it dig deep enough that although it twinges with pain, it doesn’t breach skin.

The move closes the space between us, our faces barely millimetres apart. My neck is the one at the mercy of a dagger, but it’s Harper’s throat that flexes as she stares up at me. ‘You said we can’t be together.’

‘We cannot,’ I whisper. When I raise a hand to take her knife, she gives it up without a fight.

We’re so close. I barely feel Harper through my chest armour, but she tilts her face, and our lips brush.

‘We can’t do this,’ I murmur.

She releases a quiet scoff. ‘What if we just kept it a secret?’

‘It’s not about secrets. The nature of our identities will hurt us.’ But my arms circle her waist, and her hands slide from my breastplate to my shoulders. She eases my helmet off, bares Tia to the night and tosses Lune away.

We are Harper and Tia, once more.

‘Then I guess we’ll just never do this again,’ Harper says, her voice scratched low. Her fingers tangle in the hair at the nape of my neck, and I tighten my hold around her. ‘Guess this can be the last time.’

I hear the implication in ‘again’, and watch the way her eyes dart to my lips.

There is no ‘this’, I want to say. What leaves my mouth, instead, is, ‘As long as this changes nothing.’

I say it like I’m reasoning, as if reason didn’t slip from my fingers two minutes ago. ‘As long as it means nothing. Promise me.’ I’m also aware I say promise like I’m begging for something different, and I hear the hitch in Harper’s breath.

‘This means nothing,’ Harper swears, then she closes the gap and kisses me like she’s starving.




Nothing Lasts For Ever (Especially You)

TIA

The news hits on a Wednesday.

It’s still early in the morning, and I’m talking to Kiran about wedding plans. It’s fanciful and a little bit unrealistic, knowing queer marriage isn’t allowed in Singapore, but I’ve already squeezed out what colour decorations he wants, what kind of invites. I’m noting it down to tell Niko, who’d caught me last week and sent me on a covert mission to find out everything Kiran wants for the wedding.

Kiran is laughing about something, when he glances down at his phone and his smile dies.

I swallow my own laugh. ‘Is something wrong?’

He picks his phone up, unlocks it and peers at its screen. ‘Do you remember that bomb incident we had a while back at Sentosa, when Niko and I were in Malaysia for a business trip? You handled it yourself.’

The memory lodges something in my throat. ‘What about it?’

‘Did you know the Foxes were behind it?’

He flashes his screen at me.

A uniform I recognise.

A girl in a mask.

HARPER

RULE No. 1 OF NOT DATING YOUR ENEMY: DO NOT IMAGINE IT AS A RULE.

Rules are made to be broken. Instead, I prefer to frame it as a strategy, which I’m much better at following – and, in this case, it’s strategy that you cannot date the person you’re about to assassinate. Whatever the case, the simple conclusion is that Harper Leong and Tia Njauw are not dating.

RULE No. 2 OF NOT DATING YOUR ENEMY: DO NOT LIVE WITH THEM.

Some nights I hear about the Sentinels fighting Nagas or Foxes for moonstones, and I learn to set out a cup of coffee with no sugar on Tia’s bedside table while the morning news reviews an overnight arrest by the Sentinels of illegal magic users.

Other times, on mornings after slumping exhausted into bed after a night of Fox activities, I wake up to a hot breakfast in the kitchen as the Channel News Asia reporter on the radio condemns the latest ‘Fox heist’. I take it as an apology from her for slamming me into the ground during a fight. I pretend I don’t deliberately sabotage some of our heists to appease the Sentinels’ growing anxiety.

Basically, I break that rule – didn’t I mention I’m horrible at rules, anyway? – and cut my fingers on the shards of hope I harbour each time we do something nice for each other, on the shattered future I can’t stop envisioning. It’s whatever. Collateral damage.

We’ve settled into our separation. Even if it’s jagged and raw and avoided like a wound left to heal, I stay clear of Tia, pretending my heart doesn’t linger on her constantly.

I’m a Fox, and she’s a Sentinel, and life goes on.

RULE No. 3 OF NOT DATING YOUR ENEMY: IN ORDER TO STOP THINKING ABOUT DATING YOUR ENEMY, THROW YOURSELF INTO WORK.

‘Raven.’ Avyaan’s sharp voice snaps me out of my mental list, and I pinch my nose to ground myself. ‘Are you listening?’

‘Yes. Yes, sorry. You said we have a moonstone heist next week?’ God, I don’t remember the last time I slept soundly. My powers pay the price, green fuzzy stars drifting around the phone screen with Avyaan’s exasperated face. ‘Isn’t this a bit soon? I thought our next heist was meant to be, like, three weeks away?’

Avyaan clicks his teeth. ‘It’s changed. One a.m., Wednesday, yes. And I don’t know why it’s next week. The order came from the Foxes.’ He leans closer to the camera with a frown. ‘Look, have you been talking to Maria?’

What? ‘No?’

‘She said something . . . strange, the other day.’ He glances around, pulls closer to the camera. ‘She told me she has a deal for me. How do you not know this?’

‘I—’ My door flies open.

Tia bursts in, her chest heaving, her eyes wide. ‘Kit?’

‘What—’ I end the call and stand, taking a few instinctive steps back. We’ve been so good at keeping our distance that we’ve almost made an art of it. Habit kicks in as I walk round my bed to put space between us, and regard Tia from the other side of the room. ‘What are you doing in my room?’

Tia pulls her phone from her pocket and tosses it on the bed, gesturing for me to take it, which I do.

My gut sinks as I scan the headline. Why is this coming now, so long after?

When I look up, Tia’s gaze searches mine.

‘It’s not you,’ she whispers. ‘Right?’

‘It’s not,’ I confirm.

All the hard edges to Tia’s body seem to leave at once, rendering her a girl again.

Every Fox mask has identity-concealing magic, and Tia only recognized me because she’d practically figured it out. Now, she’s only able to recognize me because my mask’s spell has broken for her, but every other mask would still work on her. ‘You thought it was, didn’t you?’ I joke.

Tia rolls her eyes. ‘Only for a split second. But it’s a Fox, right?’

The masks’ magic doesn’t work on me.

‘Yeah,’ I confirm as I stare at the picture of Maria by the rollercoaster, a huge duffel bag on her shoulder.

‘I know we’re . . . weird right now.’ Tia gestures vaguely between us, her ears pink. ‘I just needed to ask. Did you know about this? Is this just the news trying to frame an innocent picture, or is this really the Foxes?’

My phone chooses to ring, and I tug it out.

It’s Avyaan again, and I pick up.

‘I know you’re probably handling something right now, but I need you to know,’ Avyaan says, his words strung together in a rush. ‘Maria’s texting again. She said there’s someone she wants me to meet. I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t trust her.’

‘Do you have an address?’

‘I’ll send it.’ He goes silent for a second. ‘I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.’

Tia’s been looking at me expectantly. ‘Who was that?’

‘Naga leader.’ I check through our chat, and his message comes in. It’s an address I don’t recognize, somewhere in the industrial areas in the east. ‘You know where this is?’

Tia is blinking, her lips parted. ‘You just have the Naga leader on speed dial?’

‘Uh, yeah?’ I toss my phone onto the bed to her. It hits me how ridiculous this is, the back and forth, the bed an arbitrary obstacle to keep us apart. I don’t call it out.

‘God, the Sentinels would kill for your contact list,’ I hear Tia mutter as she takes the phone. She squints at it. ‘Hey, I know this place. We’ve been transporting moonstones here for Ferrix.’

I perk up at the mention of the moonstones. ‘Wait, it’s all there?’

Tia shoots me a sharp look. ‘Do not even try.’

Worth a shot. ‘We have a meeting there this Thursday, apparently.’

Tia tugs at her moonstone necklace, her eyes still fixed to the address on my screen. ‘Who’s “we”?’

I walk back around my bed to pluck the phone from her hand. I’m reminded that the last time we were this physically close, we’d proceeded to break every futile promise we’d made about our separation. I revel in it anyway, the brush of my skin on hers as I retrieve my phone, the smell of her shampoo and the tiny scar by her cheek.

It hits me that we’re on opposite teams still, but this feels like we’re okay again. The observation unknots something tight in my chest, as if I’d tied myself back from Tia with string so tight that I’ve begun to bleed. I imagine it snapping back over me the second Tia and I return to being Lune and Raven, digging back into my old wounds of loss, and I fight a shiver.

Does Tia know? How much I need her? How tightly I’m willing to grip the shards of our broken relationship, how ready I am to hurt for it?

I tuck my phone back into my pocket. ‘It’s going to be me, you and the devil.’

RULE No. 4 OF NOT DATING YOUR ENEMY: IF YOU CAN’T IMAGINE LIFE WITHOUT THEM, YOU’RE ALREADY FUCKED.

TIA

I’ve never given serious thought as to how tight-fitting Raven’s suit is until I put it on. It’s tight enough on Harper – trust me, I can attest to that – but I’m a couple of sizes up and also not incredibly short, which is boding horribly for me.

Harper – Raven, I remind myself – stares unabashedly at my ass as I grab an enchanted mask off her bed. I consider telling her to get herself together, but lately it feels like we’re both racing to see who can say less while holding the crushing weight of everything left unsaid on their shoulders. Most days it feels like I’m winning, until I catch Harper staring at me with eyes so sad that my chest tightens and I look away.

The Fox mask is thin and breathable. I tuck my blasters into a cargo belt Raven hands me, feeling naked without my sword.

‘Can’t spare a dagger?’ I ask as we leave the car park. I drove us here and we changed in the cover of darkness, Raven’s illusion magic making up for everything the shadows could not.

Raven casts me a sideways glance. ‘To someone used to a sword? You’d be lucky if you didn’t stab yourself accidentally.’

‘You’re leaving me defenceless.’

‘Poor you.’ Raven cranes her neck to peer at something in the line of trees ahead. ‘You have the leader of the Foxes beside you. You’ll be fine.’

‘I’ve beaten you in fights – that’s not reassuring.’ As we approach, I see the moving figures darting into the warehouse – a Fox heist.

‘Name one.’

We walk past the heist. I quash the urge to stare in disbelief. Just let it go. I can do this, for the greater good. Follow my criminal ex-girlfriend through the darkness while her clan members break twenty different laws.

‘I beat you that time,’ I say instead. ‘On the Esplanade.’

Raven seems to take a second. ‘I fell – that doesn’t count.’

‘Chinese New Year.’

‘I was going off to . I lost that on purpose.’

‘There’ve been other times.’ When I look over at Raven, I catch her looking at me fondly. It’s jarring to see her like this, soft eyes over the hard line of her mask, and I tear my gaze away.

Raven tugs me to bushes and gestures for me to crouch. Several hot, sticky moments of waiting later, a girl exits the sliding doors, masked like the Foxes, tall and bony and stalking.

‘Maria,’ Raven breathes beside me.

Jealousy spikes in my gut. I ignore it, dimly wondering how we’d compare if I stood beside her.

The second she’s out of sight, we head for the entrance. We were given temporary clearance when the Sentinels were asked to transport the moonstones, and I swipe the card to the building.

The glass doors slide open silently. Somewhere by the side of the building, there’s the dim glow of an office light.

‘Whoever she met must be there,’ Raven murmurs, coming up behind me.

The corridors are dark, so smothering that I feel as if I need extra effort to breathe, and it’s the only thing in my ears. I whip around when I don’t hear Raven behind me, but she’s there, silhouetted by the haze of the streetlight through the window.

What’s wrong? Raven mouths.

And then her phone begins to buzz.

‘Shit,’ she whispers, fumbling for it. I think she’s going to switch it off, but she picks it up. ‘What’s up, Av?’

Seriously? I mouth to her, but she rolls her eyes.

The call takes several minutes. I spend it leaning against the wall and watching, straining to hear the crackling voice on the other end.

Raven hangs up. ‘Okay, good news: I know what we’re stealing. Bad news: it’s the stupid blueprints we fought over five months ago, plus anything you find lying around. Something that explains all of this – contracts, schedules, whatever. More good news: the Naga leader said that Maria passed them to the CEO of Ferrix, and he’s a walking liability. Bad news: Maria is apparently asking for me at the heist, and I can’t let her know I’m here. I need to just drop by.’

I hear the question in her voice. ‘Yeah, go ahead. I’ll steal the blueprints.’

Raven raises a brow. ‘You’ll steal something?’

Under her scrutiny, my face turns hot. ‘I can do it – just go. I’m literally a Sentinel.’

Her face seems to struggle as she glances down the corridor and back out of the building. ‘I’ll be gone for ten minutes. I’ll meet you outside. If you’re not out in ten, I’m coming in.’

Then she’s gone, turned into shadow.

I face the darkness and keep going. How does Raven do this regularly? The dark seems to lengthen the angular shadows of the building, stretching corners deeper and more sinister.

My only benefit is my clearance card, and the fact that I remember the layout. It takes me past each sliding door, until I’m at the main office. I hear Kevin clattering around inside. I retrieve my phone from my belt, set an alarm for a minute from now and hide it round the corner, then I retrace my steps and tuck myself down the corridor in the other direction.

Somewhere in the distance, my phone rings.

I hear his office door click open, and Kevin eases out, his footsteps shuffling, his eyes wide.

‘Hello?’ he says.

As he inches around the corner towards the alarm, I sprint to the office.

Okay, blueprints. I prepare to rifle through the cabinets, but I’m lucky. They’re sitting right by the table, and I sling the holder around my shoulder. There’s also a bunch of papers on the table. A quick check shows they’re stacks of contracts, the ink still wet.

I duck out of the office to check. He’s still gone. If I’m quick, I can make it out of here unnoticed.

I grab all the papers on the desk and realize I have nowhere to put them. Oh, Raven. I have enough decorum to at least reconsider it before I do a Raven and stuff it all down my tight leggings.

But the blueprint holder catches against the edge of the office table as I leave, and I topple to the ground with a thud. Footsteps sound from the corridor – Kevin probably finally realizing what’s going on.

‘Shit!’ I scramble to my feet, but a figure fills the doorway, and Kevin grabs an umbrella and throws it at me.

It misses me entirely. I see what she means by a walking liability.

I rush past him, but he catches my leg as I leave, and I fall to the ground again. My elbows burn as I crawl forward, dragging both of us along.

Kevin eases up, then I feel cold metal on my back.

‘Don’t move, you filthy Fox,’ he growls. ‘Or I shoot.’

The sound of footsteps. I look up in time to see Raven running towards us, and I feel Kevin lift the gun from my back to aim it at her.

I kick it out of his hand and push myself up, running towards her.

‘Go!’ Raven jerks her head. ‘You’ll be quicker, and I can handle this!’

‘Be safe,’ I say as I pass. Then I hurtle through the doors and down the stairs, my heart slamming in my throat, the blueprint holder bouncing across my back.

In my cargo belt, my visor chimes. I tug my mask off and slip it on as I break into the fresh air. ‘ALFRED?’

‘A call for the Sentinels has been made,’ ALFRED says. ‘I am in the process of rousing Niko and Kiran, but you’re at the site of the call. Would you like to respond?’

Damn it, Kevin must’ve pushed some button. If I go home with the blueprints now, I’d be leaving Raven to the mercy of Niko and Kiran.

The car is only five minutes away. I have my visor and my blasters with me.

I make a decision and keep running.

RAVEN

Here’s the thing: I could’ve got rid of this guy ages ago. He is frail, old, slow and magic-less. If I breathe too hard on him, he might die.

But here’s the other thing. The first thing Kevin Tan said after I punched him in the face was, ‘I’m calling the Sentinels.’

And the next thing he said, after I punched him a second time, was, ‘You Foxes are going to die out soon.’

So now I slam him into the ground, both my hands on his collar, and demand, ‘What the fuck do you mean?’

He smirks. ‘Anxious because you don’t have enough moonstones left, do you?’

I grab the gun off the floor from when I’d disarmed him, and push the nozzle into the hollow of his throat. ‘What are you doing with the moonstones?’

‘None of your concern.’ He’s smug, even with a gun to his throat. He’s braver than he used to be. ‘I get the documents I want, and your clan and the Nagas get a cut of moonstone.’

‘The bombs at Sentosa.’ I bully the nozzle against his skin until he wheezes. ‘That was you?’

‘That was a test for your clan member. We didn’t expect the civilian casualty – anyone ever tell you how unstable the new moonstones are? – but your clan member has been so kind. She planted the bombs for us, which means it was still the Foxes who did it. It’s still the Foxes that the government and Sentinels are going after, and we got a successful test of the bombs from it. So no, not me.’

Fucking Maria.

I lift him up and shove him back against the floor. ‘What do you have against the Foxes?’

‘Don’t take it personally.’ When Kevin scowls, his teeth are black with blood – must’ve bitten something when I hit him. ‘Ferrix can’t stay afloat as just a power plant company, and the government is paying us so much for the bombs. We’d lose public support if people knew what we were doing though, so we had to rewrite history a little. Everyone believes the Foxes would blow people up. We’re just pushing the image along, and soon all of you scum can be put away. I’m sick of you poisoning our society with your magic and using up all the moonstones we need.’

All the arrests that the police and the Sentinels have made over the last months. All the nights I’ve spent trying to bail my clan members out, frustrated by how fucking fervent the Sentinels and police have been about catching us. All because what, a bunch of rich people were trying to make us a scapegoat? The image comes together, and fury flashes through my chest.

I dig my knuckles into his neck and lean in.

Kevin splutters. When his lips part, a dying wheeze escapes. Good.

The sound of running catches the edge of my hearing.

I ease off Kevin, snapping my gun towards the dark corridor. My heart slams in my throat, wondering which it’ll be: Niko or Kiran?

‘They’re here.’ Kevin throws his head back and laughs, the sound raspy and broken and echoing through the empty building.

A figure appears at the end of the corridor, and a ball of white-hot energy singes my hair as it whizzes past.

My trigger finger goes on instinct.

A pair of wide eyes meet mine behind a familiar blue visor.

Time pauses itself to burn the image of Lune’s startled stare into my brain, and everything around us falls away.

It’s just Raven and Lune, gun to blaster, back to our predetermined roles. My bullet travels, and a ball of energy from her blaster blinds my vision.

Time kickstarts. I duck.

Bullets are faster than energy blasts. Lune doesn’t get to duck.

The recoil of the shot bruises my palm and pain rips through my shoulder.

When I open my eyes, Lune’s still staring at me. Her lips part, her eyes wider than before.

Oh, God.

Oh, God.

A dark blotch expands by her gut, shining wet. She presses a hand to the wound as she advances, raising her other hand against me, blasters glowing with charge.

I hear Kevin produce a strangled sound of surprise under me.

I rush to stand, and draw my daggers. ‘Stay out of this.’

‘Step away from him.’ Lune’s blaster hand is shaking. I surge forward, pushing her to the floor and cushioning her with my telekinesis. To keep up pretence, I pretend to choke her as I straddle her.

‘Why the hell are you here?’ I hiss, pushing my blade up against her neck. She stops me with hands against mine, pretending we’re both at an impasse. I lean in closer.

Lune glares up at me, her breath hot against the shell of my ear. ‘Because you are? Because it’s our jobs?’

‘You were supposed to go.’ I snap back, pretending to push down harder. ‘Fuck, are you okay?’

‘I’ll live. Now fight me, or we’ll look suspicious.’ She shoves me off and stands, her lips pale, a hand pressed to the wound.

Not this. God, not this. Anxiety and guilt rip into my heart and head as I pretend to wield my daggers. I’m aware of Kevin watching somewhere in the distance, intrigued by the fight but too chicken to get any closer. I need to get Tia to medical help. ‘I don’t want to hurt you more than I already have. Please.’

Lightning-quick, Lune grabs my collar and shoves me against a wall, our faces millimetres apart. ‘Kit, we’re professionals. Act like it.’ She speaks with her teeth gritted, her gaze intense.

‘Fine,’ I bite back, and throw up an illusion. I project Lune stabbing me with one of my daggers, and me staggering away with Lune in pursuit, both of us disappearing into the darkness.

By the time the illusion is done, we’re out of the doors. I support Lune with an arm over my shoulder, lowering her gently into the car. She’s turned deathly pale in the time taken to get here, and this reminds me of something all too sickening a few months ago.

‘Don’t die on me,’ I say as I start the car.

Lune laughs, the sound broken. When I glance in the rear-view mirror, she’s spilled across the backseat. ‘I feel like death keeps trying to come for me.’

The words hang in the air as her eyes flutter shut.

‘Lune!’ I snap. ‘Bunny. Tia. Stay awake, come on.’

No response. Fuck, okay. I floor the accelerator.


There’s only one way of doing this without incriminating myself, so I shuck my suit then call Niko, pretending that Tia called me when she was injured, and suddenly it’s a whole thing and she’s being whisked away from me.

The next time I get to see her, it’s through the glass window of the ward door.

She’s awake, scrolling through her phone, finger tapping restlessly against the steel bed frame.

With a deep inhale, I close my eyes and slip into the room. ‘Hey, thief.’ I shut the door behind me with a wincing smile. ‘Good attempt today, but I’m begging you to keep your day job.’

Tia scoffs and tucks her phone away. ‘I had it handled.’

‘No, you didn’t. I should have been smarter than trusting Miss Shiny Suit with Shiny Blasters Who Announces Her Presence Everywhere.’ I lean against the bed’s guardrail, feeling a smirk curl my lips unbidden.

‘I would have come out today fine if someone hadn’t shot me.’

‘Not so loud!’ I hiss, ignoring the way my chest is already warm with the banter in Tia’s voice. Right up till now, we’ve been working together as Raven and Lune. It’s different to be by her bedside, her hair undone, her shoulders soft and her guard down. ‘Sorry, but you scared me – it was instinct!’

‘So your instinct was to shoot blindly?’ Tia glares at me, her pretty face all twisted and upset and so cute when she’s pissed off.

It somehow annoys me more, to look at Tia and still feel affection despite the wound she left behind. A silence falls between us, once again.

‘The blueprints and papers are in the car,’ Tia says. ‘I—’

‘Tia, I don’t care about that. I care about you.’

Tia’s jaw shuts with a click. ‘I’m fine.’

‘You know it kills me,’ I say quietly. ‘Whenever I hurt you.’

Tia’s gaze softens. She looks away. ‘But it happens anyway.’

You are supposed to kill her, my brain deadpans, and I slap it silent. I’ll make a plan for that. It’s on my to-do list, and it very pointedly ends in Tia alive.

Tia sighs and rubs her eyes. ‘What do you want? It doesn’t matter how much I like you. The point is that this is too complicated. There’s too much between us.’

It doesn’t matter how much I like you. My heart thuds in my ears.

‘Fine, I’ll uncomplicate it for you.’ I hold a hand out. ‘I’m Harper Leong Rui En, intern at Lain Co. I’m also Raven, probationary leader of the Fox clan. I lead and protect the Foxes in my clan, because they’re my family.’

Tia stares at my outstretched hand. Our fingertips touch, and Tia slips her palm into mine. ‘I’m Tia Njauw, also an intern at Lain Co. Most of the public know me as Lune, one of three Sentinels. I work with the government to protect the country and its people, because this is my home.’

I shift my hand to lace my fingers with Tia’s, and she doesn’t stop me. ‘How much of that are you willing to put aside for this?’

Tia stays silent for several long beats. ‘We’re not that different, you know.’

‘Trying to kill each other isn’t enough opposition?’

‘Not that.’ Our hands stay locked, our thumbs exploring each other’s wrists, but not more. ‘A fighter without love is a brute. And you might be an asshole. You have a sharp tongue, and you’re a little mean if you want to be. But no matter how much I look at you, all of you, I can’t see a brute. I think we’re fighters who love other people, which means we’re not that different.’

‘Yin-yang,’ I murmur on instinct. ‘Same but opposite.’

‘We belong to different worlds, and I think this is going to hurt us.’ Tia looks up at me, her face pale with exhaustion, though her eyes are gentle, seeking. ‘But if you’re okay with that . . .’

I almost laugh with relief, but I’m not clear yet. ‘Tia, I feel like I’m dying without you. I don’t think it can hurt any more.’

‘Me too,’ Tia whispers, and that’s apparently all I need to bury my face in her hospital blanket and burst into tears.

We spend the night sharing a pillow, ankles tangled, and, like writing a lab report, we lay out rules and procedures: no mixing work and personal life. No one else can know.

But the conclusion of the report, most importantly, is that no matter who we’re bound to, no matter who we’ve fought, even if it was each other – we come home together. Even when identities were hidden and we fought vehemently, it was always Harper and Tia back at Lain, either arguing, or bantering, or lying in bed.

Maybe this should’ve been evident from the start. Still, it hits me now more than ever.

I shot you, I think, and you’re still here with me.

In the depths of the night, when Tia’s anaesthetic has carried her off to sleep, my phone buzzes.

CALENDAR REMINDER: TWO WEEKS

Two weeks. In the depths of my mind, I reach into the cobwebs of the day I’d received the mission six months ago. I’d set the reminder, just in case.

Tomorrow, there’s a meeting with the Elders and Nagas to hand over the moonstones. Ah Ma told me to arrive early, and anyone can guess why.

The Elders have also offered me another vial of poison for Tia. It’s sitting in my room, in my duffel bag.

My mind flashes with the memory of sinking the blade into Lune, the way she’d crumpled around me, the plea in her voice to keep her alive. My heart slams in my chest, and I find my palms suddenly sweaty, my lungs tight.

I can’t lose you.

But I know how it feels like, enough that I can pretend to.

If I can fake her death long enough for the Elders to pronounce me leader, then can they really rescind it if Tia just so happens to make it out alive?

And there’s other things. The blueprints sitting in my room, the contracts that Tia stole. I haven’t looked at them. We did it together. I need us to keep doing it together. We can figure it out after my assignment deadline, because Tia will still be here. Of course she will.

I’d protect you with all of me. I don’t know how biology works but my heart swears on all of it, fat, muscle, heartstrings, anything I feel, anything I can afford and beyond.

You’re naive, my brain spits back. The thought tightens my chest with panic.

I drift into restless sleep with my hand on Tia’s chest, counting her pulse like sheep against my fingertips. She’s alive, the sheep bleat as they jump over the fence.

But she’ll be dead thanks to you, a black sheep says, beady eyes cold and piercing.

In my dream, I shoot it.




The Beginning of the End

TIA

I lay the contracts across the bed. It barely takes a genius to figure it out, but anyway between Harper and I, we have two.

She’s looking at another set of contracts, her face sombre as she flicks through it. ‘These are . . .’

‘Grim,’ I conclude. ‘I don’t know what I was expecting, but still.’

We’re also finally looking at the bomb blueprints, Ferrix’s logo splashed on every page.

‘I used to think Ferrix was an energy plant company. I didn’t know they were in the weapons business.’ Harper sets them aside.

‘It’s not really public information. The Sentinels were told that they had the bomb blueprints, but—’ I run my hand down my face. ‘God. Niko told me that Ferrix was supposed to delete it, but the Foxes got to it before they could.’

Another horrible thought occurs to me. ‘So when the Sentinels were transporting moonstones to the warehouse, they were for this?’ I look up to meet Harper’s gaze, my gut sinking. ‘What— Who let us do this?’

‘Who gave you the orders?’ Harper asks.

The government. ‘There has to be some way for us to get the moonstones back.’

Harper hesitates. ‘I can get my clan to do it. Just disable the Sentinel alarm so Kevin can’t call for Niko and Kiran, and I can have people go in and slowly empty the place out. Obviously, we won’t be able to do it all, but it’ll help.’

‘What will you do with it?’

‘We usually just stash them somewhere safe. Both us and the Nagas have our own people make the moonstone supplements, but we mostly store them in rock form in our own warehouses.’

‘I can try to tell Niko and Kiran. If I explain to them what Ferrix plans to do with them, maybe we can get the moonstones back.’

Harper scoffs. ‘Respectfully, you guys are puppets of the government. You can’t do anything yourselves and, to be fair, this is a legitimate business. It’s not like they’re doing something illegal.’

I don’t like this. I don’t like the fact that I’ve spent the last few years of my life training to help people, and it’s come down to this.

Harper seems to see it on my face, because she softens. ‘Hey, it’s going to be all right. We caught it early.’

The contracts are on my bedside table, and we lie in bed and sift through those together, like we’re reading a bedtime story.

‘Just so I know I’m not reading it wrong,’ I say, placing them back on the table, ‘Maria was trying to cut a deal with Ferrix, to return the blueprints you stole. And I guess other things, like helping them plant that bomb. And in return they’d give the Foxes moonstones?’

‘I think so.’ Harper buries her face in her hands. ‘God, no wonder Av’s so pissed off with me. What kind of shitty deal was she trying to make him sign? This is so fucked up.’

‘At least we caught it early.’ To be honest, I’m exhausted. I’ve spent the last week slogging through nearly a hundred resumes, fighting despair when none jump out at me. Too many people want to be a Sentinel for either the money or to do good for the world and give back to society.

Which is nice, but some part of me struggles to choose someone. Paper-long personalities are the last thing that makes a Sentinel. Each night I fall asleep restlessly with nightmares of missions alone, a team of one.

And Harper’s been out almost every night on Fox business. I do my best not to ask.

Harper sets the contracts aside and slides an arm around my waist.

‘We’ll figure it out,’ she murmurs as she pushes her face into my shoulder, the words pressed hot against my skin.

I feel her mood shift as she lays kisses up my jaw, and I welcome the way it lays my tense shoulders out.

‘We said we’d sleep after looking at the blueprints,’ I accuse. Harper’s hand slides to the small of my back, pulling me in, lips teasing a searing path down the sensitive expanse of my throat. It takes everything not to yield. ‘You haven’t slept in thirty hours. I counted.’

‘If you counted, then you haven’t slept either.’ She pulls back just enough to fix me with a clouded, feverish stare. The words tickle my neck, and a knot in my stomach tightens. ‘Why not?’

Because every time I close my eyes, I see you shooting me. Wrong answer. That answer would send Harper into a spiral of guilt, and I would never do that to her. ‘I don’t like sleeping when you’re not asleep yet.’

The way Harper holds my gaze feels like a challenge. I know you’re lying. We might have swapped our clashing blades for warring secrets, the blood-spilled battlefield for my gentle bed, but we’re the same doomed warriors fighting a cursed battle. Conflict haunts our very existence.

This isn’t about winning, though, so I swallow and brandish the white flag. Just for tonight. Just for now.

I offer Harper a wavering smile. ‘How much longer do I have to wait for another kiss?’

The kiss starts off apologetic, tentative – we both know we’re bluffing, and this feels like another act.

Then Harper nips the bottom of my ear and I explore the muscled terrains of her back, firm at the ridge and soft by the side, before toying with the warm clasp of her bra.

It feels like we’re slowly dismantling the walls we’d built against each other in the past months. Harper grants me permission with lips crushed to the shell of my ear, then it’s a final piece of armour surrendered.

As I flip Harper onto the bed, a small, contented sound thrums at the base of her throat. ‘You’re learning about me pretty quick.’

‘I mean, I was almost valedictorian.’ I nip the junction of her neck and shoulder, bunch the back of her sweater up and pull her closer. ‘I was the top student for astrophysics, now I get to be the top student of you.’

In my peripheral vision, pink and green wisps push through the dark as Harper’s illusion magic activates just as it does whenever she gets caught in the moment.

Harper tangles her fingers in my hair, eyes darting down to my lips. ‘Does it turn you on if I say I’d give you a top grade?’

I grin as I pull her into my arms. We stay tangled in bed, our kisses slow, our bodies relaxed.

But in the witching hours, Harper resting in the crook of my arm, we both lie awake. Even though it’s been a long time since she last shifted, I’m tracking her breathing enough to know she hasn’t succumbed to sleep.

‘Penny for your thoughts?’ I murmur, running my fingers through Harper’s hair.

A sharp inhale. ‘We’re meant to be asleep,’ she reminds me.

I shift to be closer to her eye level. ‘What’s keeping you awake?’

Harper runs her fingertips across the length of my forearm, her words squished into my inner elbow. ‘Everyone around me gets hurt because of me.’

‘That’s not your fault.’

‘It’s a curse,’ she continues as if I haven’t spoken. ‘They end up hurt because of me, or they end up leaving. I keep trying – I promised I’d never hurt you. God, I was so fucking stupid.’

‘No. Kit, hey.’ I pull Harper against my chest, hoping the pressure will ground her. ‘I chose this. I knew the danger and I chose this, because I know you, and I knew you’d never hurt me. It was an accident. Stop blaming yourself.’

She shifts in my hold. ‘You don’t understand. There are things I can’t tell you. Next week . . .’ She trails off.

I frown. ‘What’s happening next week?’ My mind flashes suddenly to the one thing I know. Blood moon.

‘Nothing.’ Harper places a warm hand over mine. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

‘You don’t have to apologize, kit. I’ll be fine. We both will be.’

She’s silent.

The blood moon? I want to ask. What are you doing on the blood moon? But I don’t know how to say it. Don’t know if it’d break us apart again, to be reminded of the fight we can’t control.

I almost think Harper’s fallen asleep, but my palm rests against her chest, and I feel her heart go thump-thump-THUMP-THUMP-THUMP.

‘Go to sleep,’ I whisper. I press a kiss to her forehead.

HARPER

The moon is bright tonight. Darkness curls around the slumbering city, and I’m thinking about a girl.

I lean against the railing of Lain Co.’s roof, my hips pressed into its edge, my body aching with sleep deprivation. Last night, I almost let the assassination mission slip when I was with Tia.

I don’t know how much to tell her. How would she take it, knowing I initially only got close to her to kill her?

But she needs to know the plan, and it’s impossible to trust myself to stay mum when the vulnerability of the night and Tia’s warmth apparently have the power to open me up like a zipper.

I speed through my contacts and zero in on the one I’ve been dreading to talk to.

‘Why’re you calling so early?’ Maria groans through the phone.

It’s three a.m. There are approximately eighteen hours till my assignment deadline. Eighteen hours until I either pretend to kill my girlfriend, or I do it for real.

There’s been so much on my mind.

This turmoil is the only reason I haven’t contended with this issue of Maria.

‘How’s everything with the Nagas?’ I ask Maria. Casual. Nonchalant. Nothing wrong here, obviously. ‘Just wanted to check in before tomorrow.’

‘Nothing much.’ I hear her shift in bed over the phone, her voice low with sleep. ‘You’ll be fine tomorrow.’

I try to figure out how to steer the conversation towards the Nagas, but my mind drifts naturally to the last week of sleepless nights.

I have spent every night staring into the ceiling, visualizing every route I’d need to take to keep Tia safe.

I think about how it can all go wrong. What if the Nagas seize her on the spot? What if Tia realizes what I must do, and ends up hating me for it? I’m lucky if I keep her alive, let alone keep her in love with me.

And am I hurting the clan? I’m going against my duties as a leader, and what if this hurts my family?

I’m making a decision for one girl I love, and I’m risking both the allegiance to the family in which I was born and going against the wish of my parents. It feels as if I’m burying bodies all over again.

Maria construes my silence correctly, somehow in tune with my emotions for once. ‘I know this is tough for you because your mom was the leader before she was killed in the last leadership task—’

‘My parents died in an accident.’ Something about what Maria said sticks to me like a bur. ‘What leadership task?’

‘Um.’ Maria hangs up.

I stab the call button again. ‘Maria, what the fuck do you mean, “leadership task”? You mean they were training a leader before me?’

‘Harper . . .’ Almost a whisper. ‘Look, Ah Ma let it slip that the Elders trained a leader and gave her an assignment, but she failed and killed your parents . . . and the Elders chose you instead.’

A wind picks up, slicing through my thin pyjamas, but I can’t move to cover myself. I barely find it in me to breathe. ‘Why are you telling me this now?’

‘I found out a few months ago and didn’t want to tell you because I didn’t want to hurt you, but I think you deserve to know. I know it’s before your big day and . . . God, sorry. Sorry, I shouldn’t have said it. It’s going to mess you up—’

The air thins out around me, and I start towards the lift lobby. ‘No, keep going. Who were they training?’ Who killed my parents?

‘I don’t know, babe. I’m sorry. I can come over if you want me to.’

I choke back a laugh that feels like an aborted sob. ‘Please don’t.’ I hang up before she can respond, and my finger hovers over the lift button for the penthouse. I feel like I’m burning up in the atmosphere – lost, breathless, abandoned – and there’s only one person I want to hold me down.

But my fingers find the button for the basement, and suddenly I’m starting a motorcycle up, pulling my Raven mask on, and tearing through empty roads with my mind fixed on someone completely different, my face whipped cold from wind and tears.

Before I know it, I’m jamming my fists through Ah Ma’s steel gate to bang on her water-swollen wood door.

The door swings open to reveal a dishevelled frown.

‘What is i—’

‘Did a probational leader kill my parents?’ I blurt. I’m panting – I ran from the car park, sprinted up the stairs. ‘Were my parents killed by a Fox?’

Ah Ma clears her throat and straightens, her expression sombre. ‘Raven, it was an accident.’ Ah Ma says it so quietly. She says it innocently. There is no blame in the word accident.

‘But someone caused it, right?’ It hits me all at once. I don’t know when my fingers grew numb, when my nose soured and my knees buckled, but suddenly I’m heaving, crying at Ah Ma’s doorway.

‘Raven. Raven, I need you to calm down.’ Warm hands on my shoulder, tugging me past the threshold of the flat. ‘Harper. Your parents were passionate Foxes, and they knew the danger of the life they’d chosen. They also love you very much and entrusted you to us. You need to make them proud.’

‘I—’ My God, I can barely breathe. The last time I cried this much in front of Ah Ma was probably at the funeral. ‘Ah Ma—’

‘It’s okay.’ She pulls me into a hug, large and encompassing, like she used to do when I was little. She tugs my mask down so I can cry freely, guiding my head to her chest, a hand rubbing a soothing pattern into my spine. ‘It’s going to be okay.’

‘I really miss them,’ I admit into Ah Ma’s nightgown, every word broken. I haven’t said that out loud to anyone in over a year.

The night is quiet, save for my crying, save for Ah Ma’s stable heartbeat in my ear.

‘Be the leader your mother was.’ Ah Ma pulls away and cups my neck to meet her gaze. ‘I see her in you, and she was one of our best. I want you to succeed so you can make them proud.’

I cannot. I don’t know if Ah Ma sees it on my face. I’m wrung dry from crying, and it takes everything to keep my face neutral.

‘I’ve been sensing that something has been stopping you.’ For a second, Ah Ma shifts from grandmother to ex-clan leader, her gaze piercing. ‘Whatever it is, remember that we’re your family. Family is most important, because we’ll be here for you always.’

Before I can respond, Ah Ma pulls me in for another hug.

‘Go sleep,’ she whispers. ‘You’ll need rest for your assignment. The Nagas and the Foxes are both waiting.’

It hurts because the Foxes are the family I was always supposed to have. My leadership was supposed to make me feel as if I was home in a way that I hadn’t felt since my parents died, as if I belonged.

But my parents are gone. They’re not coming back.

Family is most important.

That’s why I sprint across rooftops to get back to Lain. My mother used to say there’s no medicine like the night sky, and I never believed her like I do now, when the fresh wind is the only reason I can breathe.

And then I’m gripping the windowsill and pulling myself into the faint scent of lemongrass air freshener, four distinctly different mugs lining the dish-drying rack and waiting for use in the morning, my feet dodging the sofa by habit even when the world swims in my tear-blurred vision, because this is home too – isn’t it?

A cold, vaguely sharp point pushes into my neck, almost bruising.

‘You have three sentences to explain why you’re here, Raven,’ Kiran whispers from behind me, ‘or I’ll Taser you and we can find out how much more you say when you’re locked up in a cell.’

TIA

I wake to an empty bed and insistent buzz. My hand swipes my cup, glasses, then the wire of my charger, which I follow until I find my phone.

‘Come to the living room.’ Kiran.

I frown. The bedside clock says it’s five twenty-three a.m. ‘Why?’

The line crackles. ‘It’s Raven. I’m giving you five minutes before I call Niko. If you want me to Taser her now, say it.’

I stay silent.

Kiran inhales sharply before the line clicks.

When I get to the living room, I find Kiran standing with a Taser in his hand.

At his feet, a silhouette kneels, shoulders slumped. The moon edges out silver tear tracks and quivering lips as I draw closer.

‘H— Raven.’ I nearly let it slip, and my heart hammers in my throat. But Kiran’s face is unreadable, and if he hasn’t already figured out Harper’s identity, then he’s at least realized there’s something between me and Raven. The implications are almost too much to bear.

‘What is this, Tia?’ His voice is hard, his brows knitting as he fixes me a wary look.

I slide Raven’s arm round my shoulder, coaxing her to stand. ‘Do you trust me?’

Kiran’s eyes slide between us, his eyes squinting. ‘This isn’t about trust. We have a criminal in our home, and she knows you. Am I supposed to get Niko or do you have a valid explanation for this?’

‘She won’t do anything to us, I promise,’ I say, knowing how ironic it is that I barely trusted Raven several months ago. ‘Let me speak to her.’

‘Only if it’s here, and now.’ Kiran charges his Tasers and gestures to the couch.

Damn it.

Before Kiran can react, I throw my hand out and shoot an uncalibrated blast of lunar energy across the room. Without my blasters, the energy explodes into the air in a blinding flash, and Kiran collapses to the floor.

I have curled round Raven to protect her from the blast, but I pull away to check on Kiran. He’s still breathing, and I don’t see any actual damage to his body.

‘What are we going to do?’ Raven asks, before her voice cracks into sniffling.

I rest my forehead against Raven’s and use a thumb to wipe the tears streaking down her chin. ‘We’ll say you made an illusion,’ I whisper. ‘We’ll say I tried to fight you. I’ll change ALFRED’s records.’ Anything to keep you safe, I want to say.

I hug her tight to my side, even when she shakes against my arm, and my mind lingers on Kiran’s collapsed form behind us.

The second Raven is secure behind my door, I thumb the edges of her mask. When she doesn’t stop me, I tug it off. ‘Talk to me, kit, please.’ I take her quivering hands in my own.

Harper stares at our conjoined hands. ‘My . . .’ She swallows. ‘My parents are dead.’

I always knew something was up with Harper’s parents, but I never realized . . . ‘What happened? What do you need me to do?’

‘Nothing. Not now.’ Her gaze sinks to my bedspread and stays. ‘It’s been two years. That’s why I stay with you guys.’

For a moment, I struggle to find words. Before the moment stretches, I say, ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

Harper’s grip round mine tightens. ‘That’s why I need to be the leader of the Fox clan. My mom was the last leader, and I made a promise to my parents that I’d do my best to follow. I only have one test to pass, and, if I do, I’ll solidify my status as clan leader. If I fail, I resign.’

A dark, stirring curiosity in my chest seizes at the elusiveness of the test. What could it be? ‘Okay. When?’

‘Tomorrow.’

The realization hits me. ‘That’s why you’ve been busy these last weeks?’ My hold around her hands tightens. ‘What’s happening?’

Harper’s gaze flicks away before returning to meet mine, haunted by both the shadows and something darker. ‘I have a plan, but you need to trust me. I’m going to tell you everything I know and everything I’ve prepared, and you have to listen. This is the only way I could think of.’

There’s something so sombre about her tone. It feels like we’re back to when I first found out who she was, but this feels even worse.

‘Right.’ I push down the creeping, ominous dread in my heart. ‘What’s going on?’

Don’t tell me to trust you when you’ve been lying to me from the day we met. I had said that, hadn’t I?

But here, with Harper silhouetted sharply by moonlight before me and half dissolved with tears, I feel I love you lodged in my throat and I force it down. It is not the time. We’ll have after to say it. The universe has to give us that, at least, or so I trust.

I hold Harper’s hands in mine and listen.




And Then I Lost You

RAVEN

Preparations begin after dinner. I grab my Raven gear from under my bed and pop a moonstone supplement, then I cease to exist as Harper the second I put on the mask.

Outside my room, Niko yells at Kiran that they’re needed by the MacRitchie expressway, and I swallow from my perch on my windowsill. It’s beginning.

Today’s protests against the expansion of the Mac-Ritchie expressway are going to be huge. We’ve gathered both Nagas and Foxes by the expressway, and we’re right by a reservoir, which means Nagas will be at their full strength.

In the distraction, it’ll be my job to complete the assignment and secure my leadership and the blood requirement for their bombs.

The flutter of wings fills the night sky above me. I look up.

My Fox descendancy always gives me a knack for reading storms, even in the night sky. But a more primal magic feeds the thrumming disturbance in the flock of crows passing over me, warning me away with a discordant sense of wrong. The blood moon and the gathering of Nagas turns the air thick with ominous magic. Nature disquiets, and clouds throng above.

Before I can chicken out, I stand on the edge of the sill and jump into the void.

The trail of birds ends at MacRitchie. The Sentinels have only just arrived – Niko is suspended mid-air, their eyes glowing green. Shit. Niko’s eyes only ever glow green when they’re mad, and sometimes after business meetings I see wisps of emerald in their eyes, but it always dissipates by the time Kiran and Tia come round.

A Naga throws a car at them.

The birds scatter as the Jeep sails through the air. Niko, who’s busy trying to zap out a few Nagas on the other side of the expressway, doesn’t see it coming. The car smacks them into the ground, and I hear them grunt.

I wince.

‘Raven?’ Maria approaches, her mask on, daggers in hand. ‘You know the plan. The Nagas are ready to distract the Sentinels. This is your last chance to kill Tia. Do you understand?’

I nod. Like I have for the past week, I run through every stage of the plan. Everything has to be perfect. Subconsciously, my eyes find Kiran, who’s busy Tasering a couple of Nagas.

Maria snaps her fingers, drawing my attention. ‘Raven. This is your last chance. Do you understand?’

I know the question she’s asking. Will you let Tia get in the way of killing Lune again?

‘I understand, Mari.’ I search the scene for Lune. Where are you? I resist the urge to text her – ALFRED would inform Lune through her suit of my message, and I don’t want to distract her.

I scan the sky and the ground, but the crows grow rowdier than before and obscure my vision.

A moon-white beam slices through the air. Found you.

A Naga punches Lune backwards with extraordinary force, and she crashes into a car. She tries to stand, but her knees buckle under her and she crumples to the ground.

‘Tia!’ I hear Niko shout as three Nagas begin to advance on Lune. But even as they fight the storm of birds to get to their daughter, there are four Nagas waiting to catch them. One wrong move, and Niko’s next.

Showtime, baby.

I sprint forward into the shrinking semicircle of Nagas and stand in front of Lune. ‘Hey, guys.’

I don’t recognize these Nagas, but when they see me they stop. The middle one grins. ‘Raven. We were told to save her for you.’

‘That’s right, thank you.’ I stand over Lune. Dimly, I register the news helicopters circling me. The world is a stage, the searchlights are my spotlight, and I’m the lead of a play doomed to failure.

I advance.

Lune scrambles away until she hits a car.

Her gaze tracks my blade from behind her blue visor. ‘You’re not getting away with this, Fox.’ The banter is glaringly fake. I almost laugh from pure nerves, because my nerves have stripped me clean of emotion, but having Lune before me reminds me that we’re in this together.

At the very least, I’m not alone.

Splaying a palm, I pretend I’m pinning Lune down with telekinesis when I’m really doing nothing – Lune, so used to fake-fighting by now, acts the part.

I kneel down to eject her helmet with my other hand.

With Tia exposed, I draw a blade. It’s hot through my gloves – God, I’m gripping it so tightly. The time has finally come for me to complete my assignment, and I’ve never been so close to, yet so far from, fulfilling my promise.

Tia’s face twitches, like she wants to move but is resisting the urge.

The Nagas have succeeded in distracting Niko and Kiran enough that there’s no one stopping me now.

I lean in. Closer to the target. Intimate. In my ear, my communications device crackles.

‘We have faith in you, Raven.’ It’s Ah Ma. She is almost never on the communication channels.

Everyone is watching me. Every Fox is waiting for me to do them proud.

‘Kit?’ Tia whispers. She sounds scared, but her eyes are gentle. Between us, her fingers curl to graze my chest, as if to reassure me.

I conjure up an entire scene: me and Tia, my blade plunging into Tia’s torso.

It’s the best illusion I’ve conjured in my life. I imagine it, visualize every single detail I can, even if it hurts to see Illusion Tia crying out in pain. But I touch Real Tia (safe, she’s still safe) and she holds me tight as we stand to escape.

I tuck my blade into my belt and slip a hand around her waist.

You okay? I mouth. My illusion magic is good enough to conjure sound and sight, but not enough to suppress sound – we’re going to need to be quiet.

Tia’s grip goes tight around my shoulder as she limps forward. Her body weight drapes my side, her boots shuffling.

Sprained, she mouths back. Blood wells across a scratch on her cheek. Her dark hair curls at the nape of her neck, her skin sheened with sweat.

She places her foot down once to test it – I feel her entire body seize up with pain against me, her face crumpling into a grimace as she bites her lip.

I pull Tia in tighter, hoping it’s enough to convey that she doesn’t have to try. I’m here. We’re doing this, and we’re getting through it together.

Behind me, my illusion thrums the air, maintaining the fantasy everyone is expecting to see. In my illusion, Tia fights back. In my illusion, it takes forever to kill her. The Foxes keep both Kiran and Niko at bay as I murder their daughter.

I flinch when Illusion Tia’s broken cry rips through the air – straight from my head, exactly like my nightmares.

Tia’s hand squeezes at my waist.

I’m here too.

The road is burning, dark tarmac steaming under the scorching sun. Tia’s breath runs ragged in my ear, her fingers sweat-slippery on my shoulder.

Almost there, I want to tell her. Once we reach the end of the highway, we’ll be far enough for Tia to fly off unnoticed. I’ll cover her with my magic, and I’ll replace Illusion Me. Then I’ll escape with the Foxes, go home to Ah Ma as she pronounces me leader in front of the Elders, and I’ll finally be a prophecy fulfilled.

Then I, Harper Raven Leong, leader of the Foxes, will go home to Lain Co. and slip into bed beside my girlfriend. She’ll explain to Niko and Kiran that it was all a horrible trick by the Foxes. She’ll assure them that it’s over.

Tomorrow morning, I’ll wake up with her calf crossed over mine, her hair in my face, and it’ll all be okay again. This heavy heat and heavier silence will be a nightmare I barely remember.

Lune will lie low as Tia recovers, and by the time she makes a public appearance a month or two from now, my probation period would have long passed. And while the Nagas may be furious at having their plans thwarted, the blood moon will have come and gone and there’ll be no reason for Tia to have to be dead. The Elders might not be the happiest, but there has to be some merit given to pulling a grand deception for my role.

We’re moving slowly. I don’t know when it began, but my heart slams into my gut. We’re not quick enough. It’s suspicious that it’s taking so long.

I tug Tia forward to hurry her, but her foot catches the road, and she stumbles with a soundless cry.

Her name catches in my throat. I pull her to stand, but she has nearly her entire weight on me.

Can’t, she mouths, her face twisted in a grimace.

I crush my lips to the shell of her ear.

‘Please,’ I whisper, pushing past the apology at the tip of my tongue. ‘Just a bit more.’ I wish I could drop to my knees to beg, but who would I be praying to? What could save us now, aside from one gritted step after the next?

Tia’s foot slips again, and she makes a quiet sound, an aborted cry.

An Elder whips around.

Shit.

Her narrowed eyes pass through us. I don’t move. Tia and I stay locked together, both of us turned prey, hunters turned hunted.

Maybe they won’t—

A force bowls me sideways. My head slams against tarmac. Tia is ripped from my hold, collapsing beside me with a hiss.

The illusion disappears, leaving me and Tia exposed to everyone around us – Sentinels, Foxes, Nagas.

As I scramble to stand, a bus sails through the air and crushes Tia into the ground with chilling precision.

‘Tia!’ I cry.

It’s Maria. She stands on the edge of the expressway, her gaze dark with focus, both hands splayed in front of her.

I blame the shock for why I don’t move. I push myself to do something, anything, but I hear Niko scream Tia’s name as they bolt to the rubble. They fend off another flying vehicle that Maria sends, their wings beating it out of the sky before it can even make contact.

They plant their feet against the ground to push the bus up as Kiran keeps the Nagas away, holding his Tasers out in threat.

‘Not so quick!’ Maria shouts. She lifts the bus and Niko jerks back in surprise. As the rubble parts, a familiar figure forms. Tia hangs limp, her eyes shut, her head lolling, every joint loose.

The sight of her rips her name from Niko’s throat, a desperate plea and a scream. They raise a blaster right at Maria.

‘One move,’ they growl. ‘One move and I’ll kill you.’

‘And I’ll kill your protégé.’ Maria tilts her head, a smug smile on her face. ‘If I close my fist, the pressure I exert on her will be enough to do it. You really want to play that game?’

Unlike Tia, Niko’s never been bothered about killing, at least not for the right purpose. If Maria moves, there’s no doubt Niko would shoot her. But by then it might be too late. The conundrum circles like the tenth circle of hell twisted into an infinity knot, modern-day Sisyphus.

There’s no other choice. Before Maria notices, I grab a car with telekinesis and knock her off the expressway.

The bus falls from the sky. I swipe it aside and grab Tia with my telekinesis.

As I float her closer, the amount of damage Maria has done becomes clearer. Blood streaks down her temple, cuts lashing her face and neck. Her breathing is weak, but it exists, and I hold her in my arms for a second.

‘I’ve got you,’ I murmur.

‘Kit?’ Tia’s eyes flutter open. She inhales sharply, and her exhale leaves as a whimper. ‘What do we do now?’

I don’t know.

In my peripheral vision, Maria climbs back up onto the expressway, her expression furious.

I tuck Tia to my chest and hold a dagger out to Maria. ‘What do you want? Why are you doing this?’

Maria swipes a drop of blood from her nose with her wrist, smearing it over her porcelain skin. She scoffs. ‘Well, the Elders always thought the leadership would come down to me or you. Before your parents died, it was meant to be me.’

. . . leader before you . . .

The world trembles. ‘You were tasked to kill my parents?’

Maria throws her head back and laughs – loud, cruel, awful. ‘If I was tasked to kill your parents, I would have become the leader. No, I was tasked to kill you.’

What the fuck? The shock must show on my face, because Maria’s smile turns bitter.

‘I know,’ she says. ‘You were my biggest competition, and they knew the clan would always be divided between us if we both existed. Like you, I couldn’t stand to kill my girlfriend. So I sabotaged it last minute, and your parents died instead . . . Elders didn’t like that much, and they took the role from me and gave it to you. It was always just a consolation prize for you, you know?’

She takes a step closer, and I shuffle back, levelling my shaking dagger. Damn it, pull yourself together, Raven.

Can’t. Not when it feels like the universe has wrecked my core and gouged its rotting insides. Judgement Day has come for the crimes I have committed, have yet to commit.

‘You killed my parents,’ I say.

Maria cocks her head. ‘Yeah, but you got to live, so you could be a little bit grateful. Anyway, the Elders promised me that if you mess up the assassination today, I get to be the clan leader if I kill Lune. Sorry about the little bomb I dropped on you last night, but thanks for renouncing your leadership. You’re making it so easy for me.’

She smiles, and the urge to punch it off her face seizes me.

‘Kit?’ Tia again. I glance down to see her brows knitted, her dark eyes searching. ‘You’re shaking. You can’t fight her.’

I shush her, but Tia takes my hand and presses something into my palm. ‘You have a job. We need to make it happen.’

It’s the medallion. She’s lifted it from my chest, and now the pendant sits nestled between our palms.

‘I’m not killing you. Are you out of your mind?’ I glance up. Maria approaches at the speed of a predator who knows they’ll outrun their prey. She’s careful, slow, relishing her power.

It buys us more time.

I twist around and throw a dagger at the Naga holding Kiran hostage. The Naga bellows and releases him, leaving Kiran to drop to the ground and slither at Maria.

He tackles her to the floor, but other Nagas are on them immediately.

‘Raven,’ Tia whispers. Sweat and blood matts her hair to her temple, grief stitching itself into her brows. ‘Please.’

‘No. Never. I rather you over my leadership. I don’t care.’ How do I explain this? That the world is brighter when she’s around? That she’s taught me about everything gentle, everything kind?

Tia grabs her lunar sword from her waist and presses the hilt into my hands. She guides it against her chest. It’s still undeployed, but it rests over her heart. If she chooses to activate it now . . .

She holds my hand over the sword, curling my fingers to hold it tight. ‘You told me to trust you. This is my life, and this is my decision. Now you need to trust me.’

‘I’m not hurting you.’ I jerk out of Tia’s hold, but she’s too strong.

Her gaze burns fever-bright. ‘We take a pledge as Sentinels. We’d do anything to protect the country. If this is what it’ll take for you to be the leader, then so be it. Then maybe you can save the moonstones. You can’t do that if Maria is the leader. This has always been my job, kit.’

‘I am saving you.’

‘If you won’t kill me, the Foxes will.’ Tia shoots me a bitter smile. ‘I don’t think I’m going to make it, and I’d rather it’s you than them.’

I scan our surroundings for a solution, for anything, but I catch a Naga with their blade poised behind Kiran before plunging it through his abdomen.

‘Kiran!’ Niko screams from above, and the sound is so broken I can’t breathe. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

With Kiran neutralized, Maria starts forward, angrier and faster than before.

We’re out of time. ‘My job is to protect the people I love,’ I say as I reach for my dagger. I’ve been training against Maria since we were seven. Even if my muscles feel weak with shock, I can give us a fighting chance. ‘I’ll protect you.’

But Tia tightens her hold over my hand, sword and all, her armour digging into my cloth suit as she pulls me close. These barriers between our skin, the same way our masks cover our faces and our fears smother our hearts, feel as if it was always meant to be this way, always meant to end like this.

‘And my job is to give myself to the people I love.’ Tia cocks her head with a sad smile. ‘You’ve protected me enough. It’s my turn.’

Tia’s grip tightens around the sword, and she activates it.

‘No!’ I yank back and let go. The sword clatters to the ground, but the beam has slid through skin, flesh, bone, heart. ‘Fuck, Tia, no, no, no.’

The world collapses, one nightmare crumpling into the next. It can’t be over. We’re meant to be a binary system, snagged together and bound, locked in each other’s orbit. If Tia is truly gone – she cannot be she cannot be she cannot be – I would be ejected into space, a dying star in the swallowing void.

I check her pulse, but there’s nothing. No breathing. No heartbeat.

There’s a hand on my shoulder, and I whip round to see a Naga standing over me. ‘Congratulations on completing your task, Fox leader. But we need to go.’

I shoot up, grab the Naga by the collar, and throw her to the floor. ‘Stay. Away. From her.’

The fallen Naga’s jaw hangs half open, but she recovers quickly and scrambles to stand. Behind her, a familiar face appears – Avyaan.

He stalks forward, his steps measured, his face like stone, drawn harsher by a streak of blood down his temple. So different from all the video calls we’ve had. ‘Raven, calm down.’

‘Fuck you, okay?’ I ready my daggers in my hands, ignoring the way their handles are slippery in my palms because Tia’s blood is all over my hands— Oh God, oh fuck, I might be sick I might puke and it feels as if someone’s ripped me in half and grabbed my heart in their fist and squeezed every bit of it into sinew and fat and—

‘You’re grieving.’ Avyaan tilts his head. His brows dip. Even behind his black face mask, the scrutiny is clear. ‘Why?’

Tears burn my eyes but I beat it down, thanking my mask for hiding my trembling bottom lip. I need everyone to leave. I can’t have Avyaan stand here and look at me like a problem he can’t solve, and I don’t know how much longer I have before my knees give out and I’m pulled back to the ground, bound to Tia even in death.

In one smooth motion, I grab the first Naga and bury my dagger in her gut, twisting the blade for extra damage. The second it’s done, I remove the knife. Giving in to the urge to hurt someone else tempers the roaring grief in my chest, if only for a few seconds.

The Naga cries out, and Avyaan rushes forward to catch her.

‘You can save her if you get to the hospital now,’ I say. My hands sting, and I dimly register that my hand had slipped on Tia’s blood when I stabbed the Naga, and now my fingers are cut open. ‘Go. You’ll have to be fast. Pretty sure I nicked an organ.’

Blood spurts from the Naga’s gut, and Avyaan presses a hand to the wound, his stony facade cracking. He scoops her in his arms and tucks her to his chest.

He takes a step closer to me, barely an arm’s length away. ‘If you were anyone else, I’d kill you,’ he hisses.

My face is hot and wet, and it’s only then I realize I’m crying openly. I keep my mouth shut, hoping I can seal my sadness in with pressed lips and a glare.

Avyaan’s eyes narrow as he regards me. ‘You should not be grieving a Sentinel.’ He takes a step back. ‘Go home and think about how you want the Fox clan’s relationship to be with the Nagas, because I’ll be back for you, and you best believe it won’t be pretty.’

Then he’s gone, commanding the other Nagas to leave with him. A quick check shows Maria’s also disappeared, and there are no more Foxes left on the highway – they’ve all retreated, all realized the plan has fallen apart.

Aside from me.

I sink to my knees. Gravel bites my skin and the medallion hangs bloody from my fingers where Tia had put it and oh, Tia, oh fuck, and that’s all I need before my nose sours, the world rings, and I take three heaving breaths as everything spins.

I cry so hard I cannot breathe, but when I do, the air stings with the stench of copper and this is all me, isn’t it? I was selfish, I wanted everything, and now there will be no more dawns lit by Tia’s sunshine smile, no more soft voice, brilliant mind, gentle hands, no more shelter from the bad days and lonely nights.

I slam my palm into the ground as my gut lurches, and stomach acid burns down my throat. Blood and spit pool between my lips and my mask, sliding down my cheek as I watch it drip sluggishly to the tarmac in a daze.

My neck twinges with pain. There’s a blade pressed to my throat. When I look up, Niko stands over me, tears streaking down their cheeks, their hands steady on the hilt.

‘Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you right here,’ they say.

I pull off my mask.

I am Harper again – collapsed, exposed, hacking on snot and tears like that’d get the sadness out, bloodied and torn and left behind, just as I’ve always been.

Their eyes widen, but it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter who knows and who doesn’t. I don’t care. I’m glad my mask is finally off just because it’s so much easier to cry, but Niko slips it back on for me with surprising tenderness – turns me back to Raven, leader bought by blood, leader of mistakes and bad karma – and orders me to get on the medical helicopter.

Their voice breaks.

I pick Tia’s body up. She’s heavy, cold. It feels like the time Lune got stabbed and almost died.

But she lived then, didn’t she? My mind whispers. This is different.

She’s gone.




And Then I Lost Me

HARPER

Landing spits Niko and me into the bowels of the medbay like two lost sheep.

Niko orders Tia into a medbay, like somehow that’ll save her. I have no voice to tell them that it’s over. Not when they collapse two seats away from me in front of the operating theatre, their nails pressed into their knees, leaving deep crescents.

Neither of us talk about Tia. It’s as if we know that doing so will break us both, and we’re too determined to uphold a strong facade to do that to each other.

I’m acutely aware of how shitty I look. I feel like a human stripped to bone, and the stench of death haunts me. There are dark smears over my shirt from where I’d helped to load Kiran and Tia into the hospital heli-carrier. A bloodied bandage has been tied hastily around my palm, I don’t remember when, and a devil-red swathes my forearms with sin and the death of hope. It’s horrific.

In my peripheral vision, Niko turns to me.

They rest their elbows on their knees, clutching their hands as though using the contact to ground themself. ‘Did Tia know?’

I swallow. ‘Yes.’

Niko’s gaze cuts away. A frown knits across their forehead, and they press their fist to the bridge of their nose as if in prayer.

‘I don’t even know how I’m going to tell her parents,’ they whisper. ‘I was supposed to protect her.’

Me too.

I gesture vaguely to Niko’s face. ‘You have blood on you, you know.’

They raise a hand to the rust streak on their cheek. ‘You too.’

For a second, we stare at each other. A shaky, unspoken truce hangs in the air.

‘Doc says it’ll still be a few hours before we can see Kiran,’ I say. ‘I’m . . . going to go get cleaned up.’

Niko says nothing, but they follow when I stand.

We borrow paper gowns and use the pressure wash showers in the medical department. Cold water carves into my skin, chilling me straight to the bone. I don’t find it in myself to turn it warmer, and welcome the icy pain until my skin turns red and I can’t feel my fingertips. It cauterizes the jagged edges of my loss so it stops bleeding, even if only temporarily.

When I return to the waiting area, Niko says Kiran’s out of surgery, and we sit in the ward together.

Kiran’s still unconscious, and Niko’s gaze lingers on him as we both take a seat.

I stay silent to give them space, but to my surprise, Niko breaks it. ‘I know you’re probably still in shock, but if you’re up for it I want to know what happened.’

Instinctively, I grab the medallion on my chest, winding its chain around my fingers so tightly it hurts. I avoid Niko’s gaze. ‘From the start?’

‘From the start.’

So, my eyes red-rimmed and my voice brimming with tears, I begin. It hurts to speak about Tia, but the entire world hurts anyway.

I want to start from the night of the gala when I got the assassination assignment, but that feels too immediately incriminating, so I set the story up a little earlier – during the blueprint heist that night. I tell Niko about how I hadn’t even known what the blueprints were for.

I try to explain the strange bond I’d created with Tia when I’d bandaged her leg. How I realized Tia treats her wounds before anyone finds them, like showing pain is a crime she forbids herself from committing.

Instinctively, I refer to Tia in the present tense, and Niko thankfully doesn’t correct me. If they do, I might fall apart.

Halfway through, I need a glass of water. Halfway through, Kiran wakes up. He drifts in and out of sleep as I speak.

Sometimes Niko stops me and stares into space, like they need time to process what I’m saying – it happens after I brush over our first kiss, my cheeks involuntarily flushed, and it happens again when I talk about my reveal.

By the end of it, Niko’s silent. They lock their fingers together and rest their elbows on their knees and press their lips to their white knuckles like they’re praying, even though I know they’re not really religious. Stiffly, like a poorly strung puppet, they stand. ‘Outside.’

Niko glances around the corridor as if they’re checking if it’s empty. When no one appears after a few seconds of inspection, they finally turn to me.

Their eyes are blazing green, their fists clenched by their side.

When they speak, their words are eerily calm. ‘Get out of my house.’

That can’t be right. I can’t have heard right. It must have been drowned out by my thudding heart. ‘What?’

‘You killed Tia.’ Niko takes a step closer, their gaze set fierce and harsh and meaner than I have ever seen before.

It’s like the floor has twined up my calves and grabbed me, leaving me stupid and immobile. ‘Didn’t you hear everything I said? She matters too much for me to ever have—’

Niko doesn’t acknowledge it. ‘You got close to her just to kill her. How dare you have the audacity to hurt my daughter and come into my house like you care about her? About us?’

‘I’m sorry—’

‘I don’t care about apologies!’ When they snap, their eyes flash ominous green, a sickly shade of warning and poison. ‘She made you kill her so you would become Fox leader. She became a target because your clan turned her into some sick test for you. You have been lying to me and hurting the people I love, behind my back. I’m not letting it go on. Leave.’

They don’t have their wings on them, but Niko is millimetres away from me and I’ve never been this scared of them. Fury twists haunting shadows over their features in the dim corridor light. It shifts their face in a way I don’t recognize.

The ward door clicks open. ‘Nik. What’s going on?’

Kiran. He limps to us as if he’s approaching a wild animal, his eyes scanning the space between me and Niko as if he’s guessing what happened and guessed right.

‘I’m handling this. Go rest,’ Niko snaps.

Kiran rests against the doorway, his gaze cool. ‘I can handle myself. Leave Harper alone.’

Niko bursts out laughing. It’s dry and mocking, mirthlessly crude. ‘Leave her alone? When she’s here after nearly killing my entire family? I’m supposed to just be okay with that?’

‘I overheard some of her story. Tia made her do it. You know Harper would never hurt us.’

I hear it in his statement. Raven might, but Harper wouldn’t.

Niko goes still. They whip around to face him. ‘You knew about this, didn’t you?’ A finger jabs at me, their eyes wide. ‘There’s no other reason why you’d be so calm.’

‘I –’ Kiran’s eyes slide over to meet mine – ‘had my suspicions.’

The floor cracks open under me, the walls collapsing around us and filling my lungs with rubble and sin, mortar crushing my heart, a bleeding, dying love.

‘Was everyone just keeping this from me?’ Niko demands. When they realize they’re getting nowhere with Kiran, they whirl back on me. ‘I want you out. Leave my house, and don’t come back.’

‘Where is she going to go, babe?’ Kiran shuffles to edge between us. ‘We’ve lost enough family today.’

‘No.’ Niko shifts, and through the green glow of their pupils, tears shine over their eyes. ‘She doesn’t count.’

Suddenly all the moments I spent lounging in their house, sharing a couch over movie night, bickering over the stove in the kitchen, unravel in my mind, yarn unspooled and lost to the void. It’s clear in Niko’s statement: I’m not part of the family. I never will be.

They take a step closer. ‘I want you gone.’

I take a step back. Around us, Niko’s anger forms a hurricane, lashing out and bringing the world down on me with the power of the heavens, an angel in their truest form.

The world warps with their fury, and I’m not sure if it’s just me or if Niko’s really using their powers. I can’t tell. All I can see is Niko’s glare, and all I can taste is the tears in my mouth.

‘Niko—’ Kiran starts, but I cut him off.

‘I’ll go.’ My voice cracks, my lips salty. ‘I’ll leave.’

The walk down the hall feels like forever. Niko’s gaze burns into my back, and it’s the last thing I see when I get into the lift.

I grab the bag with my suit from the room, with my phone and wallet. My hands reach instinctively for granola bars at the kitchen counter. It reminds me of early mornings and Tia, so I take ten like a memory and an oath and drop them into my bag.

When I finally go, it’s as Raven: leaping out of the window of the fifty-third floor – a dark, darting silhouette against the sun’s first cry of blood over the sky.




One Minute of Silence

(It’s silent.

It’s been silent for so long.

Death wants her to stay. It chews her ears with static and slips a gentle hand over her mouth and her nose so she never breathes again. For a while, it lays her down and Tia obliges.

You can rest here, Death says. It has no shape or form, but the darkness feels like a heavy blanket on a cold day. Tia is safe here. She can sleep forever.

But her dreams are restless, and it starts with fear and ends with panic. She did not die well.

Suddenly, light cracks the darkness, cleaves it like lightning across a night sky, and death flees with a scream.

She did not die at all.)

TIA

On my first breath, I gulp in so much air I vomit immediately.

Around me, doctors shout. Nurses yell for oxygen as I clench my fingers round the bed’s guardrail and lean out of the bed to puke on the floor.

‘Oh, shit,’ I gasp, and regret it immediately. ‘Oh, fuck.’

The world shudders on its axis, but I swipe for the cup of water by my bedside table and slam it into my lips before I drop it. My hands barely function.

‘ALFRED?’ I croak. A doctor tells me to stop speaking, but I ignore him. ‘How long was my heart out?’

‘Your heart was forcefully stopped for ten minutes, as per request. It was later restarted periodically to keep your brain oxygenated without resuscitating you. You are now in the medbay, and it is safe for you to be alive. Congratulations, Tia.’

Someone slips an IV into my arm, and I’m so numb I barely feel the pain.

A nurse checks my vitals and shines a light in both my eyes. Despite myself, I grin.

‘Did anyone really think I was dead?’ I joke. The nurse doesn’t look impressed. ‘You’re the team that took my heart out of my body and replaced it with a metal one. Don’t act all surprised now. The knife barely—’

As the medical team acclimates me back to reality, pain rushes in with a whoosh. The knife may not have hit a real heart, but it slid deep, and I feel it with every breath. My sentence breaks off with a groan.

‘Good to see you humbled,’ a doctor says dryly. She conjures a syringe. ‘We’re glad you’re alive, but we’re going to sedate you to stitch you up. See you on the other side.’

The doctor counts down from ten, and I’m out before they hit three.

I wake with the memory of Raven’s hands over my throat, body pricked cold with sweat and my lungs collapsed with panic.

A nightmare.

The world aches dully, but I feel good for someone who died for a little too long and barely made it back alive.

In the corner of the room, something beeps, and there’s a curled figure in a chair at the foot of the bed, shrouded in darkness.

Harper? I almost say, but moonlight glints softly over cropped hair and a sharp jaw.

‘Niko?’ I croak. I don’t know why I bother – they’ve always slept like the dead. ‘Niko.’

Niko jerks. As they frown and open their eyes, their gaze lands on me and widens.

‘Teacup?’

‘Hi, Nik.’

‘Oh my God, hey.’ Niko scrambles out of the chair and kneels by my bed. With shaking hands they grab my face and press their forehead to mine. ‘I thought I was going to lose you,’ they whisper. ‘Aku sangat takut dong.’

I was so scared.

‘I’m here.’ I focus on all the places Niko touches me, all my favourite pressure points on my shoulders and my head, but the world sways before it stumbles and trips. ‘What happened?’

‘The Fox threatening Raven left once you –’ they swallow – ‘were killed, and Raven and I loaded you and Kiran onto the medical heli-carrier. Kiran underwent surgery for a few hours, but he’s mostly stable now. You’ve been asleep for a day.’

Something about the account itches at the back of my mind. ‘Raven loaded me on?’ You let Raven load me on? Or did you let Harper load me on? How much do you know?

Niko shrugs, their gaze lowered to their fidgeting hands. ‘You know who I mean.’

When they finally look up, their eyes search mine, as if imploring an answer I can’t provide. It feels as if it’s been too long since the two of us have spent time together, and the new lines around Niko’s face are runes to a story I don’t know, their dark irises two pools of galaxies.

‘Can I see her?’ I whisper.

Niko’s face hardens. ‘I’ve made it clear she’s not welcome here. Not after what she’s done to Kiran and you.’

Cold shock trickles down my chest. ‘What? No, she tried to stop me. This was my choice.’ A horrible realization hits me. ‘Does she even know I’m alive?’

Niko’s face says it all. ‘I can’t find it in myself to forgive her, Teacup.’

I want to cry. ‘Are you being serious? You let her think I’m dead and you left her alone? You know her parents aren’t there for her any more. And she might be the clan leader now, if it went okay, but we’re her family. How could you—?’

Pain winces through my chest, and I stop to press a hand to my sternum. My lungs feel trapped, and every breath hurts.

Niko is standing in a second. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Hurts.’ The word slips out weakly. ‘Don’t know why.’

Niko darts to check a monitor by my bed. ‘Shit. We’ve been keeping you stable with moonstones, but we don’t have enough to keep you that long. I’ll get the doctors.’

As they call them through the intercom, the world begins to fade. I try to grasp on as much as possible, but every muscle feels so . . . weak.

Before I lose reality, before it’s too late, I reach for Niko’s hand. ‘Nik.’

They whip to me, their gaze wide and fearful. ‘Tell me how I can help.’

‘Bring Harper back.’ I squeeze their hand, but my fingers barely follow through. ‘This was part of our plan. This was the best possible outcome we could have hoped for. She’ll take care of the moonstones. She did it for us, Nik.’

She’s family.




Until You Found Me

RAVEN

The first thing I do in my official role as leader is realize I have a really big fucking issue.

Ah Ma breaks the news to me over the phone. ‘Maria moved all our moonstone stashes.’

My heart drops. ‘What?’

‘After you killed Lune, Maria went with a few Nagas into hiding, and they’ve moved all the moonstone stashes. She has cut off contact with us. You need to find them.’

‘Of course.’ I pause. ‘Ah Ma, did you know? About the contract with Ferrix?’

A pause. Too incriminating.

‘Ah Ma, we can’t. It’s so dangerous. Why did you let her?’

‘The Foxes need moonstones. That’s all that matters to me.’ Ah Ma harrumphs. ‘You’ve changed. You may be the rightful leader of the Foxes, Raven, but you’ve really been testing the Elders’ patience the last few months. We are having a moonstone supply crisis, and it was Maria who tried to help, not you. If you can’t figure out where these moonstones are, we’re going to consider replacing you.’

The line goes dead, leaving me alone with the brewing sky.

Okay. If you were a vicious, back-stabbing ex-girlfriend, where would you hide?

I drop by Maria’s flat, but it’s dark, and I flip everything for a clue and find nothing.

Still, I hover at the door. Not because I think Maria will appear – I know she won’t. But because I practically lived here when I dated her, and the walls are haunted with memory. We made a home in shared wardrobes and slept in the same room. Her parents would make me sleep on a mattress by her bed, but she’d sneak down countless nights to curl up beside me. Before Maria began controlling my time outside our relationship, before she’d begun dismissing my growing magic, we’d been happy.

In hindsight, I should’ve caught the way she watched me practise, the way she began trying a little too hard when we sparred in empty basketball courts. Should’ve realized her lingering looks weren’t just because she liked me, but because for at least several months she must’ve been imagining how she could . . .

Fuck, I can’t believe this is how Tia felt. My chest aches with guilt.

Part of me considers staying, just for a few nights and a roof over my head. Her parents would let me, I think. But the ghosts of our rocky relationship intensify into poltergeists here, and it’s too suffocating to bear.

So I leave.

I prowl the city at night and tuck myself into the shadows during the day. Planning has never been my strong suit, but I try to sweep the city as systematically as possible, starting north-most and slowly working my way south. Every warehouse I know the Foxes have, every hideout I know Maria’s ever used, every warehouse of the Nagas that I’m aware of, I make a list and go through it carefully, keeping an eye out for Nagas in case any of them decide to take revenge for the one I stabbed.

I nab snacks from a couple of chain stores to keep myself going. By the fourth day, though, I’m barely a third through Singapore and I’m exhausted.

That night, I perch on the ledge of an HDB flat, letting the wind riffle through my hair. It’s been a while since I’ve felt like a Fox, but sleeping under the open night sky for the past week has tied the Earth to me, her innate magic breezing my cheek – any descendant knows the Earth carries her own aura.

Premonition aches in my bones – there’ll be a storm tonight. Another wet night alone.

What a dream. It was just last week I was falling asleep with my lover in my arms, and waking up to hot breakfast and sleepy housemates who bugged me and hogged the butter and pissed me off.

There’s too little left of me to process the loss. As of now, Harper Raven Leong is nothing but a love-hollowed husk.

Armed with a bottle of apple juice and a packet of crackers, I sit on the cool tarmac and look into the thundering sky, a purring beast curling within itself, towering into the sky as the air begins to reek of wet dirt. When rain finally kisses the ground, my eyes prick with tears. The drizzle laps it off my cheeks, nature disguising my grief with what little grace it can offer.

My phone rings, and I pick up without looking.

‘Harper?’

Kiran.

I cough. ‘You’re going to have to keep it short. I’m busy.’ My clothes weigh down on me and rainwater stings the cut near my temple, eliciting a sharp hiss I have to suppress.

‘I saw from the news. You do realize the government has been forcing us to keep an eye on you, right? You’ve been spotted so frequently they’re afraid the Foxes are planning something huge.’ There’s a smile in his voice, but it’s also tense. He clears his throat. ‘What I’m trying to say is that you should come back.’

‘I told you, I’m busy.’

‘When’s the last time you had a proper meal?’

I glance down at the rain-soaked crackers. ‘Don’t know.’

‘Your metabolism needs much more than that. Come back to Lain.’

‘You heard Niko. They don’t want me around any more.’

‘I don’t care. Tia—’

‘Died because of me.’

‘No.’ Kiran’s voice cracks like lightning, snappy and furious at once. ‘It’s not your fault.’

‘I’m the reason she died, Kiran.’

Silence. Wind chills my exposed skin as the gentle dark of night rolls in on evening gusts. I shiver. Did Kiran hang up? I’m about to end the call when he speaks.

‘Losing Tia was enough for all of us. We can’t afford to lose you too. Don’t do this to us. Come home.’

Home. Kiran’s always looked out for us all, but concern still sounds like a warmth I’d long lost and forgotten.

‘What about Niko?’

‘Stay right there.’ Kiran hangs up.

Some part of me wants to leave, but I recognize it vaguely as self-sabotage and force myself to stay put, gripping the side of the building as clouds trundle over me.

The whoomph of feet landing and sharp snick of metal wings retracting behind freeze me in my spot.

‘Harper.’

Niko. My gut lurches on instinct, remembering the last time we spoke.

‘I’m staying away from your house,’ I say without turning round. I’ve been avoiding them for the past week, but having them this close, when I’m vulnerable without the bluster of battle, rips up the feeble tissue I tried to stuff into my jagged wound of loss.

‘Harper, can you look at me? I know it’s awful how we left things, but please.’

I sigh and turn.

Niko stands there, arms spread as though in apology or forgiveness or both, their eyes sad. Rain plasters their black hair to their forehead, softening their face. ‘Look, I was scared, okay? You know how much Tia means to me. I trusted you and you lied to me about your identity and your parents and you hurt my daughter.’

‘I know.’ The steadying drizzle washes the tears off my face. I pray for the clouds to take me and put me in a parallel universe where I don’t have to run the raw edge of pain every time I see someone I love, but they remain silent. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I know she made that choice herself. I heard you tried to stop her.’ Niko takes a step closer. ‘I lashed out at you because I was angry, but I forgot you’re grieving too. You’re both kids. You shouldn’t have to be experiencing any of this trauma.’

‘No, you’re right.’ It’s hard to look at Niko when I’m taking words from my heart and leaving it like easy prey in the rain, so I speak to the distant horizon instead. ‘I lied to you and I’m a criminal under your roof. You have the right to be mad.’

Niko’s lips twitch. ‘Hey, I’m okay with what you do. I know Raven doesn’t hurt anyone she doesn’t have to, and the Fox clan helps other Foxes. We’ll need to speak about it, but I’d be open to an alliance for the moonstones.’

I fidget with my daggers. ‘I tried calling the blueprints and moonstones back, by the way. I can’t find them. I’ve been searching for the last week, but they’re with Maria and I can’t find her. Sorry.’

‘No, I’m sorry for making you feel like you have to solve all these huge problems yourself.’ Niko tilts their head and shifts to catch my eye. ‘What do you say? You want to come home and we can figure it out together?’

Home. That word again. Before I can register it, salt fills my mouth and a sob escapes me. Nothing’s been home since my parents died.

It’s so embarrassing to be crying in front of Niko. ‘My parents . . .’ I try to explain. ‘I think “home” is a real trigger word for me. Ever since Mama and Papa died, I’ve never really . . . I mean, home—’

‘Yeah, I know.’ Niko crushes me into a hug. ‘I know. But you’re safe with us, so stay with us, okay? We want you. We love you.’

I elbow them away. ‘Now you’re trying to make me cry.’

‘Just because you hate affection doesn’t mean you have to blame me for trying to offer it.’ There’s levity in their voice, but I see the dark circles under their eyes. ‘Let’s go. I have a surprise for you.’

When we reach Lain, Niko orders me to take a hot shower, and when I’m done I see there’s a small portion of fried rice on the table. I move to wolf it down, but the lift door dings and Niko steps through.

They’ve also changed from their rain-soaked suit, their hands working to dry their hair with a towel when they spot me. ‘Don’t eat too fast.’

‘You’re not my boss,’ I retort, but I oblige reluctantly. God, real food tastes so good, and I close my eyes to savour it. When I open my eyes again, Niko sits across from me, their gaze soft.

‘How’s Kiran?’ I say, shovelling rice into my mouth.

As I chew, Niko shrugs. ‘Stable, much better.’ They fold their arms and watch me eat for several stilted minutes. ‘How serious were you and Tia? As a couple.’

The next mouthful I swallow is dry in my throat, and I have to swig water to wash it down. ‘Enough that it hurts all the time now.’

I see it click in Niko’s eyes. ‘You love each other.’

Love. ‘I think we hurt each other.’

Niko shoots me a long, searching look. ‘Sometimes it only hurts because you love someone.’

Oh.

‘For what it’s worth, I know she loves you too.’ Weirdly, they don’t use past tense. I wonder if they’re still using it to cope. ‘I’ll leave you to eat. Goodnight, Harper.’

‘Night, Nik.’

It’s almost midnight when I’m done washing my plate and I’m ready to sleep. Outside, the storm has simmered into a barely existent drizzle, but the crimson clouds promise a wet night. Thank God Niko came for me today.

I’m halfway to my room when my feet slow. I see Tia everywhere I go. The kitchen counter where we used to sit. My bed, where we’d drunkenly kissed. The living room sofa, where Tia would spend movie nights curled up in her adorable pyjamas.

Yeah, I need a second outside to breathe.

The Lain Co. roof puddles with water, but I stay safe and dry in the tiny shelter at the entrance to the roof. Thunder rumbles and the sky splits into a brutal downpour. Dread spikes my chest for an awful second at the thought of having to comb the city in the driving rain.

Not any more. No, I’m home now. I don’t have to be alone. I have Niko, Kiran.

Tia . . .

Tears prickle in my eyes, but I don’t bother wiping them away when there’s no one around to witness it.

The lift door opens behind me, barely audible over the storm. Probably Niko, or Kiran. If I keep watching the sky, they won’t have to see my tear-streaked face.

‘Kit?’

No. The ghosts of my memory have congealed into reality. It’s a hallucination, and that hurts. I don’t turn around. Leave me alone, please.

‘Harper.’

‘Go away.’ My voice cracks. I’d hallucinated Tia in the first couple of days, of course. There was little other way I knew how to cope. But I shed the habit quickly by blanking my mind and pretending it was all a faraway dream, so I do the same now.

When I turn, though, my stomach drops. Tia’s still there, and she’s never looked more real. Why does my imagination have to be so cruel?

‘I’m here,’ Dream Tia says, as if she knows what I’m thinking.

‘What do you want from me?’

Dream Tia takes a step closer, until we’re barely an arm’s length apart. ‘Kit, you can touch me and you’ll know I’m real.’

‘I watched you die.’ The words leave my mouth so twisted, so bitter. ‘Don’t fucking do this to me. I can’t handle it.’ It hits me that I’m talking to thin air, but it’s more therapeutic than I expect.

For some reason, Dream Tia looks as if she’s going to cry. ‘Oh, kit,’ she whispers, and then she closes the gap between us and crushes me in a hug and Dream Tia becomes Real Tia, Alive Tia, warm and safe and it smells like her and feels like her and there’s her moonstone necklace digging into my cheek and the familiar curve of her neck and my knees collapse and Tia has to hold me up and none of it makes sense because Tia isn’t meant to exist any more. What if this is a simulation? What if this is someone in disguise? But Tia whispers in my ear and I know it’s her and I don’t care how she survived because all that matters is I’m not alone any more.

TIA

I know Harper is home the second I hear the footsteps in the corridor. I’ve been migrated from the hospital to my bedroom, and Kiran promised me he’d try to get Harper home today.

Still, it feels so satisfying when I recognize Harper’s presence immediately – by the irregular regularity of her footsteps, the way she opens doors silently because she’s used to slipping around unnoticed, but still lets them bang closed because she always forgets the Lain doors are self-closing.

I was hoping to knock on her door to surprise her, but suddenly the footsteps fade and—

Silence. Mind-numbing, all-encompassing, large-as-the-universe silence.

She’s gone.

I open my eyes to stare at my bedroom ceiling, the glaring red dot of the smoke alarm, the soft glow of light from the window. I push myself out of bed, burning cold floor against the soles of my feet, a dull ache in my bones as I slip on sandals and hobble out of the room. ‘ALFRED, where’s Harper?’

‘She has left for the rooftop. Would you like me to notify Niko that you’re ambulating?’

‘Don’t tell Niko anything about me for the next hour, thanks.’

Thunder rumbles through the building, masking my steps while I slip through the dark hallways and past orderlies with medical carts and roving doctors with clipboards. Nerves knot themselves in the base of my gut, crawling up my throat as the lift ascends to the rooftop.

When the lift doors slide open, the battering of rain crashes over the silence of the lift, roaring in my ears as I step out.

A figure stands at the grey boundary between dry and wet, face turned to the thundering sky, shoulders slumped in submission, a palm extended into the rain as if to beg for penance.

I step closer, my footsteps masked by the purr of thunder. ‘Kit?’ I call.

The figure freezes. Their hand drops to their side, shoulders slump, and Harper turns.

Her eyes look glazed over, and she dismisses me like I’m just a spectre. Perhaps, to Harper, I am. So I step closer, and there’s so much unspoken that it fills the three-metre space between us until it’s nearly as loud as the droning rain.

It’s hard to keep my lips from trembling. It’s harder to refrain from reaching out to hold Harper’s hand, touch her skin.

Two metres. The words bounce between us, humming with half the intensity of the sky around us, spiralling into a youngling tornado, beginnings of chaos.

Harper doesn’t seem convinced that it’s me, and she looks like an abused animal, recoiling from me as if she’s scared. She looks shattered.

Here we are, I think ruefully. Two broken people.

One metre. I can feel Harper’s presence thrumming through me, beckoning for my attention, just like it’s always been from the start: magnetic, tangling, absolutely demanding my full focus, two gravitational fields ensnared in each other until we’re – we’re what?

Less than a metre.

Then Harper opens her mouth and her voice is painful and her words are worse, so I gather her in my arms and I say ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, ‘I’m here.’ I hold her together like a broken porcelain doll and it’s hard to keep the pieces in place, but I do my best. There’s no way of guessing how long we stay like that, and at some point I start rocking back and forth gently. It seems to calm Harper a little.

‘How are you alive?’ she says against my chest.

I press a kiss to her head. ‘I have a metal heart, remember? All I had to do was switch it off for a bit to fool you guys. The sword couldn’t penetrate it, and it cauterized most of my wound so I couldn’t even bleed out.’

Harper is silent for a bit, then she sobs – no, it’s a tear-choked laugh. She curses and buries her face in my shirt and curses again. ‘My God, you’ve turned into a trickster. Fuck, you turned into me.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself.’ I tug a lock of hair out of Harper’s tear-sticky face. ‘I’m sorry it turned out like this. The second it went wrong . . .’ I knew it wouldn’t end well. I thought we’d lose each other. I’d been terrified.

Harper must sense it, because grief curves the ends of her eyebrows, and she pushes away from me. ‘We’re not ideal.’

‘We’re not ideal,’ I echo. The reminder of it stings. ‘We keep hurting each other. We’ve been hurting each other for a while, and I don’t know what to do about it.’ My voice wavers. Part of me hates myself for being weak; another part of me craves the relief the weight of the words offers.

Harper’s lips part. ‘Maybe it’s selfish, but I want you even if it hurts.’ Sadness carves an unfamiliar expression on her face, turns her usual smirk into trembling lips, shallow breaths.

When she kisses me, all I can taste is the salt of her tears.

‘Sorry,’ Harper whispers as she presses a kiss to my tear-stained cheek, a kiss to the forehead, shaky breath. Sorry. Hand sliding down my forearm to lace her fingers through mine, a kiss to the jaw, trembling with a suppressed sob.

Overhead, the sky cries along. Heavy drizzle, a cough of thunder, then a tempestuous storm all at once. Sheets of grey batter the roof overhead, roaring over my heartbeat in my ears.

Harper pulls away. Her hands come up to cup my cheeks. She opens her mouth to say something, but another clap of thunder steals her words away, and I watch her lips move desperately.

‘What?’ I yell over the rain.

Harper’s jaw clenches, her face still twisted from crying. She lets go of me.

One step backward, another, and then she turns and runs straight into the storm.

‘Harper!’ I call, but she keeps running until she reaches the centre of the roof, and she turns to face me. Rain batters her sodden immediately, her figure a slash of defiance against the roiling night.

‘I don’t care if it hurts!’ Harper shouts, her voice barely travelling over the rain. Lightning flashes and thunder rolls, reminding me we’re on the top of a fifty-storey building in the middle of a thunderstorm.

‘Are you trying to die? Come back inside!’ I scream, but Harper throws her arms out.

‘Let it strike me!’ Clothes clinging to her body. Her hair plastered over her cheeks, her voice raw. The lightning cracking across the sky again, a warning. Harper doesn’t even flinch. ‘Better me before you! Don’t you understand? I’m sick of being scared for us. I lost you and it felt like I lost myself. I don’t want to be without you, please. Don’t leave me.’

You’re an idiot wars with I love you so much, and the next thing I register is rain against my back, driving into my shoulders and my skin, a wave crashing over me, a clean slate.

When I kiss Harper again, it tastes of first rain striking earth. Her skin is slippery under mine, and I can’t feel what’s wet and what isn’t. Rain drowns my senses and waterlogs them until it’s just my lips and Harper’s and I don’t know where I end and Harper begins.

All I know is that I belong here, my feet soaked in my fuzzy slippers, the rain startlingly painful against the back of my neck, my arms tight around Harper.

She pulls away to look me in the eyes, holding my face in her hands. ‘Do you— Is that a yes?’

‘Idiot.’ It slips out, held back from earlier on. I know I’m crying, but we’re both crying, so it’s even. ‘This is what we get for risking our hearts. You leave your heart with me and I’ll leave mine with you and it hurts when we make mistakes, but I trust you with it more than with anyone else. So I love you.’

The way Harper’s mouth moves slick over my own, her hand sliding under my shirt to pull me closer, ignites a hungry flame low in my gut.

But when I run a hand up her back, it passes goose-bumped skin, and when I tug at her lower lip, it’s trembling.

I suck in a sharp breath when Harper’s frigid fingers slide under my shirt. ‘You’re cold.’

She emits a low whine. ‘Yeah. My room?’

It’s like that first time we’d kissed, after bottles of vodka and soju, except this time we’re not drunk on alcohol but on something deeper and far hungrier.

Wet clothes hit cold sheets and Harper’s hands knead my skin, trace the edges of my bra and slide into the waistband of my trousers.

‘Careful.’ I wince as Harper straddles me and an ache throbs through my bones. ‘I’m still . . .’ I gesture to the bandage round my chest. ‘My heart’s okay, but I still got stabbed.’

Harper nips the side of my neck, and I fight a shiver as slick lips travel a heated trail to my ear.

‘Don’t worry,’ she whispers. ‘I’ve got you.’

Our lips move in languid rhythm, relaxed then urgent when I slip a thigh between Harper’s legs. I bunch the hem of her shirt, dragging it up as Harper’s fingers tease the elastic band of my pants.

Fabric slips over shoulders, and I run my hand down her wet back, feeling the bumps and grooves of old wounds.

Harper stiffens slightly as my thumb probes a puckered scar. ‘I hate them too.’

‘You’re joking.’ I flip her, attaching my mouth to the scar on her chest. ‘I love you the way you are.’

‘Tia, God.’ Her hands tangle in my wet hair, body rolling up against mine, cold skin against skin as the air conditioning wicks rainwater off us. ‘I know it’s been an intense night, but if you’re ready . . . I want you.’

I can’t resist the joke. ‘Want me to what?’

Harper drops her head against my collar with a low groan. ‘Tia, please.’

I do know, technically, what Harper’s saying. But uncertainty shaves off the lust emboldening me, and I pull back. ‘I’ve never done this before.’

Harper lifts herself back up to cradle my face and kiss my forehead. ‘Do what feels right for you and I’ll let you know what feels right for me, okay? The most important thing is that I’m doing it with you.’

I ignore the hot flush over my cheeks and steal the compliment from Harper’s lips. My hands work Harper’s button, then zipper, then I press into soaked cloth, eliciting a jerk and a hiss.

‘Your hands are so cold,’ she whines.

I pause. ‘I can stop.’ I lighten my touch and let my fingers trail.

The glare I receive is deathly. ‘Tease.’

I travel down the abs I’d accidentally brushed against when Raven had collapsed bleeding in my room, except this time I get to languish over them with open-mouthed kisses before I reach the elastic of Harper’s underwear.

I press my tongue over the hot fabric, and Harper throws her head against the headboard. ‘Dude, hurry up.’

‘For the avoidance of doubt, we are about to have sex. Please don’t call me dude, and also, ask nicely.’

She slams her head into the pillow. ‘You’re such a brat. Please.’

When I slip a finger into Harper, she emits a tiny whine, and I push myself up to capture it with my mouth, and score her lip with a gentle bite. I take my time taming every knot of her muscles into submission, our chests heaving and skin slippery, not with rain but with sweat and a different slickness.

Part of me has always worried that this would be awkward, but I find fervent encouragement in the small noises she makes as I move. I lap up her praise easily, stop when she laughs and points me somewhere else, apply myself studiously as if we’re back in school, competing, until her snickering breaks off into curses.

When Harper’s hips snap up, I pin them to the sheets until she cries out, a rapture of sound that rakes the coiled need in my lower gut.

Harper sits up and pulls me in to kiss her, flipping me against the bed and staring over me, cheeks flushed, lips dark.

‘You’re hot,’ I say, but Harper shakes her head and leans in to capture my lips.

‘No, it’s my turn to flirt with you now,’ she whispers into my ear. Teeth graze the base of my earlobes, and my body flashes with heat. ‘I missed you so much, and I’m not forgiving you that quickly for leaving me.’

I raise a brow. ‘You’re punishing me?’

‘Something like that.’ She presses a kiss to the flesh under my neck, and it sends my nerves into a frenzy. ‘I just want you close.’ Something about her tone sobers the mood slightly, and I swallow as I try to envision how the last week has been for Harper.

She thought I was dead. Must’ve come to terms with it, even.

Harper’s next kiss is soft on my lips. She rests her forehead against mine and closes her eyes, her brows knitted and the line of her mouth troubled. It looks as if she’s battling something I can’t see, so I slide a hand round her waist and hold her close.

‘I’m here,’ I whisper. ‘I’m safe. We’re both safe. It’s all okay.’

‘Ever since my parents, it feels like everyone I love suffers, so when you . . .’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

Harper takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. ‘I love you.’

I kiss her forehead. ‘I love you too.’

It starts off slow but builds quickly. Delicate kisses over my jawline become bruising over my collarbones, thigh dug hard into my core, a pleasure peaked with pain.

It’s rougher than I expect, teeth scoring my stomach, my thighs, but I find myself craving it, needing to be undone and put back together.

‘Tell me if this is okay,’ Harper says as she slips a finger in, and I make a sound that turns my ears hot. I’d be more embarrassed if I wasn’t so dizzy with the way Harper pushes me into bed and kisses me so hard our teeth knock and her grip leaves my skin numb.

‘Oh,’ I whisper to the moon, because my world is Harper’s mouth hot over my neck, my chest, my side, until my mind goes blank and I yield under the weight of ecstasy, high on her drug.

My lips part, and thank God all that escapes is a litany of curses, because otherwise I’d confess my carnal need to be spilled across the sky. I find myself only able to round out her name, as my thighs clench and my mind is dizzyingly white with pleasure.

‘I love you.’ Harper’s whisper follows the swoop of my stomach and it’s the soundtrack of my undoing, every carefully constructed part of me now unwound. We tangle, hands in hair, ankle hooked round calf, two people put back once more.




Calm Before the Storm

HARPER

‘So we’ve marked all the possible hideouts where Maria could be, as per Harper’s instructions.’ Kiran turns to Tia’s projector, pulling up a Singapore map scattered with red crosses. ‘And we’re working with police to have people do reconnaissance accordingly. In the meantime, Harper, I brought material from our lawyers.’

He grabs a pile of documents from a table and hobbles over to me, laying contracts and forms out. His IV protests sadly with the movement, trying to stop him from working and failing miserably.

In the corner of my eye, I see Tia watching carefully for my reaction, but I school my face. No one said anything about lawyers, though maybe I don’t mind having people look out for me like this.

‘We need to protect you,’ Kiran says. ‘When the public inevitably find out who you are, we have to be prepared.’

‘Will you guys have to arrest me?’ I force it to come out flippant, but it’s quieter than I expect. I blame it on the flu. Tia doesn’t look convinced.

‘No.’ Kiran hands me a pen, his eyes serious. ‘Not if we can help it.’

The reminder rings in my head through the day, and it’s warm and loving. Later, in bed, as Tia busies herself with looking over resumes for Sentinels again, I watch idly.

‘You know I love you, right?’ Tia says suddenly, drawing me out of my thoughts. A feverish flush brushes the high of her cheeks. She looks like an angel, albeit sickly and pen-wielding – she’s been marking each resume with her comments, but so far I only see Xs. ‘I just realized we were all caught up in . . . everything last night when we said it, and we had . . . well . . . I wanted to say it now. When it’s quieter. I still love you.’

‘You can say we had sex.’ Lounging in the bed beside her, I prop myself up on an elbow, my chest tightening with shyness and my face flashing with heat. ‘I still love you too.’

Tia’s lips twitch up for a second before she goes back to working.

Somewhere in the world, there’s another shoe waiting to drop. What if we can’t find Maria? How am I going to balance living with the Sentinels and being Raven now that everyone’s cards are on the table?

It takes me all day to work up the courage, but suddenly it’s eleven p.m. and before Tia announces she’s going to sleep, I edge out of the bed, drawing her attention.

‘Something I need to do,’ I justify, knowing how inadequate it is.

Her brows knit and she doesn’t ask, even though I see her mouth work over the question.

I’m familiar with this hospital because both Nagas and Foxes default to the same one when we’re injured post-fight, and I’ve been here to check on too many Foxes in the middle of the night. Many of the staff themselves are descendants – the hospital director is a powered Fox in hiding from the government.

Today, the hospital corridors close to a point around me, my vision narrowed into a single goal, my feet inconsequentially quiet. No one will see me coming. Visiting hours ended a long time ago, but the security is nothing against my illusion magic.

When I burst into the ward, Avyaan stands by the hospital bed of the Naga I stabbed. The victim has been tucked into a blanket up to her armpits, her face ashy but calm in sleep, though it’s hard to parse much in the dim light of the room.

Avyaan whips around. His hand flies to his side, where I know he’s hiding a dagger he must’ve slipped past the hospital staff. I know it because I did the same.

The moment he registers me, he scowls. ‘What are you doing here?’

I itch for my own blade. ‘I have a deal for you.’

Reluctance works tension into his jaw, but he jerks his chin to gesture us out of the ward.

We end up in a playground not far from the hospital. Past midnight, there’s no one else to witness us, and we’re far from any nearby CCTV, reducing chances of surveillance.

‘Five minutes,’ Avyaan says. He drops himself heavily onto a chain swing. ‘Or the Foxes and the Nagas are done. I’m serious, Harper. Between Maria trying to cut some shady deal with us, and her taking off with a few Nagas, and you hurting my clan members? I’m so close to cutting our ties.’

I stay silent. I didn’t intend to come here for apologies, and I wouldn’t mean one anyway, not when I did it all for Tia. Still, I leave a moment for us to sit in his grievance. When I think it’s acceptable to begin, I say, ‘Maria ran away with the moonstones. If we don’t find her, neither you nor my clan will have them.’

Avyaan sniffs. ‘Some of my clan members followed her, but I lost track of them. They’re working together, probably.’

I stub my shoe against the ground, kicking rubber loose from the ground as I sway in my swing. ‘So we’re both shit leaders.’

‘Don’t lump me with yourself, traitor.’ Avyaan kicks a rock across the playground. ‘The supplements from the new moonstone have been really helping our kids, you know. We need it.’

‘I know. Us, too.’ I close my eyes, take a deep breath as I lean backwards. ‘Look, the Sentinels are trying to draw Maria out. They want the moonstones so they won’t be used for bombs; and we all need the moonstones as supplements. So I’m thinking we have a common goal here in finding Maria.’ I spin in my swing, allowing the chains above me to twist until they hit maximum strain and I concede to torque.

When my swing slows to face Avyaan, he’s looking at me strangely. ‘Why should we work with the Sentinels?’

‘Like I said, common goal. I want you to come in for a meeting with them – I’ll make them sign agreements that they won’t arrest you – and you should speak to them. You don’t have to work with them if it doesn’t go well. But I think we’re all after something similar, and I want you to hear them out.’ The Nagas, Foxes and the Sentinels have been long divided by their different approach to our moonstone supply, but if I can convince them to set aside their feud, it’ll up our chances of getting both the moonstones and Maria.

‘How’s Lune?’ Avyaan asks suddenly.

I startle before remembering that news of her recovery was in the papers today. What do you want with her? I restrain myself from bristling. ‘She’s fine.’

Avyaan stands. I prepare myself to stop him from leaving, but he holds out a hand. ‘Bring her and only her here, tomorrow midnight. I’ll have Nagas on standby if the Sentinels so much as hint that they’ll arrest me.’

I take his hand. ‘They won’t.’

Avyaan cocks his head. ‘Are you their spokesperson now, Raven? What are you, Fox leader or Sentinel?’

Before I can respond, he withdraws his hand and leaves me with his question.

It lingers in the humid night air.

TIA

For all of Harper’s stumbling explanation about her history with the Naga leader, I don’t see what she saw in him. Probably in part because I’m Harper’s girlfriend, and in part because I’m a lesbian.

Maybe also in part because he hasn’t stopped glaring at me since he arrived.

Harper gestures for us to sit by the swings as she stands between us, and I’m struck by how deeply silly the three of us look. The agreement I drafted with Kiran this afternoon juts from my tote bag, and I hand it over to Avyaan. ‘As requested.’

Up close, he’s far leaner than I expected, his shoulders narrow but his arm rippled with muscle. He switches a phone torch on to read the agreement, his eyes lingering on my, Kiran’s and Niko’s signatures at the end.

He switches the light off, plunging the three of us into darkness. ‘So what do you want from us?’

‘We all want the moonstones,’ I say, rehearsed. His hostility jabs at me, but we have to be civil if we want this to happen. ‘The Sentinels are willing to expend our resources to catch Maria, but we don’t know where she is. Do you have any information?’

‘I’ve pulled together a group of Nagas to track her movements and figure out where she’s led the rogue Nagas and Foxes.’ Avyaan folds the contract into his pocket. ‘We have an idea to draw her out, but I’m not working with you unless you give us seventy per cent of the moonstones we retrieve.’

I don’t need to catch Harper’s warning gaze to know my face twists with a scowl. ‘No deal. You know that’s a ridiculous number, and we still need to surrender the moonstones for the lunar plants.’

Avyaan’s gaze flashes with anger, the swing squeaking under his weight as he tenses. ‘So you’ll hand the moonstones back over to the government? When they’re the ones who gave them to Ferrix in the first place?’

Harper settles a hand on my shoulder before I can speak, squeezing me lightly. ‘What if we only hand some over to the government?’

I whip around to stare at Harper. ‘What?’

‘One main aim is to keep the moonstones away from the government. The other main aim is to keep some moonstones for descendant kids. We can surrender some to the government as a decoy, but the rest? All we need is for someone to keep the rest of the moonstones safe. Not Fox, not Naga, not government.’ Harper tilts her head towards me as she speaks, and my brain struggles to catch up.

Avyaan’s gaze squints. ‘So you think the Sentinels are a neutral third party.’

‘We can be,’ I say. ‘We can pledge to keep most of the moonstones between us, if you help us catch Maria.’

Avyaan leans back in his swing and unfolds his arms. ‘You’ll write a contract that says that the moonstones stay between us only. But if you try to cut us off from the moonstones, or give them all to the government, then the Nagas will be after both the Sentinels and the Foxes.’ He directs the last part at Harper, who takes it stoically.

I quell the urge to hold her hand as she nods.

HARPER

Once the contract is signed, we lay the trap immediately. Avyaan sends out a mass message that the Nagas are planning a huge protest near Marina Bay to get back at the Sentinels. With any luck, Maria will come running.

‘But why would she?’ Tia perches on the edge of Lain’s meeting table, her arms folded. ‘She has no more stake in this.’

I toy with the medallion round my neck. Maria’s given her whole life to the Foxes, and the Elders still like her. ‘She’s going to be after my leadership, and I’m going to give it to her.’

‘What?’ Avyaan’s face scrunches. He’s balled up in a chair, his foot propped up as he hugs his knee – he signed the contract with the Sentinels nearly five hours ago, and it’s clear he’s warming up quickly. If not to the Sentinels, then at least to the luxuriously equipped meeting room Niko and Kiran booked for us.

‘She won’t be able to resist.’ I pick my phone up, scroll to a number I’ve been itching to block, and pitch my voice high in mockery. ‘“Look, Maria, I love Tia more than anything. I’ll give up my leadership for her. I can’t do this any more. But I need the moonstones or she won’t take me back. Please, I’ll exchange the moonstones for the medallion, and I’ll tell the Elders to start training you instead.”’

Tia flutters her lashes and tilts her chin, teasing. ‘You’d do that? For me?’

I send her a flying kiss, and Avyaan rolls his eyes. ‘As cute as the two of you think you are, we have to be serious. Maria’s proven herself to be stronger than we think, and you’re each other’s weakness. Don’t get complacent.’

You’re each other’s weakness. I catch Tia’s gaze across the room, and I don’t miss the way it cuts away. Neither of us want to admit it, but we know he’s right.

And I know it lingers on Tia’s mind more than she lets on, leaving her subdued until we’ve climbed into her bed, her head on the junction between my shoulder and arm. Her hand runs over my tummy in gentle, soothing strokes.

‘Still thinking about what Avyaan said?’ I murmur, squeezing her shoulder gently.

Tia hums. ‘You know how you have scars here?’

My ears burn as she tugs the hem of my shirt up to reveal my scars. I’ve always been fine with my body, but sometimes I try to picture what I’d look like without the mark of my secret life struck across my skin. There were only so many times I could avoid wearing anything that would expose my midriff before being covert felt like being shameful.

As I watch, Tia picks a marker from her bedside table, presses its felt tip to a white gash above my belly button, and begins to draw.

‘What are you—’

‘Shh.’ Slow, circular movement, long strokes, then she shifts back to let me see.

It’s a flower. Black strokes reaching out, bleeding into my skin, young and naive and messy.

I smirk. ‘Not much of an artist?’

‘Shut up. Do you want more flowers or not?’

Actually, I think I might cry. And I can’t let Tia see that, so I say yes and I watch through burning eyes as she bends down again, tongue stuck out in concentration, hair swept over one shoulder so it doesn’t cover the light slanted over my skin, and she draws crude daisies over puckered skin, vines over whip-thin scars.

When she’s done, Tia draws a dandelion on the dark mark above my chest.

‘Make a wish,’ she whispers.

My wish is you, I think, as Tia lowers her lips until there’s a sliver of space between us and blows the dandelion.

‘We make each other better,’ Tia says as she slips my shirt back down. ‘That’s not weakness.’

I press a kiss to the crown of her head and drift to sleep with flowers on my skin.

As we planned, Avyaan sends the Nagas out at midday. We get the reports first from the police – hearing about Nagas ruining roads to plant saplings, using their growth magic to turn them to trees and shrubbery.

Niko looks at the TV streaming the destruction as they grab their suit. ‘Note to self: if we ever do business with them again, we ask them to choose something more reversible and less damaging. I don’t even know how we’ll fix that.’

Tia slides an arm around my waist. ‘Anything from Maria?’

I shake my head, my gut sinking. What if she doesn’t bite? What if she doesn’t fall for our trap?

But my phone vibrates, and my screen lights with a single text.

Maria: Approach me alone. No Sentinels.

The Sentinels in question are already fastening their blasters and armour – though Niko’s arguing for both Kiran and Tia to rest because neither are properly recovered from the last altercation with Maria.

I stand. ‘Maria responded. I’m going.’

Tia’s shoulders ease as she pulls me in for a hug. ‘Thank you,’ she whispers into my hair. ‘Thank you for doing this even when you aren’t a Sentinel.’

I kiss her cheek and break away to grab my suit, clenching the fabric in my fist as I head to my room to change.

Niko knocks on my room door the second I’ve finished zipping myself in. They slip in with my permission, their face neutral.

‘What’s going on?’ What don’t you want to say in front of everyone else?

Niko pats me on the shoulder, their face grim. ‘Get her for us, Harper,’ they say. ‘I can’t because I’m a Sentinel, and it’s illegal to go after that Fox when the government hasn’t authorized me to. Sentinels aren’t allowed to hurt her. Do you understand?’

Yes, I want to say. Yes, I understand. I will do it well. I will do it for you, because the implication hangs thick in the air, ready to be plucked right out of the space between us.

Sentinels aren’t allowed to hurt her.

But you are.

And I hear what’s unspoken between the three Sentinels when I emerge from my room as Raven and stand beside Lune. You’re not a Sentinel.

I don’t care. We can figure out Sentinels and criminals later – right now I’m a person, an estranged member of one family, a protective member of another and a lover with a heavy score to settle.




God Is a Woman and That Woman Is Harper Leong

RAVEN

Kiran ends up fully benched – as expected, Niko isn’t letting him fight in his condition – and Tia is begrudgingly allowed to come.

My heart thuds in my throat the whole journey to Marina Bay, lodged in my airway, and breathing becomes difficult through my mask. We’ve been through the plan, but Maria has proven to be feral. The only way I can get to her is by dangling my leadership as bait, but she knows everyone and everything that matters to me. That’s the kind of thing that could kill you in a fight.

We stop on the roof of a towering office building, looking down to where the Nagas are ravaging Marina Bay Sands.

A tailback of cars lines Nicoll Highway, while people watch from their cars as kayakers are thrown out of the reservoir’s waters, and cyclists kicked off the roads so Nagas can break the cement and beckon new trees into life with their magic.

‘This is . . .’ Lune tilts her head to the side, clearly torn. ‘We’re not supposed to stop them, are we?’

‘Let’s just mitigate damage.’ Niko folds their arms and beckons us closer, their wings shimmering in the sun behind us. ‘Me and Kiran will work on making sure civilians are all right. You guys keep a lookout for Maria and the rogue Nagas.’

To my surprise, Lune says, ‘We’ll neutralize rogues around Kallang. Didn’t Avyaan say he’s only instructed his Nagas around Marina?’ She points into the distance, where the river slips from the ocean and into Singapore’s main body. ‘I think those Nagas are Maria’s.’

Niko shoots her a bright grin, and I watch Lune glow with pride.

I’m still staring when Niko and Kiran leave the rooftop.

‘What?’ Lune frowns, but she’s also smiling.

I take her hand, squeeze it tight. ‘Glad I don’t have to fight Lune any more.’

Lune’s smile grows, and she presses a kiss to my knuckles. ‘Let’s go, kit.’

LUNE

I dodge a blow from a Naga and power-kick someone in the chest. Beside me, Raven whips around and delivers a showy flying kick.

Our gaze catches. I roll my eyes. Show off.

She grins and surges off.

I think of all the Sentinel applications I’ve seen from Kiran. Extensive ancestry to track the intensity of their potential, endless statistics on the strains of magic each of them possesses, laundry lists of traits I could’ve pulled from practically any other job application.

Detailed, said one application.

Team player, fervent, eager, said another.

Kind, responsible, skilled in Taekwondo.

I look at Raven and none of these skills come to mind. I see her quip at a Naga, then snap an arm behind his back with a laugh. Again – all sharp edges, fluid movement, teasingly unserious in a way I used to hate.

But maybe the years spent fighting each other pay off, because I read Raven’s movements like a script, line after line. I know what’s coming, know every stage direction and follow it. We’re in the play of my dreams, perfect choreography onstage and fluidly synchronous – Raven ducks as I shoot over her head; I toss a dagger back to her so she can fend away a Naga sneaking up from behind.

I blast the Nagas that Raven seizes with her telekinesis (strong enough to stun, not enough to injure), and kick them to the ground in time for her to flick a dagger at them, often a blade through a thigh that stops them from fighting.

Back and forth, we continue this dance and it carves a groove into the way I move as I get used to Raven revolving around me. It hits me as I feign an attack at a Naga and Raven follows up immediately, kicking them in the gut the second they’re distracted: we’re partners. We’re a team.

After those picture-perfect applications, it turns out all I needed in a partner was a shit-eating grin, a smart mouth and an even quicker fighting instinct.

‘What?’ Raven throws a look over her shoulder, fists readied, her chest heaving. Our surroundings are clear of Nagas. ‘You’re looking at me weird.’

‘You’re perfect.’

She snorts. ‘Why tell me what I know?’

I open my mouth – and then the world goes black.

RAVEN

A bullet hits Lune’s helmet – not hard enough to penetrate, but enough to knock her out – and I catch her before she falls.

The gunman stands, a dark figure against the glass roof of the Sands mall, incriminatory weapon in hand.

Maria.

Lune stirs in my arms. I put her down gently as she rouses, pressing a kiss to her exposed forehead between her helmet and visor. ‘Hey, you okay? I’m going to go after Maria if you’re feeling fine.’

‘I’m fine. I’ll go check on Niko and Kiran.’ Lune squeezes my wrist. ‘Good luck. I love you.’

The sun beats down on my back as I approach Maria. Shimmering heat warps the air as she stands with her arms folded and her lips curved into a smirk. ‘Sorry, I was trying to test out your assignment, see how difficult it was.’

My grip tightens round my daggers. ‘Go after Lune again and you’ll regret it.’

‘Oh right, you’ve joined the Sentinels. Cute. You’ve always been easy to manipulate.’

‘You’d know, wouldn’t you? Years of—’ I throw the dagger mid-sentence, catching her off guard.

Maria dodges enough for it to graze her shoulder, sailing into the space behind until I recall it with telekinesis. ‘We trained together. I know all your little tricks.’

But it’s been months since we’ve trained together, with the moonstone heists and the internship taking up all my time. There’s no doubt she’s been training without me.

How strong are you now? I circle Maria on the rooftop as if I can figure it out if I look at her long enough.

When moments pass and I don’t respond, she raises a brow. ‘No comeback? What’d Tia do? Staple your tongue?’

Tia’s name coming from her lips sets off a fury so overwhelming that my world spins for a second and I rush Maria, knocking her to the ground. With a swing, I smash the hilt of my dagger over Maria’s face. ‘Give me the moonstones.’

‘Holy hell, babe.’ Blood flows from Maria’s nose as she uses her own magic to push me off. She laughs, harsh and dismissive. ‘You make me want to fight you.’

‘Tell me where the moonstones are.’ I lash out with my blades. ‘I’ve been waiting for a punching bag like you.’

The blades miss, but I sweep my leg under Maria as she’s distracted.

She thumps to the ground again with a wheeze. It doesn’t knock the smile – crimson teeth and glistening lips – off her face. ‘I’ll give you the codes when you give me what I want.’

As she gets up, I keep my buzzing fists by my side. ‘Why do you want to be Fox leader so badly?’

‘Are you kidding?’ Maria dusts herself off, flicking her ponytail over her shoulder. ‘I was meant to be leader. If I hadn’t been too soft to kill you, I would’ve succeeded. I was so close.’

I clench my jaw. The pain barely helps me focus. I grip the medallion around my neck in a white-knuckled hold that digs sharp metal into my fingers, cold against my skin. ‘Well, give me the locations of the moonstones and the passwords to their safes and it’ll be yours.’

She tugs a thumb drive out of her pocket and holds it up in her fist.

‘And they’re all correct?’ I unclasp the medallion from my neck. ‘You promise?’

Maria holds up three fingers. ‘I vow.’

Overhead, clouds begin to gather.

‘On one,’ Maria says. ‘Three.’

I swallow. ‘Two.’

Maria sucks in a breath. ‘One.’ Neither of us move. Maria laughs first, shaking her head. ‘Nice to see you haven’t lost this part of you even after joining those stupid Sentinels.’

It takes everything not to protest against ‘stupid Sentinels’, but I bite my tongue. ‘Are you going to make the exchange or not? You know the medallion is your last shot at leadership if you don’t have a completed assignment. The clan might listen to you if you have it, but you won’t stand a chance if you don’t.’

‘Don’t threaten me. You’ve grown so soft I heard you cancelled the moonstone transaction with Ferrix.’ Maria raises a brow. In the hand without the thumb drive, she flips a dagger blade end over end. ‘You’re the worst leader we could’ve had.’

She throws the knife at me.

I stop it with telekinesis and throw it back at her. In the distraction of the attack, I conjure multiples of myself and blend in amongst them. ‘Maybe, but how many would suffer? How far are we willing to go to hurt someone just to protect ourselves?’

‘Harper, we’d be protecting our clan. Our family.’

The hardest thing is that she’s right – and the Foxes are just as much my family as Niko and Kiran and Tia are. I’m sitting on a blade-thin fence between the two, a promise of blood and hurt as I shift to choose and cut myself while I straddle the razor edge.

But maybe I’m fine with that. Maybe even, as I go along, I get to tear the fence down.

I move around Maria, finding an opening to attack.

She spins round to face me and throws a dagger, forcing me to drop my illusion.

With a smirk, Maria says, ‘You always circle the same way.’

It irks me that Maria knows so much about the way I fight, and she’s clearly lording it over me. With gritted teeth, I stab forward with my knife. ‘I can be a part of two families, and I won’t let you hurt either.’

Leaping over the blade, Maria advances on me and shoves me against the glass wall of the Marina Sands mall, pinning me with a forearm barred across my chest.

‘Who are you kidding?’ Maria pats my cheek patronizingly. Her breath smells of copper, hanging heavy in the oppressively humid heat. Blood smears over her chin, her cheek, like a monster broken out of her skin. ‘You don’t belong with the Sentinels. You don’t even belong with the Foxes. You don’t belong anywhere. You’re a criminal to them and a traitor to us, and nothing you do can change that.’

I jerk my head out of Maria’s grasp, but she’s gripped my cheeks in her hands, her hold brutal. ‘They’re my family.’

‘I don’t see any of them here for you now.’ With a shrug, Maria presses a blade to my neck and swipes the blood from her nose, spreading it over her pale face like a mask of sin. ‘The Foxes would have had the upper hand over everyone. The government, the Sentinels, any descendants in the country.’

‘People would have suffered.’

‘Everyone suffers.’ Maria grabs my collar and twists, choking me. ‘We look out for our own. You never got that, and that’s why you failed.’

I jerk my head back from her grip, but it barely gives me leeway to breathe. ‘Fuck you.’ I clench my fist, activating my telekinesis to cast my knife at Maria. Over her shoulder, it whips off the roof, hurtles towards us and hits home in Maria’s back. The tip peeks from her chest, under her shoulder. Blood blooms over her torso, soaks wet on her dark suit, shiny in the glaring sun. ‘This is saving people.’

‘You sound disgusting.’ Maria spits at the floor between us, blood swirling in her saliva. ‘Just like a Sentinel. Saving people? Betraying your clan so other people won’t suffer? Love made you weak.’

Weak. I betrayed my clan for an outsider. The thought catches me off guard enough that Maria gets a punch in, and my cheek explodes with pain.

‘You abandoned your family,’ Maria spits, her hand snapping over my throat. ‘You abandoned your family for people who wouldn’t even stand by you.’

Niko kicked me out the second Tia was gone. Another unbidden thought, another skip in my heart as my skin flashes hot with memory, my body recoiling with hurt from an experience that my mind had suppressed.

‘Ah Ma loved you, you know. Loved you when your parents weren’t around to.’ Maria slams me into the wall. My head knocks glass, and I don’t even have enough breathing room to gasp. Her hands tighten over my neck. ‘Why would you throw that away?’

My chest tightens with the thought of my parents. I tried, I want to say. I wanted to stay with the clan. It’s not because I didn’t care. I had no choice. I’d raced through the city, pushed past my searing muscles and found that the hurt transcended the limit of my physical body, that it wasn’t something I could rid myself of. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

But I chose Tia in the end, because my parents weren’t here. Because I respect Ah Ma’s opinions, but I couldn’t let her validation control my life.

I didn’t choose to leave the clan. I chose to protect my family.

Maria doesn’t see it coming. Before she can recover, I kick her to the ground and pin her down with telekinesis.

I stand over the restrained Fox, whose hands are already beginning to call her own magic.

‘Love made me weak?’ I release my telekinetic hold and pick Maria up by the collar.

You killed my parents.

Fury wraps itself around my chest like a vice, rushes through my blood and burns. Power surges into my hands, into my veins; I hold the world so tightly I could crush it between my fingers. The universe answers and the stars cry and the sun bows and the moon sings to me and, for a second, I’m no longer just a descendant.

I’m a god.

But I don’t want to crush the world today – I only have one person in mind.

The heavens split. It’s a flash rain, droplets from the burning sky hot on my skin, stinging my cuts and turning the air torrid, suffocatingly thick.

It plasters our hair to our faces, washes blood away like crimson froth in a swirling ocean.

The rain seeps into the cloth mask of my face, making it hard to breathe.

I yank it down. I’m both Harper and Raven, in my uniform and out, different and the same.

None of that matters now.

I stand over the mortal that was my best friend, my lover, my family, and punch her in the face.

Something cracks. Maybe it’s my knuckles, maybe it’s Maria’s nose – I don’t care.

‘You know what?’ I shout over the rain as I grab Maria’s collar to hold her up.

Another punch. Maria’s head whips to the side, but she turns back to face me, her gaze furious yet wavering.

‘You think love made me weak.’ Punch. Can’t tell if that’s blood or rain hot over my knuckles. As I move my fist, something grinds and my bones shift, but gods do not feel pain, and I’m invincible.

‘Well—’ Punch. Maria’s shoulders slump as unconsciousness weakens her glare.

I pull her up to eye level, just so I can stare straight into that shark’s gaze, a void of twisted lies and shattered memories. ‘Without love, you became cruel.’

Then I crush Maria into the ground with telekinesis as the world watches and the rain strikes my skin, the sky bleeding onto me, spilling its steaming guts over my head and my shoulders as I stand triumphant, a villain and a hero, a god and a lover, a monster and a saviour.




A Strictly Professional Proposition

HARPER

I wake to a hand through my hair, my feet tucked snugly under someone’s calves. White light streams through the blinds behind me, and the air stings with rubbing alcohol.

‘Hey, love.’ Tia caresses my head, and I lean into her touch on instinct.

I open my mouth to reply, but thirst scalds hot and raw down my throat. It’s only when I reach for the cup by my bed that I notice my hand is bandaged and trembling.

‘We caught Maria,’ Niko says from the corner of the room, and I crane my neck to find them leaning against the white walls of the hospital room. They pocket their phone and walk over to pat me lightly on the shoulder, a small smile on their face. ‘You took a good number of blows. Get some rest.’

Tia holds out a cup and a moonstone supplement. She’s also in the medbay’s signature pink gown, her hair tangled down her back, her lips pale.

Niko watches us from the foot of my bed with a soft smile on their face, their hands clasped behind their back, their gaze skipping between us. Something occurs to them – I see it the second their smile fades. ‘Girls, this is very nice, but I need to talk to you about the moonstones.’

I slip my leg under Tia’s as I fold my arms. ‘Yeah?’ With water, my throat eases back into some semblance of utility.

‘So Kiran and I recovered the moonstone locations from Maria. They were in a couple of suspected Fox holding spaces, but we have the passwords.’ Niko runs a hand through their hair. ‘I have some bad news. We can’t find a quarter of it, and Maria won’t crack.’

‘And Kevin?’ Tia asks.

Niko shakes their head. ‘I’ve asked our lawyers, but we don’t have enough evidence. As far as anyone knows, Maria was behind it all. I don’t think we can even interrogate Kevin.’

I frown. ‘Then where are the moonstones now?’

‘About two warehouses worth, with us. The missing quarter . . . we think Maria might have sold it off to civilians.’

‘What?’ Tia and I say at the same time. Which civilians would want moonstones? And why?

‘It’s not a negligible amount, and we’re going to press her for details so we can trace each one down.’ Niko nods as they speak, like they’re trying to assure themselves as much as they assure us. ‘Thing is, between that, and our deal with the Nagas, and the fact that I don’t trust the government with two warehouses of these unstable moonstones—’

‘They’d just give it to Ferrix, wouldn’t they?’ Tia’s face is weary. ‘We stole the bomb blueprints from them, but it obviously won’t be enough to stop them.’

‘Unfortunately, yes. And because Lain and the Sentinels have been controlling the research and storage of the moonstones, I thought we’d be able to have a say in what to do with this cache, but the government isn’t letting me do anything. After everything we’ve done, we’re still just descendants working for their benefit.’ Niko raises their gaze to look at me, and the solution comes to me right as it leaves their mouth. ‘So I have a favour to ask of you. As Raven.’

‘You trust the Foxes enough for us to keep them?’

‘I trust you. I know there’s an Elder hierarchy system in your clan, and I’d like your help to ask them for support. I’ll need contractual confirmation that the Foxes wouldn’t use the moonstones, but, otherwise, I want the moonstones with your clan. I’ll put all my tech and our manpower to helping you keep it safe. I just need a place that isn’t somewhere related to the Sentinels, or it would risk the government finding it. As far as they know, these moonstones are missing.’ Niko passes me a stack of papers, dense with written words and marked out with ‘SIGN HERE’ tabs. They turn to Tia. ‘I’m leaving this role soon, and you’re stepping up. This whole time, I’ve taught you to comply with the law because we needed to earn the government’s trust to operate as Sentinels. And all your instructions came from me, because I make decisions on who we trust, and when we trust them. Now, I need you to figure out who you want to benefit. And if it involves breaking the law, or rebelling against authority, then maybe so be it.’ They glance at me. ‘You have a good teacher for that.’

I roll my eyes, but I smile. ‘I’ll get these to the Elders.’

Niko stalks over and holds a hand out. ‘Thank you, Fox clan leader.’

I grin and shake their hand.

TIA

‘If this is a ploy to murder me, there’s already a queue, sweetheart.’ The blindfold only emphasizes the smirk on Harper’s face as she leans back in the car seat, stark black over pale skin.

I roll my eyes. ‘You’re insufferable.’ I turn into a corner, easing my foot off the accelerator as we enter a small lane. We’ve been driving for twenty minutes with Harper’s eyes blindfolded all the way, and my girlfriend genuinely never shuts up.

Honestly, I’m just surprised she hasn’t made a BDSM joke about the blindfold, and then I internally slap myself. Pre-Harper, I would never even have thought of it.

Well, pre-Harper me wouldn’t have done a lot of things. Pre-Harper, I was a bit of a coward.

But Harper hasn’t changed me so much as she’s nudged me to change myself, like how she’s taught me that mistakes made are just a story done better.

Mistakes make us good, Harper whispered to me one night, fingers tracing circles over my shoulders. Then, with a grin, she said, Technically, you were my biggest mistake.

I shoved her off the bed. But the point stands: mistakes made us stronger. A healed scar becomes another scribbled flower over our skin, and I’m tired of trying to be perfect.

Secretly, knowing Harper won’t be able to see it, I allow myself a tiny smile at the BDSM joke as I pull into the car park. ‘We’re here, kit.’

I don’t remove Harper’s blindfold as I lead her out of the car park, gravel crunching underfoot. It occurs to me that she must recognize the acrid undertone of incense in the air, because her footing over the steps at the gate has a surety born only from habit, and, for once, her smart mouth falls silent.

The world quietens for us as ancestors watch, shattered hearts and splintered dreams rolling under our feet, ash grit scratching between our soles and the faded orange tiles.

I wait until we’ve reached the main foyer before I ask Harper to take the blindfold off.

She knows. Because, unlike when I had unveiled Harper’s suit, there’s no excitement to this. It takes a full second for her to slip it off, fingers slow, almost reverent, hands reaching up as if about to make an offering to a god. She opens her eyes and her gaze roams.

I follow it, drinking in the grimy yellow ceiling of the columbarium with her, tracing the elaborate carvings of Chinese deities on the pillars, dragons twisted in wood, scales brown with dust, Guan Yin’s gentle smile from a paint-cracked wall. Joss sticks jut from the sandy dirt of the grubby red censer, burned down to crimson nubs, hundreds of prayers made, thousands of tears shed.

From the table in front of the censer, flush against the wall, Buddha’s round, wooden face grins down at us.

‘I . . . How?’ Harper says, and confusion muddies her expression. ‘How’d you know my parents were here?’

‘I asked Niko.’ I shrug it off, heart thudding. I’d expected Harper to be a lot more excited, but now I’m not sure. Am I stepping on some sort of boundary? What if Harper doesn’t want to see her parents? What if she hadn’t wanted me to meet her parents? Oh, God—

Harper shuffles forward to take three joss sticks from an open plastic bag on the censer table. She rolls them around in her hands for a bit, staring down at them wistfully, before turning to me. ‘You want some?’

‘It would be my pleasure.’ It’s a weekday morning, so no one is here. In the dead silence of the columbarium even our whispers explode into the air, prod uncomfortably against the sombre veil of the dead, so I keep my voice low, controlled.

We light the joss sticks with the huge, twisted candle of melted wax and pray for entrance into the columbarium. Once we’re done, we stick the candle into the censer, our hands marked red with the joss sticks, looking blood-kissed by a sacred blessing.

‘Why’d you bring me here?’ Harper asks when we’re done. She tears her gaze away from the statue to look up at me.

‘I have, um, a question for you.’ I reach out for her hands, toying with her fingers as I speak. It calms some of my nerves. ‘And it’s kind of important. I know your parents meant a lot, so I thought, well . . . I thought maybe this would mean something.’

I try to read the expression on Harper’s face. Sadness tinges the downturn of her brow, but it’s the only emotion I can parse.

She opens her mouth, and I brace myself. She’s going to hate you. She won’t do that. But what if she does?

‘I really want to kiss you, actually,’ she says.

Oh. I grin, relieved, and nudge Harper with my shoulder. ‘We are in front of a whole lot of dead people.’

With a dramatic sigh and an eye-roll, she turns away. ‘Oh, yeah, a whole lot.’

‘Many, many ancient homophobic ancestors.’

‘Oh, no.’ She wrinkles her nose. ‘The Foxes are cool with that. They were originally shapeshifters, so sexuality and gender are hard to keep straight.’

‘I don’t know how to tell you the columbarium isn’t just made of your family—’

‘We can go see them . . .’ Harper’s suggestion is abrupt, but uncharacteristically uncertain. I suppress the urge to hold her, tell her I would never pass up a chance to know her better, to see all of her, because it’s time for Harper to stop thinking she has to keep everything to herself.

Instead, I say, ‘Of course. Lead the way.’

We go up a spiral staircase, down off-white arched hallways, passing squares and squares of marble carved with crimson names and clan titles. Ancestors stare down at us, paired with their lovers, plastic flowers wilted in metal tubes in between.

Harper stops abruptly in front of a small cove, and crouches down to two squares at knee level, her fingers pressing into the carvings as she explores the surface of the marble.

Suddenly, I feel out of place. ‘We should have brought offerings.’

‘It’s okay.’ Harper brushes ash off the flowers beside them. ‘Hi,’ she whispers, her tone achingly reverent.

I crouch beside her as I struggle to read the Chinese characters etched into stone. ‘Hey, Mr and Mrs Leong. I’m Tia, Harper’s girlfriend.’

A small smile graces Harper’s face. She says something in Cantonese that I can’t understand, running her thumb over the bevelled images of her parents.

I frown. ‘What’d you say?’

She hums and shrugs. ‘Told them I’m dating a stuck-up princess.’

‘Asshole.’

‘And proud of it.’ She turns back to her parents.

When she glances at me again, tears shine in her eyes.

I catch the first one that streaks down her cheek with a thumb. Is she sad? Happy? Concern stirs in my gut as I reach out to hold her hand. ‘You all right?’

A nod. ‘I just—’ She flaps vaguely around her. ‘All this. Thanks. I don’t know . . . You’re making me emotional, whatever.’

I laugh, and it prompts Harper to dig an elbow into my side, nearly knocking me off my squat.

‘So, what’d you want to ask?’ Harper looks so much more at ease, crouched in front of her parents, her fingers tracing the marble idly as she cocks her head at me.

I suck in a breath. ‘Canyoupleasebemypartner?’ Thrown from my mouth like a bullet, strung with hope and bursting with anxiety.

Harper blinks. Her shoulders drop slightly. ‘Your . . . partner? Like, your girlfriend? Were we not already—?’

I’m the absolute worst at speaking. ‘Um, yes. No. I mean, no, that’s not what I meant, I—’ I tug at my moonstone pendant, punish myself quickly with the way the chain digs sharply into my skin. Harper’s eyes drop down to it, but she doesn’t comment. Old habits die hard. ‘I meant . . . as a Sentinel. I was thinking you’d want to, you know. Join us.’

Harper’s eyes bug out of her head. Her hands fall to her side. ‘What the hell?’

‘You’re experienced in the field and I know you’re a good fighter,’ I rush to explain. ‘And I think we worked together pretty well, back at Marina Bay Sands. I’ve asked Niko and Kiran, and they agree.’

‘I’m not a hero, bunny.’

‘No, but you’re a protector.’ I reach out to hold Harper’s hands. ‘You have a tough spirit, and I know I’ll always be safe in the field, because you’ll always have my back. There’s no one I would trust more with my life and my heart.’

Her mouth hangs a little open, and her fingers curl lightly over mine. ‘You do realize if it comes down to saving the world and saving you, I’d choose you, right? I don’t care about saving people I don’t love.’

‘Good, because I lose myself when I save people. I need you to hold me back and make sure I stay alive. Then I can save more people.’ It’s all lined up in my head; sure, Harper wouldn’t risk her neck for a bunch of random civilians, but that’s always been my job – now I need someone who’ll stick their neck out for me. Who cares if she’s a criminal? I deserve to be a little selfish too.

Harper stays silent a little longer. My knees dig into my armpits as I hold my squat, and it’s getting sore. ‘The public won’t trust Raven.’

I wince. I’ve run an analysis on that. With the amount of crimes Raven’s committed – which is to say several counts of suspected manslaughter, massive amounts of assault and an endless list of petty crimes – there’s a certainty of public backlash.

But I’ve seen the other comments cheering for Raven, the anecdotes of Raven always threatening but never actually harming civilians. ‘There’ll be teething issues,’ I confirm. ‘For now, we can start with telling the public that you’ve, you know, turned.’

Harper raises a brow. ‘Do I still get to beat people up?’

I hum. ‘Only if they’re bad people. And only if you have a permit.’

A gagging noise. ‘Permits are gross.’

‘It’s how we work.’

‘Can I just . . . not go by permit?’

We stare at each other.

I sigh. ‘We’ll need to have a very detailed meeting with the prime minister, and make sure you don’t get sent to jail first. But will you be my partner? Please?’

‘Ooh, please.’ Harper’s head does a little jig as her lips curl into a smile. ‘Wasting all your pretty little manners on me, a rabid criminal? Outrageous.’

I know when Harper’s trying to deflect. ‘It’s a yes or no, kit.’

The act drops. ‘Of course yes. Can we seriously talk about the permit-to-beat-people-up thing, though?’

‘What? No. No, I’ve seen you break bones for no reason.’

‘Bunny . . .’

‘Seriously, I will leave.’ I stand.

There’s a gasp as Harper follows and pulls me towards her. ‘But I haven’t scandalously kissed you in front of our ancestors yet!’

‘It’s not scandalous. You said your family was okay with it.’

‘You said this whole columbarium wasn’t made of my family.’ She drapes an arm around my neck to pull me in, sending shivers down my spine as my lips brush hers.

And I may be a daughter of the moon, but in this moment I take everything the moon is – cold, alone, detached – and renounce my celestial title, trade it in for everything Harper gives me: warmth, company, home.

HARPER

With part of my family fixed, I have to face the other. I still haven’t invited the Elders over to celebrate the leadership. To be honest, I might never. Instead, I leave Lain with Niko’s contract and head for Ah Ma’s flat.

The medallion feels heavier than usual now, slipped into my new suit instead of swinging round my neck. Every groove presses against my skin as I leap from roof to roof, reminding me of the responsibility I’ve sworn to maintain.

And in my backpack, the contract from Niko lies pressed against me. Another sworn responsibility to another family.

When I stand before Ah Ma, I keep my head bowed, because I’m not oblivious to the concessions they’ve made for me. ‘Thank you for choosing me as the Fox leader. I understand the circumstances of my assignment were unique, and I’m grateful you still trust me as a leader.’

The contract lies between us as Ah Ma puts her reading glasses on and skims it. It’s all in English, but I made sure to ask Niko for an official translation in Mandarin, which they quickly provided.

‘You’re leader because we’ve trained you to be, and because the circumstances worked in your favour,’ Ah Ma scoffs as she shuffles the contract back into its file. ‘“Trust” is a strong word. You and Tia made fools of us. Malaysian and Korean Fox clans are laughing at us. We have lost face.’

 . That’s the word she uses – to throw a face away, to embarrass.

I swallow. To embarrass a family is to kick it into the ground like rubbish, drag its reputation into a ditch so shameful it’d equate to the concept of Western sin. If the Chinese were to write about sin, embarrassing a family would be damn near the top of the list.

But condemnable sin doesn’t exist, not within a family.

‘About your contract, I’ll need to talk to the other Elders, but this contract would be in our favour if the Sentinels are willing to provide us protection and compensation.’ Ah Ma stands from her chair. There are no other Elders around us; we are an Elder and a child, a predecessor and her successor. ‘You know, to trick us after we tricked you was admirable.’

I blink. ‘What?’

‘Some Elders wanted Maria, but she has always been the more ruthless of the two of you. She could lead us to greatness, but she’s also too power-hungry. She would hurt anyone for her own gain.’

Relief washes over me. I clear my throat. ‘I have more news.’ I swallow. ‘I’ve agreed to be a Sentinel. As Raven. They’ll train me for a bit before making the announcement.’

Ah Ma stills. ‘You are no Sentinel.’

‘They’re taking me in. I cannot abandon them just as much as you will not abandon me.’

‘Your surname is Leong. You are born to us.’

‘Ah Ma.’ I step forward. Place a hand over my medallion. Bow. ‘I will always fight for the clan. But please, let me do this. The Sentinels trust me, and they have strong resources and connections with the government. I can make this work.’

For a long moment, Ah Ma’s rheumy eyes track the brilliant sky outside. Her wrinkled lips purse, and the grip on her cane tightens. ‘I will talk to the Elders. Your responsibilities as a leader will be shared with someone else, and you will work with them to lead the clan. But you are still your parents’ daughter – being the leader of the clan is in your blood.’

‘I know.’ I clutch the medallion tight. The fact that I’d tried to quit, that I’d technically succeeded then failed my assignment, and meddled with clan matters for my girlfriend, all stand in the space between me and Ah Ma.

Still, as the Chinese idiom goes – to be eternally grateful to all that has made and sustained you – I refuse to forget all the Foxes have done for me. They are, ultimately, still family.

Ah Ma doesn’t smile, but she nods, and that’s close. ‘Your parents would be happy to see you wearing that medallion.’

Emotion chokes my throat and I turn away quickly. ‘Thank you.’

As I leave, Ah Ma stops me. ‘Before you go, I just cut oranges. Take some. You’re getting skinny.’

It’s the quiet love, sweet pulp over my tongue, the same one my mother offered, the same one I promise to uphold for Tia, the same one I feel now.

It’s family.

And I’ve found home.




Valentine’s Date (Again)

HARPER

I spend Valentine’s Day like all dopey, silly people in love do: held hostage by a yaoguai, and really late for my press conference.

‘She’s coming, you know,’ I say dryly. ‘What do you even want?’

The yaoguai sniffs as he paces, his gaze condescending. Something about the way he walks unnerves me, but I straighten and hold my chin high – it’s how you intimidate someone, Tia had said. Her lips twitched. Especially if you’re short.

It doesn’t seem to work now – I miss my daggers sorely, but no one knows I’m Raven, and that’s how things will stay.

On the other hand, Tia and I have been plagued by dating rumours for the last three months, and this is the third time I’ve been used for ransom in the last two weeks. Clearly, as the only non-magical partner of Singapore’s Sentinels, Harper Leong is supposedly the weakest link. I’ve been tempted to blow my identity multiple times in this week alone, but Raven is barely a Sentinel, and I’d much rather not be hounded by paparazzi like Tia is.

‘You have five minutes to speak or forever hold your peace,’ I drawl.

The yaoguai doesn’t speak.

Maybe he’s mute. There’s no telling what he traded for his powers of teleportation, which he’s been conveniently showing off as he teleports from corner to corner. We’re in a decrepit warehouse that I can’t identify immediately, but Tia made me carry a tracker with my medallion after the first kidnapping attempt, and I feel it buzzing against my chest now.

Before I have time to shift with unease, the wall beside us explodes.

The yaoguai disappears immediately as Lune busts through the window. She hooks an arm round my waist and we zip through the shards of glass before we’re soaring into the sky.

I twist round to survey the warehouse. ‘You didn’t catch the guy.’

‘We can go after him later. Raven’s late for her press conference.’ Through her blue visor, Lune glares. ‘I leave you alone for three hours to get ready and suddenly ALFRED’s telling me someone kidnapped you. You promised me you’d be on time.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry for being kidnapped. I’ll schedule a meeting with all my kidnappers tonight so we can draw up a schedule that’ll never bother you,’ I snap as I tighten my arms round Lune’s neck.

She rolls her eyes and we fly in silence as I sulk into the evening sky.

‘Happy Valentine’s, by the way.’ Lune doesn’t look at me as she says it, but she’s flushed all the way to her ears. ‘I know we said no gifts, but I got Niko’s projector so we can watch a movie on the rooftop later.’

Warmth fuzzes in my chest. ‘I did a grocery run and there’s like five recipes in my phone that we can cook together, plus I got that really good apple juice from the gala last year.’

Lune frowns as we descend to the mass of reporters in front of Lain. ‘The one you stole a whole bunch of crates of? I thought you said you were returning that.’

‘I might have kept a few.’ I grin. Below, camera flashes go off like lightning, and it pulls me out of our personal bubble. I glance down.

Lune notices. ‘Nervous about the conference? Ever since you put Maria away, the public already considers Raven part of the Sentinels anyway. Just turn on your charm – you’ll be fine.’

Let’s hope. To be honest, it should be fine. We’ve been working over the past months to acclimatize Raven to the public. Just last week, a little kid approached me while I was masked because they lost their doll. Two weeks ago, I broke up a fight at a food court because someone cut a queue. People listen to me, whether out of fear or trust is still debatable, but the point is that it’s working.

I’m not a Sentinel yet – I’m still somewhere in-between, and we’re workshopping introducing me as a consultant to the team, rather than part of the team itself. It’s supposed to help ease me into the public, or something.

I don’t know how I feel about it yet, but it’s nice to look to my side and remember I’m standing beside, not against, my girlfriend.

Lune touches down amongst the reporters, and they make way for her. The shouting begins immediately, a thunderstorm of camera flashes. She ignores it all, and shields me as we make our way to the Lain entrance.

As we reach the door, someone shouts, ‘Are you really dating?’

Lune whips around, but I tug her forward. ‘Don’t,’ I murmur.

Her footsteps slow. Her hand around mine tightens. ‘Why not?’

‘Because some things aren’t worth it.’ The crashing waves of publicity, the busy night ahead. ‘We’re announcing big things tonight. We shouldn’t do this today.’

The hurt in Lune’s eyes shines clear as we step through the doors of Lain. Reporters aren’t allowed past this point, and the world settles into blissful silence.

We advance a bit further into the lobby, until I’m sure we’re out of sight of the reporters.

‘Why not?’ Lune says again. ‘I just thought – I don’t know, I thought we were there. It’s been months.’

I turn around and take all of her in. Cheeks high with flush, gentle slant of her nose, the way her sadness still leaves a glint in her eyes, a light in her that cannot be extinguished.

I slip both my hands in hers. ‘Because I want so, so badly for people to know that you’re mine and I’m yours, but we’re already not sure how they’re going to take the whole Raven-as-Sentinel thing. We shouldn’t give them any more reason to talk.’ I tiptoe to kiss her on the forehead. ‘Because I’ve been kidnapped too many times this week even when our dating status is just a rumour, and if we came out as a couple, I think it’d be worse.’

Lune laughs a little, even if it’s a wet chuckle. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘Don’t be.’ I kiss the bridge of her nose, and her eyes flutter shut. ‘I’m literally Raven, I can kick ass. But that leads me to my next point, which is that if we tell people that Harper and Lune-slash-Tia are dating, then someone’s going to look at the undeniably intense sexual energy between Raven and Lune, and next thing we know, we’re going to have sapphic cheating rumours in mainstream Singapore media.’

Lune laughs, more real this time. She tugs me into a hug and rests her chin on the crown of my head. ‘Sorry I got so weird about it. I’ve always felt like I need to hide the fact I liked girls, but it’s different with you.’

I’m thrown back to a moment ages ago, in the dim lighting of some closet room, the taste of Tia’s confession still lingering on my lips as she asked if we could keep this a secret, please.

I love you, I almost say, but apparently I’ve already stared too long, because Lune’s lips curve slowly into a smirk.

She pulls away from me and turns to the lifts. ‘Come on, Raven. We have an event to get to.’

As Lune slings an arm around my shoulders, she presses a kiss to my ear. ‘I love you too,’ she whispers.

TIA

When I was young, barely old enough to know multiplication 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.

Then I’d become a Sentinel, and I thought that was it.

But in the quiet of the night, the moonlight spills across my bed, silhouetting Harper’s bare shoulders and illuminating the gentle rise and fall of her chest as she sleeps.

As if she can sense I’m awake, she shifts and turns around.

A half-open eye regards me groggily. ‘Why are you awake, bunny?’ Harper slurs, her voice low and hoarse with sleep.

I swallow. ‘Nightmares.’ This has become common in the last few months. I have had to wrestle out of too many deaths in the last year to yield so easily to darkness.

Harper slides a hand against my chest, over my heart. ‘Wanna talk about it?’

I shake my head.

She hums. Like it’s muscle memory, she slides an arm under me and pulls me in close, nestling herself against my front.

‘Safe now,’ she murmurs, her lips pressed hot against my collarbone.

The moon cradles us in a milky swathe of the moonlight, and I catch its whisper as I drift back to sleep.

You’ll be someone loved.
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