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            About Foxy Heist

          

          (LUCKY BREAK, #1)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Foxy Heist

        Two Magical Realms

        Three Cunning Shifter Gods

      

      

      

      Interdimensional jewel thief Sarah Lee Ho—better known as Bijoux—slips effortlessly between the human and paranormal realms. She captures divine precious stones in exchange for mortal luxuries. But one fateful night, under a parallel full moon, everything goes wrong.

      Injured and trapped on the other side, she finds herself the object of desire of three immortal shifters and ex-lovers—Kim Min-joon, Bo Chang, and Toshiyuki. They agree to send her back if she answers their riddles, and if she fails, they demand a steep price: her hand in eternal marriage to three cunning fox gods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A thorn defends the rose, harming only those who would steal the blossom.

        ~ Proverb

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Last Riddle

      

      

      Slipping through space and time came as easily as walking and breathing for interdimensional jewel thief Sarah Lee Ho. She was used to exchanging divine stones for mortal luxuries, doing back-door deals with all sorts of divine, demonic, and super-wealthy human clients for big paydays and otherworldly thrills.

      She enjoyed her job and her time with immortals and demigods alike. But Sarah would be damned if she would spend eternity trapped with a bunch of bored immortals without her magic just because she couldn’t solve a riddle...or three.

      “Bijoux,” the elder crow shifter in front of her quipped, “You know what you must do. There’s no point in resisting any longer. The foxfire will only burn for another hour.”

      “Must I go now, Old Crow?” She groaned.

      “Yes. Now. And you’re one to talk, calling me old,” he squawked, beak clacking as his dark wings shoved thick white tiles around the table, separating them.

      “Hmph! I’m pushing thirty, not three hundred, old friend.”

      Sarah scoffed in-between sips of green tea, hands darting across the table encrusted with gold and diamonds as they played a fast-paced game of mahjong to pass the time in the House of Nine Foxes.

      Which if she really thought about it, it was sort of ironic since only three fox deities currently live there.

      Young hotshot foxy immortals still in the prime of their eternal youth—compared to their ancient immortal neighbors at the very least—Kim Min-joon, Bo Chang, and Toshiyuki were becoming royal pains in Sarah’s ass.

      They promised to help her when she found herself stuck between realms on the verge of death, all to draw her into some elaborate game of riddles that led back to their tiny planet of a mansion.

      The princes were the craftiest shape-shifting little shits she’d ever encountered, and that was saying a lot because Sarah got around and met many shifters during her travels.

      “Bijoux,” Old Crow called out to her again, swiping aside the tiles into the gutter of the table.

      They were swallowed up and re-sorted, and now she was forced to focus on him, not their shared distraction.

      Reluctantly, Sarah met his milky gaze, the polar opposite of her obsidian black.

      “I know, I know. I need to give them an answer. My time, it seems, has run out, old friend. Pray to your gods I make it back in time.”

      She stood, smoothing out her shimmering blue gown before bending down to tug on her black couture flats, fixing her sparkling diamond earrings in the process.

      If she wanted to steal some hearts, she figured she had to look the part.

      A stunning outfit was one of the ways she caught her enemies off guard. Though the trio of fox shifters weren’t her enemies, though Sarah always pretended they were.

      Rejecting her would-be fated mates was easier than considering the consequences if she accepted their advances.

      Before turning to leave, Sarah adjusted the silver pin holding her waist-length black hair in a messy bun. Her transformation to femme fatale was complete; it was time to claim her prize and get herself a ticket back to her realm.

      It’s now or never, Bijoux. This is the ultimate test. So don’t screw it up.

      After giving herself a brief pep talk, she steeled herself and left, waving away the divine messenger who flapped his jet-black wing in goodbye.

      She found it strange that after years of knowing each other, she’d never seen his human form or learned his proper name. But she wasn’t one to corner a shifter syndicate leader. Especially seeing as Old Crow was her primary connection between the mortal and paranormal realms before the whole debacle that brought her to the House of Nine Foxes.

      It was probably for the best he left her in the dark. A little mystery always added to one’s reputation, after all. As much as Sarah’s male pseudonym and impossible heists inspired shock and awe when rivals matched her face with Bijoux’s legend, nothing beat a six-foot talking crow who casually dealt in both underworlds and seemed to never age.

      Sarah marched down the elaborate hallways with her mission in mind, though she couldn’t hide the worry from creeping into her otherwise neutral expression.

      Beside her were row after row of high arches overseeing a slice of paradise. It should have been amazing to see. A sinful human like herself should be blown away. Sarah could only dream of reincarnation. Now, she was walking into an audience with three celestial beings who had broken the chain of rebirth.

      However, as much as she hated the expression, Sarah could read the tea leaves in her situation, which weren’t looking good. The triad of shifter princes were immortals, having cultivated their magic over anywhere from one hundred to five hundred-plus years.

      Their powers were legendary, and one wrong move could see her banished to The Void.

      Sarah, on the other hand, could barely muster the magic to block out the sweltering heat from their cosmic fox flames. Mortals like her were not meant to stay in the paranormal realms for long, especially that of the divine. And it wasn’t like she could transcend her lot in life that easily.

      No, she was running out of time in more ways than one. Immortals tended to get fickle with the value of life when their lives never truly ended. While the foxes were ascended immortals who had known the threat of death before joining the ranks of the divine, they would never again understand Sarah’s struggle.

      To them, this was a fun game, payback for breaking each one of their hearts in infinite ways when they popped the question that made her flee. But to her, this wasn’t just a game. This was life or death.

      And Sarah was determined to win.
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        * * *

      

      “Masters? Bijoux seeks an audience with you,” voice dripping in sarcasm.

      Sarah bowed before the ten-foot solid gold doors separating her from the throne room. 

      Engraved on them was a giant fox goddess, her ten tails, yet another contradiction when one considered the name of their palace.

      After a drawn-out silence, the doors began to open at a snail’s pace, thick clouds of ominous white smoke rolling across the glass walkway. Sarah rolled her eyes and forced her way through the crack. She didn’t have time to waste on frivolous formalities or theatrics.

      Inside the throne room set her roadblocks, the shifter princes seated in order of their rank, with the eldest in the middle and the two youngest flanking him.

      As foxes in the Divine Realm, they were much taller and more imposing than they had ever been in the Mortal Realm. Their red fur and white chests and chins seemed fuller and brighter, too. And most jarring was the elaborate outfits and crowns of jewels hanging from their narrow heads. 

      If she were on one of her usual missions, they’d be in bed by then, and by morning, she’d have melted down their crowns to something more manageable to transport between dimensions. But her mission at that moment wasn’t like any other Sarah had taken on before.

      “I am a gem that never tarnishes but dulls when desire dies. I increase in true value with each passing hour and contain the trials and tribulations of your heart. What am I?” 

      Just saying the last riddle out loud gave Sarah a splitting headache. 

      She was getting tired of childish games, which was making her second guess her taste in men—shifter or otherwise.

      The trio nodded, Bo Chang’s smile stretching so wide it was almost creepy, distorting his foxy face. His ears flexed, hopping down from his throne, spinning mid-air, landing in the skin of a human. He dressed the most traditional out of all three shifters, with long black hair ankle-length and gorgeous. 

      Sarah loved to run her fingers through his silky tresses when they used to make love under the moonlight, out in the open in the park near her luxury apartment. She shook that thought away as soon as it came, eyes trained on Toshiyuki, who appeared next to the eldest. 

      Toshi, for short, was the youngest and most modern, opting for a pair of black jeans, high-top black boots, and an eclectic white high-fashion asymmetrical shirt. His hair was the shortest, shaved down the sides with a curly pompadour down the middle and many piercings dangling from his pointed ears. 

      He fancied himself a model, an idol even, and Sarah couldn’t help but reminisce over the taste of his ivory skin when they used to “get to know each other” in the dazzling nightclubs of Tokyo.

      Which left Min-joon, the middle prince, who made his presence known. T wasn’t long before he appeared where she expected him to be—right beside her.

      “Sarah,” he whispered, his smooth hand cupping her cheek. 

      She shuddered despite her internal plea to stand firm. Min-joon wore a three-piece blood-red suit, much more outrageous than his reserved personality and oddly complementary to her dress. His hair was styled differently, too, compared to his usual lax outward appearance, gelled and swooped to the side, braided in the back just past his shoulder blades.

      “Enough, Min-joon. Now’s not the time.” She tried to brush him off, but his hand drifted lower, joined by another until he cupped her around her waist and one of her breasts. 

      Sarah moaned. Despite trying to pretend otherwise, she missed the feel of his lips pressed against hers and lower still. Sarah adored how he used to work her into a frenzy to the point she feared she’d been placed under his spell. 

      They went back further than Bo and Toshi, meeting under a bright full moon on her very first mission nearly a decade ago.

      He was also the first to propose, she thought ruefully, detangling herself from Min-joon, who didn’t protest that go around.

      “So, Bijoux, what is your answer?” Bo Chang asked, crossing his long emerald sleeves in front of him, white highlights in his hair fanning out as he released a burst of magical energy. 

      His fox flame, too, extinguished in the lantern hanging in the center of the vast imperial throne room.

      “It’s…” Sarah drifted off, glaring at Toshi’s playful expression, his ears and tail still visible to her eyes. 

      Red highlights streaked his blonde hair, arms crossed behind his head as he waited and watched the jewel thief’s fate like it was all a game.

      Because it is a game to them, remember that! Even if they saved your life!

      Taking a deep breath, Sarah blurted out her answer.

      “The diamond on a wedding ring. A real one, at least.” Chin raised skyward, defiant as ever.

      Sarah waited for whatever would come her way. Her fate was in their hands now, anyway.

      She’d poured over the massive tomes in the palace library, racked every gem directory she had stored in her portal pocket, and came up empty.

      That was until she’d pulled out the ring she’d long since cast into oblivion, a ring gifted to her three times over. It was covered in dust and grime, but when she cleaned it, it shined brighter than before. And with it came a flood of emotions that made her misty-eyed and unsure.

      Immortals dating humans wasn’t strictly prohibited, but marriage was out of the question. She couldn’t survive long in their realm, and they had no place in hers.

      It was the very definition of star-crossed lovers, multiplied over three very different but equally alluring shifters full of equal parts charm and malice.

      “Ding ding ding ding ding!” Toshi blurted out as a bell materialized beside him, ringing it obnoxiously. Relief overwhelmed Sarah, and her legs buckled, scooped up by Min-joon before she could fall.

      “Very good. And just in time for our would-be anniversary, Bijoux.” Bo Chang clapped, his ears popping out as if he couldn’t control his delight. 

      Sarah simply smiled, looking up into Min-joon’s sweet expression as he carried her behind the throne and into their private quarters. And what a room it was!

      She hadn’t seen it in what felt like ages. Hot springs emptied beside a large bed befitting an emperor of an empire or two. Instead, it was the stuff straight out of dreams, a painful reminder of the fundamental divide between them.

      “Sarah…” Min-joon whispered once more, placing her onto the satin snow-white sheets three shades lighter than her skin. 

      Toshi and Bo appeared beside her, with Toshi pulling her hairpin and Bo snapping off her gown with a click of his clawed fingers.

      Utterly exposed, she could only stare up at them in confusion. “What’s going on? I won! Now teleport me out of this floating circus and back home this instant.”

      The eldest prince rolled his eyes, hair cascading down his shoulders as he leaned forward, chest bare, as Toshi and Min-joon each took one of her arms and pulled down. 

      “Do you really think we went through all of that not to reconcile, beloved? But, unfortunately, the full moon hasn’t yet arrived.”

      “Reconcile? What part of ‘I’ll die if I stay in the Divine Realm for more than a month’ didn’t make sense last time?” Sarah sounded exacerbated, even as her back arched and dusky pink nipples perked, dragging against the first prince’s porcelain-colored chest lined with muscle and sweat.

      “And what part of, ‘As our bride, you will have nothing to worry about,’ doesn’t ring a bell, hmm?” Bo chided her, nipping at her lip and nearly drawing blood. She sighed, turning her face to the side so he could mark her neck, nip, kiss, lick, suck and fuck her into oblivion as he always did. Rough and rugged until she fainted.

      Toshi and Min-joon fondled her breasts on her right and left, moving in tandem with Bo so that every inch of her body was humming and ready for more.

      “Now say the magic words, Bijoux, and allow us to steal your heart instead,” Toshi ordered as he grabbed her hand and brought it down to cup his erection.

      “To steal my heart,” she snickered, tugging on Toshi’s shaft as he winced and his comrades chuckled, “You’ll have to fuck me harder than this, you naughty little foxes...”

      “Your answer, Sarah. Be ours, won’t you? Not just for the night or another heist. Ours, for eternity, as our princess, as our queen, and our goddess,” Min-joon murmured into Sarah’s ear, as Bo kneeled above her, stroking his rock-hard penis, and Toshi’s fingers found her clit and soaked slit.

      “...Never,” Sarah gritted out, despite every inch of her being demanding she give in.

      The pleasure she would find being lost in their arms, as they descended on her body, devouring her sex as she stroked and sucked on their lengths, plunging into her, exploding with sticky wet come, as she road them, took two and then three at the same time, would be absolutely divine.

      But Sarah wasn’t the giving type. So far from it, she was going to take what she needed from them and flee because the last thing she needed was to be locked down by three cunning shifters in a parallel world. 

      Rather than their goddess, she’d be their tyrant if she didn’t get what she truly wanted before the next full moon came and went and trapped her there forever—freedom.
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            Sarah

          

        

      

    

    
      “If you think I’m giving up the heist of the century to become a glorified babysitter for your daughter, Brother Lieu, you must have lost your mind on your way back to the Mortal Realm!” Sarah’s face twisted into a nasty scowl as the man in question took a long drag of his cigarette, blowing a ring of smoke to his left.

      It was nighttime on the edge of San Francisco’s Chinatown. Well, the edge of a version of its Chinatown, anyway. The dingy gambling hall they sat in was at the cusp of both worlds, frequented by many criminals and vagabonds looking for a quick buck, whether it be in mortal currency or otherworldly jewels.

      They watched over the gamblers from a skybox above the machines and tables. All the money generated below belonged to all their clan members, but Sarah knew very well that her brother thought it all should belong to him.

      Sarah was used to straddling the border between worlds, just as much as she was used to forging her own path in a world dominated by men, be they mortals, spirits, or gods. And the man that most frequently got in her way was her older brother.

      That same night, Sarah was supposed to be on the other side of the world preparing for a mega-heist that might very well be her ticket to retirement if successful. And yet, just because she was a woman, Brother Lieu thought it was her duty to watch over her bratty niece since rumors swirled of an impending attack from a rival clan.

      As if he were bringing in the money that made their clan feared by their rivals and worshiped by their pawns. Sarah was, and it was about time Brother Lieu recognized that fact.

      Without Sarah’s expertise, Brother Lieu wouldn’t be able to pay for bodyguards for his little mafia princess in the first place. Without her leading this heist, the Eternal Lunar Pearl would fall into the hands of their mortal enemies.

      “Look,” Brother Lieu began, unusual gray eyes swiveling upward as if he were sending up a prayer, “The Eternal Lunar Pearl isn’t some ordinary heist. Macau may be a gambler’s paradise, but it’ll be your grave if you fuck it up.”

      “Well,” she purred, taking a sip of the strange, gurgling purple drink in front of her, not daring to question what was inside, “I won’t fuck it up. As per usual, brother.”

      He scoffed, snubbing out his cig on the wooden table like some brute.

      “You will fuck it up because nobody has gotten past Ju-long. Nobody, Bijoux. No god or mortal, not even his closest associates. Hell, I think he exorcised a ghost on the spot who tried to snatch it last. No one has succeeded, and you won’t be any different.”

      He sighed, long and deep. A strange rattling sound filled the air, and Sarah lifted an eyebrow. Brother Lieu was addicted to snake oil salesmans’ miracle pills and potions. Anything that promised he could transcend his lot in life as an ordinary human gangster made Brother Lieu open his wallet. She feared he’d actually swallowed a rattlesnake whole this time around.

      “Those Pearl River Delta gangsters aren’t your run-of-the-mill minor demigods. They have connections that’ll get our entire clan killed. And you and I both know this is about your vendetta against Ju-long more than anything else.”

      To that, Sarah had no comeback. Instead, she glanced upwards, above the slot machines, at the large sign that read Tàiyáng Tù Zú in Mandarin, Solar Rabbit Clan in English. Their clan went back over a millennium, with the blood of powerful magicians and shamans freely flowing through their veins and centuries of connections. 

      They were large and global, with pockets throughout all branches of the Asian diasporas. But they were still merely human, bound to die sooner rather than later.

      Gods were not infallible beings, but the natural order made it such that one would run out of luck if they tested their will too many times. As Bijoux, Sarah felt invincible. As Bijoux, she could test the limits of her fate. But as a daughter of the Solar Rabbit Clan, she could not throw caution to the wind so easily.

      At least, that’s what Brother Lieu wanted her to think. But, in reality, Sarah knew the truth. He coveted the pearl for himself and was jealous of her exploits. She was now more favored than him and in line to inherit their entire underground operations. As he used to say when she was young, living was boring, but living among humans was hell. 

      He wanted the glory of living on the edge among immortals and not some desk job or restaurant managerial role at one of their legitimate establishments above ground, where most of the clan operated in the light of day.

      “Brother, you know just as well as I do that the Yuè Tù Zú covets the pearl and has made an offer on it that even Ju-long can’t resist. They’re planning to hand over that wayward moon god, Yuèguāng, in exchange for it in Macau tomorrow. So we don’t have time to worry about imaginary consequences when we know very well what will happen when the Lunar Rabbit Clan gets a hold of that pearl!” 

      She slammed her fist against the table for added emphasis.

      To that, Brother Lieu growled, eyes narrowing, lips pulling down into a savage scowl. If there was one thing he hated more than his adored sister, it was their rival clan. Sarah smiled, taking another sip of her foaming tea as blindfolded servants lowered plates of food on their rotating circular table top, hands shaking ever so gently.

      Probably debt-riddled individuals paying off said debt by working for them. Sarah hated eating anything she didn’t grow and cook herself, but not doing so would cause great offense, so she nibbled and waited for him to respond.

      Sarah’s paranoia should also extend to beverages, but she’d been poisoned so often that most liquids no longer fazed her. 

      Tension visibly rolled from Brother Lieu’s shoulders in the form of sparkling black magical residue.

      He finally gritted out, “Impossible. They wouldn’t hand over an ancestral god for the pearl.”

      “They wouldn’t?” She rolled her eyes. “The depths of their treachery is well known. There’s a reason our clan split into two, after all.”

      “Besides,” she continued to drive home her point. “Yuèguāng ceased serving them when they wouldn’t offer up a proper portion of their treasures in tribute to him. It’s a two-way street, remember? We offer the ancestral gods tribute in exchange for power, and they gain power from sharing it with us in exchange for treasure. So now that their bond is broken, why not sell him off for a pearl that would make them nearly invincible in the Mortal Realm?”

      With that, Sarah clapped her hands twice, summoning a satin pouch with an embroidered black rabbit and crescent moon against a milky white background.

      She turned it over, and what looked like marbles rolled onto the table between the food plates. But the little spheres held swirling white and black magic inside—the same color of magic leaking from Brother Lieu’s pores.

      “Look here. Four territories have turned white since we started our meal. We’re losing ground faster than we can recognize what has slipped from our hands. If the Lunar Rabbit Clan grabs hold of the pearl, you and I might as well pack it up and disappear into the Realm of the Gods. We’ll be hunted to the ends of the Earth, and I doubt that daughter of yours can be protected then.”

      Sarah allowed the threat to linger in the air.

      As if he suddenly realized the enormity of the problem they faced, Brother Lieu dropped all pretense of being a wise clan elder, and now he looked every part of the petulant older brother used to getting what he wanted.

      “So you’re threatening me now? You’ll blame territorial losses on me if I don’t let you go on a suicide mission?”

      “Oh, please! Stop pretending that you care about our honor or my life. All you want is personal glory! But I’m sorry to say that pearl will be mine and the seat of power. I’ve been loyal and risked it all for our clan. I’m not giving up the heist of the century because you’re afraid your little princess will get whacked, probably because your back door scheming to stop me fell apart at the last moment.”

      Tired of putting on a show, Sarah finally let go and unleashed her fury, blue magic swirling around her in the shape of a foxtail, a remnant of a past life.

      She was livid. With the pearl basically in their hands, the Lunar Rabbit Clan wouldn’t put out a hit on one of their leaders, not when they could crush them and avoid war altogether in a matter of days. 

      No, it made more sense that Brother Lieu was the same backstabbing traitor and coward he’d always been. He probably tipped someone off in exchange for a seat at the table, asked too much, and got triple crossed in the process.

      Now he wanted the pearl and wanted to protect his daughter, all while throwing Sarah under the bus. She was loyal, but only to a point, seeing as she wasn’t a fool. How often had she discussed her plans before so-called trusted company, only for a spy or bounty hunter to meet her at the scene of a heist?

      Was that how “family” was supposed to treat each other?

      To be honest, Sarah couldn’t blame them too much. Brother Lieu, nor any of the other members of their clan, shared blood with Bijoux. They just had a common goal to dominate the underworld. Nothing more than that bound them together.

      There was simply too much animosity and bad blood between herself and her adoptive family to pretend they were little more than coconspirators, at best.

      The Solar Rabbit Clan expected an orphan like Sarah to be grateful and work hard for the clan. But instead, she stayed loyal because of the lucrative connections the Solar Rabbit Clan brought with them, worked hard for her own benefit, and didn’t give a shit about their “generosity,” which was always a double-edged sword.

      She had built her legend on scoring the rarest of treasures. Deep down, Sarah knew the only reason she got to them first was because of the clan’s information network. If they lost their position, what would happen to her? Nothing good. It was for their mutual benefit that she got to the pearl first.

      “...Fine. But at least allow Lillian to stay inside your home,” Brother Lieu relented after a strained silence, reaching for his chopsticks.

      “Why should I do that?” Sarah asked, adjusting the bow on her white blouse as she got ready to leave.

      “Because, as much as you despise her, she…” he grunted, choking on a chunk of egg, “respects you. If you tell her to stay put, she’ll at least half listen. Me trying to order her to do anything is a lost cause.”

      Sarah stood, gazing down at Brother Lieu over her designer sunglasses. She didn’t despise Li-Lang, or Lillian, as her father insisted on calling her now for some unknown reason. And she wasn’t oblivious to the fact the young girl saw her as a role model. 

      But she didn’t do babysitting, be it in person or from a distance. She didn’t want to be at fault if anything happened to her.

      “Fine. But if she sneaks out, that’s on you. I’m just providing a temporary roof over her head.”

      Despite her bravado, Sarah relented too.

      As the saying went, it wasn’t like she could choose her family. The Ho’s had been “generous” enough to adopt her, a cursed child abandoned by her family in China. They adopted her into the family of the head of the clan, no less.

      The least she could do is not get a child of the upcoming generation killed because of negligence. She would provide protection and some more bodyguards. Past that, all Sarah could hope for was that Brother Lieu got it through his thick skull to stop straddling two clans.

      One couldn’t serve two masters or two ancestral gods. And his selfishness would end up hurting his daughter, as much as he tried to blame Sarah for potentially hurting their clan.

      “Appreciate it,” he said begrudgingly. “But before you go, I must warn you that you’re in for a surprise in Macau if you decide to go. Three ghosts from…”

      Before he could finish, Sarah had already made a bee-line for the door.

      Finally, she had had enough of his doom and gloom sulking. Sarah twisted the knob, murmured a mantra to center herself and concentrate her magic. 

      When she opened her eyes again, she was facing a large glass window overlooking the glittering lights of the Mortal Realm’s Chinatown, during the dead of night, from inside her condo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Toshiyuki

          

        

      

    

    
      “Angel, Angel, Angel! Ba-by!”

      Lumière closed out their set at the Tokyo Dome with their latest hit single, as thousands of fans cheered in the background. Toshiyuki bowed with the rest of his bandmates before disappearing backstage. He was spent.

      Touring and singing was loads of fun and filled up his time now that he had an infinite amount. But even superstars needed rest. Cracking his back, he watched as, one by one, his twelve-member boy band transformed into raccoon gods, kappas, and all sorts of mythical creatures. They’d all gotten together because of a common purpose—the need to fill their immorality with something meaningful. They all enjoyed music, and women, so forming a boy band was a no-brainer.

      Sure they had to maintain a squeaking clean idol image, but that was easy to do when they could slip into another realm to live a bad-boy life. But before Toshi could recommend a round of drinks at his favorite paranormal bar, he got a text from an unlikely number.

      Bo Chang? In our group chat? It’s been ages! And what’s this about Macau?

      He scrolled through Bo’s frantic message, intersected by Min-joon’s voice notes. He had a strong distaste for texting.

      Toshi tapped the tip of his phone against his bottom lip, Toshi’s smile transforming into a feral grin. He didn’t respond to the message. His co-fated would know his response when he showed up in the gambling mecca in a few hours.

      I guess it’s time to get the band back together and reign in our pretty little thief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Sarah

          

        

      

    

    
      Even I shouldn’t promise the impossible, Sarah lamented as she chugged a glass of wine. And then another, wiping the back of her hand against her mouth.

      She would reapply her makeup later when she changed out of her black nightgown and into her designer outfit for the heist. But first, she had to figure out the most effective way to reign in her niece. 

      Behind her, perched on her couch in Sarah’s fur coat and her loose vintage dress, was Li-Lang Ho, who preferred to be called Lillian now. She was a fifteen-year-old ball of chaotic energy obsessed with the public persona of one of her exes.

      Just my luck.

      Fate had a funny way of reminding Sarah about her past, as uncomfortable as the latest reminder was.

      Sarah didn’t know what was worse, that she finally gave into Brother Lieu’s request or the fact she was enjoying the company. Because as much as the girl seemed intent on ruining her clothing and blasting Toshiyuki onto every TV in her condo, Li-Lang at least brought some life into her mausoleum of a home.

      She never had visitors over, be they family or friends with benefits.

      There were too many associated risks from allowing most people inside her personal life. Sarah wondered if this would be the closest she’d ever get to the experience of raising a child, however brief. 

      Sarah had wanted kids back when she was young and naïve, not understanding how huge a liability they would be in her line of work. She couldn’t handle the responsibility and commitment expected between lovers, so how in the world could she ever handle a child? It seemed impossible.

      I’m barely going to survive this last hour with Li-Lang before I’m on my way to Macau, she thought ruefully as a familiar voice drifted from her widescreen ultra-HD plasma TV.

      Toshiyuki.

      He had been the youngest of her lovers, with the appearance of a twenty-one-year-old, even though he had reached the age needed to gain immortality at least a decade ago.

      In his radiant white prince suit and cotton candy-colored hair, with an assortment of childish stickers plastered on his military hat and bubble gum pink nails, it was hard to see what Sarah had seen in him back then.

      But under all his stage makeup and bubble-gum persona, he was a gentle soul that made her laugh and feel free.

      That was until he tried to tie her down like the others and rocketed to superstardom in Japan and parts of Asia, as they naturally drifted apart under the weight of her rejection and his newfound fame.

      “Can you turn something else on? For goodness’ sake, Li-Lang, you can’t be on your phone, listening to music and possibly watching that concert at the same time?”

      “And shouldn’t you be into K-pop like everybody else these days? Didn’t Visual... What the hell was it called? Didn’t Visual Kei die like twenty years ago? Get with the times…” Sarah admonished her as she finished cooking a stew, the last of the dishes she was leaving behind for Lillian to eat while she was gone.

      Toshi had explained all the eccentricities of the Japanese idol and street fashion scenes to her ages ago. But Sarah had forgotten most of it long ago.

      “Lumière is Oshare Kei, Aunt Bijoux! It’s a sub-sub-culture. And not everything popular out of Asia isn’t K-pop. That’s so stereotypical,” Li-Lang corrected her obnoxiously, twirling a long lock of her bone-straight black hair.

      She was like a walking teen stereotype, and yet she was judging Sarah’s limited knowledge of commercialized popular Asian culture. 

      Her niece’s attitude was already getting on her nerves, and with how short of a temper her brother had, she knew why their relationship was virtually nonexistent.

      “Well, can’t you find anything or anyone to be obsessed with other than Toshiyuki? He’s not what he seems, you know; none of those idols are. There’s no reason to be that devoted to a fantasy,” Sarah murmured as her little nuisance of a niece rolled her eyes so hard, she worried they’d disappear inside of her skull.

      “And betray Toshi? Never!” Li-Lang looked aghast at the thought of devoting herself to anyone else but her number-one idol.

      Sarah would have smacked some sense into her bratty little head, but she knew Li-Lang’s father would freak out if she did.

      Li-Lang disrespected her elders so openly because she was the clan’s little “princess” and not an unwanted burden like Sarah was as a child.

      She liked to pick fights because she was bored, emotionally neglected, and hormonal—all three things Sarah could understand on a personal level. But Li-Lang really needed to direct her energies into something positive, like successfully robbing a bank or running a profitable gambling business, not running her mouth all the damn time with no powers or treasures to back up all the whiny yipping of hers.

      “You know, you should really find something worthwhile to dive into, like cultivating your magic or running a legit business above ground to get your feet wet. Anything! Useless women get shunned or married off in our clan. You know this. I’ve told you before, countless times.”

      And it was true, not only for the Solar Rabbit Clan but also for the Lunar.

      Wasn’t part of the whole debacle with their ancestral god over his most costly tribute, Xiuying’s hand in marriage, the Lunar Rabbit Clan’s eldest daughter?

      They not only coveted the Eternal Lunar Pearl but were selfish enough to deny the god who would have given it to them easily if they had only obeyed.

      But as much as that was the way of the world, she didn’t want that for Li-Lang. Her father didn’t give a damn, and who knew where her mother fled to after she got from underneath his ironclad grasp. None of that mattered, though. She should give a damn about herself; Li-Lang only really had herself to rely on in this world. And it was time she got that through her thick skull.

      So many, be they friends, family, or foes, could and would easily betray her if she wasn’t careful. And being the only child of the third generation, as of now, meant Li-Lang was a walking target.

      “Aunt Bijoux?” Li-Lang called out to her over the sound of the music surely blasting from her earbuds. “Where’s the ‘Las Vegas of Asia’ at? Isn’t that where you’re going?”

      She was obviously trying to change the topic, but Sarah let her. The story of Xiuying’s fate, almost forced into marriage and now forced into hiding, had scared the crap out of the girl.

      But Li-Lang wasn’t the type to take the initiative if she didn’t immediately have to when it came to bettering herself. Sarah feared it would take something traumatic for her to get the picture that she wouldn’t be a spoiled mob princess forever.

      “You don’t need to know where it is right now,” Sarah groaned, marching over to her niece.

      Sarah snatched her wireless earbuds out of her ears with the tug of her magic and forced Li-Lang to sit up straight. Her black heels looked comically large on her feet, and a part of Sarah was a little mortified since the rest of her clothing was loose but complimentary on Li-Lang’s body.

      Are my feet that damn big? Anyway, focus! Now’s not the time to get roped in by her theatrics.

      Sarah took a deep, calming breath and said, “Now, here are the ground rules. You’re to stay inside this condo until I return. Do not speak to strangers or open that door. There are... forces out there that mean you harm. This is for your protection. Ordered by your father, okay?”

      “Why? Sounds boring.” Li-Lang didn’t whine, but it looked like she was on the verge of doing so.

      Why am I even negotiating with a child?

      Sarah wanted to just run upstairs, slip into her gown, and pass through the portal she’d been perfecting to teleport her to Macau while preserving the majority of her magic. Sarah didn’t have time to play “auntie” with her.

      But deep down, she knew why. As much as she was a brat and her father an ass, she didn’t want to see the girl get seriously hurt by leaving Chinatown.

      The possibility of the Solar Rabbit Clan infiltrating their traditional defenses was next to none, but Sarah didn’t want to underestimate their will to do them harm.

      Clapping her hands, Sarah opted for a quicker route–bribery.

      A lazy grin crept across Sarah’s face. She could see her niece visibly caving, eyes widening into saucers as she tried to count the cold hard cash that appeared in Sarah’s hand. And more was coming if she kept her promise.

      To an overly sheltered and immeasurably spoiled fifteen-year-old cut off from her only source of income, Sarah was presenting her with a fortune. But to the acclaimed jewel thief, it was mere pocket change. 

      Not enough for her to even take a job if it was offered as a down payment. Li-Lang reached for her, but then Sarah clapped, and the stack of cash and jewels disappeared in a puff of smoke like a stage magician’s cheap parlor trick.

      “Hey!” she whined, back to her bratty tone and ways.

      But Sarah had piqued her interest, which was good enough for her.

      “Nuh-uh! You’re not seeing a dime unless you promise to at least not leave Chinatown.”

      Li-Lang glowered up at her, but she could already see the mental math going on behind her eyes.

      Sarah knew for a fact her brother had cut her off, and she surely wanted more of Toshi’s merch, which meant Sarah had the upper hand. A position Sarah loved to be in–on top.

      “So, do we have a deal?”

      Li-Lang wrinkled her nose and, after a drawn-out show of a sigh, nodded and said, “Deal!”
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      No matter how many times she gazed up at it, there was nothing quite as dazzling as Macau’s sparkling skyline at night. Sarah emerged on the other side of the world through a doorway in the shadow of the gambling district’s vibrant lights. 

      The Grand Lisboa, the tallest building in sight, was magnificent in of itself, with its mind-numbing number of floors and, bustling crowds, architecture reminiscent of a lotus flower. However, the imposing structure made one dizzy if they stared upward toward the night sky for too long. 

      The narrow streets of the rest of the peninsula were an eclectic mix of Chinese and Portuguese architecture. One day, when she left this life behind, Sarah wanted to take time to travel the world to see the sights rather than steal.

      But an architectural tour wasn’t why Sarah teleported halfway around the world; she could gaze at many beautiful cities if she wanted to later on. Instead, she was searching for something even more magnificently magical—a doorway into the Realm of the Divine, near the celestial border, where Ju-long awaited.

      Sarah glided through the crowds inside the Grand Lisboa’s hotel, restaurant, and casino unseen. All the guests spoke a mixture of Mandarin, Cantonese, English, and even a sprinkle of pure Portuguese here and there. 

      But it’s when she heard that sweet sound of Patuá—a creole language native to Macau, part Malay, Cantonese, and Sinhalese—that Sarah knew she was on the right path.

      She took a sharp turn towards the casino, trailing a couple walking arm in arm. The pair looked happy and human enough, the man vaguely Macanese—an eclectic melting pot of ethnicities native to the island—with a sharp black suit and bright red tie of a business professional. 

      The woman was harder to pin down, with skin so light she might as well have been translucent, and a black dress that clung tightly to her thin body adorned with white rhinestones.

      As she trailed them, Sarah became more sure of her hunch that the pair was her ticket to the next realm when she glimpsed their reflection in a large ornate mirror overlooking the poker tables. 

      To an average human, they’d look just as they appeared—human. But to someone like her with ancestral magic flowing through her blood, Sarah saw them for who they truly were.

      The couple in question were two fox shifters disguising themselves in the human world, wearing emerald robes with elongated claws and thin pointed ears. And to her surprise, their genders appeared to be reversed under their false skins.

      Huli jing? Sarah thought, moving swiftly through the sea of people without making a sound. The Chinese name for these deities, anyway.

      That was most likely their race since Huli jing, Kitsune, and Kumiho–the infamous fox deities in that part of the world–took the form of beautiful women intent on seducing unsuspecting men all to devour their hearts or livers. 

      But these shifter spirits, well, Sarah wasn’t so sure what race they belonged to because they both appeared to be men in their proper form, not women. And from her knowledge, only divine beings could switch genders and have those forms hold.

      Maybe they were simply curious about trying on a new disguise, even in the other realm. It wasn’t Sarah’s place to decide or judge. 

      Be they benevolent or malevolent spirits, male, female, or non-binary, these foxes didn’t belong to the human realm. Which meant they were most likely looking for an exit since they appeared rather bored.

      The couple took one sharp turn after another, weaving their way through poker tables, games of crabs, and slot machines aimed at Westerners. Sarah kept up, but before she knew it, she’d lost sight of them. 

      She picked up the ends of her dress and quickly scaled a stairway where she’d seen a bit of the female fox’s bejeweled dress disappear. But once she reached the hallways on the second floor, they were nowhere to be found.

      “Damn it!” she cursed low underneath her breath, crossing her arms across her chest.

      She was debating what to do next, whether to try her luck by spotting another shifter, spirit, or demon in hiding or continuing her chase. However, the more she thought about it, the more she came up empty. 

      She didn’t have time to chase after others to find the correct portal to where Ju-long was hiding, but she also didn’t know where to go without direction. Sarah didn’t want to waste precious time sleuthing.

      Thanks to her pitiful brother, no doubt, her connections went dark before she arrived. She was walking into a trap, but the dragon mobster would not make it easy for her to find him either way.

      “Sarah?” 

      The thief spun around as if caught red-handed, eyes wide and lips parted. 

      Her name was but a whisper on the stranger’s pillowy pink lips, so delicate and all at once elegant, like the rest of his features.

      She doubled back, shocked beyond belief, only to run into the arms of the very same man who teleported in the blink of an eye. All at once, Sarah realized who the stranger was, a ghost from her past. She spun around once more, ready to fight, but gasped instead.

      “We meet again, Bijoux.” 

      His voice was gravelly with lust, and Sarah could do little more than gulp as she stared up into his dazzling yellow eyes, his pupils’ black slits filled with a mixture of longing, fear, and regret.

      “Bo Chang?” Sarah whispered his name as if saying it too loudly would be like uttering a curse. 

      He grinned, stepping closer and closer still until her back slammed against the wall of the narrow hall.

      They stayed like that for some time. Sarah was pinned like a rabbit caught in the jaws of a ravenous fox. His hand reached up to capture the tip of her chin, and Sarah shuddered all over. 

      She thought she preferred men with softer hands and more refined tastes in the past, but when he slid those rough hands in between her thighs for the first time, hands so unlike his gentle lips, murmuring all sorts of naughty words she’d never heard before, her tastes changed in an instant. 

      The duality of Bo, with his porcelain prince-like features but the spirit of a gangster, was a turn-on. But Sarah desperately needed to be turned off at that moment.

      “Let go,” she demanded, though her back arched as his hand left her chin and traced the small of her exposed back.

      “So soon? After we just met?” He feigned shock, though his twisted grin said otherwise. 

      Was this the surprise Brother Lieu mentioned in passing? The three ghosts from my past?

      It had to be, she lamented, now trapped in the arms of her last regret.

      Suddenly, the hallway seemed to morph, and Bo Chang with it, as if the two realms were warring for control. Various shifters side-stepped around them, some staring and others laughing, only to pass into walls. 

      His very public display of possession was embarrassing enough, but the added pressure of his erect cock grinding into her stomach and the merging realities was too much. 

      Sarah slipped from his grasp and under his arm, knowing full well she only escaped because he let her.

      He was a god, after all, and she wasn’t using her powers. Still, she was intent on putting a great deal of distance between them as possible. Sarah needed to focus on her mission and not on how much she wanted to hop in bed with her second ex-lover. 

      However, she felt a familiar tugging around her ankle before she could get too far.

      Are you leaving so soon, Bijoux? Stay and play with me. The pearl can wait.

      Bo Chang’s voice reminded her of the sound of falling rain, heavy yet steady, soothing in an odd way. It thudded through her mind and caused her to stop in her tracks. 

      It was only then she noticed his black suit resembling Republic Era China, crisp and rigid. It was much like the man inside of it. He didn’t like taking no for an answer, just like Sarah, but unlike her, he was steeped in various ancient traditions that demanded he act a certain way.

      Much like the ancient tradition wrapped around her ankle demanded she stay.

      Sarah tsked at him as he tugged the Red String of Fate, binding their souls together, attached to her right ankle and his left. The thread was worn, so thin and dull it appeared almost brown in color. 

      According to legend, they were destined to meet, and it would never snap. A fated pair that would encounter each other in every lifetime. For humans, anyway. 

      To her knowledge, Bo Chang had ceased the endless cycle of reincarnation during the Tang Dynasty in China. So it was only her soul finding its way into new bodies, always running into him.

      It would be somewhat romantic if not for the fact her destiny was such a hot mess. Unfortunately, the two other reasons contributing to that fact appeared beside Bo Chang in plumes of bright blue, glowing fox flames.

      “Toshi. Kim Min-joon. I see everybody’s here to crash my party.” 

      Rolling her eyes, Sarah watched as a crimson red string materialized from her little finger and attached to the deity named Toshiyuki.

      “Why wouldn’t we come?” Toshi cocked his head to the side, curls covering his left eye.

      “Sarah. You really came?” There was a hint of anger in Min-joon’s baritone voice, so soothing it made Sarah’s shoulders relax, tension dissipating in an instant.

      His black suit had a bit of flourish, embroidery woven into it, which was typical of him. He always was a little extra; ever the gentlemen dressed to perfection. Sarah didn’t even watch the bright red string attach to her right pinky from Min-joon’s left little finger.

      Unlike Bo and Toshi, she and Min-joon had a relationship of sorts between them. They’d gone past primal fucking and passionate kissing, with the occasional wine in-between, to something approaching boyfriend and girlfriend. So she was used to their string, back from the days when she thought she had one fated mate and not three.

      “Of course she did, Min-joon! When has she ever listened to anyone with common sense? If there’s a heist worth attending, she will be there.” Toshi laughed, his pitched voice and even higher laughter grating on Sarah’s ears.

      He was wearing a black suit like Bo and Min-joon, which was unlike his typical appearance of rainbow vomit on stage or trendy street fashion during his days off as an idol, both of which sent her niece into a frenzy. 

      Oh, how she would come to hate Aunt Bijoux if Li-Lang knew she used to bang her favorite idol regularly. That they were fated mates and Sarah was his “first.”

      Toshi had told her on one occasion that this version of herself was the first time they’d met. She found it hard to believe, seeing as she’d encountered Bo so many times and Min-joon at least twice in her previous lives, according to what she could pry out of them. 

      But seeing as he was the youngest of the fox shifters and the newest god among them, it wasn’t beyond possible. What was impossible in the Realm of the Divine?

      Then something clicked in her mind. For once, her dirtbag brother probably didn’t try to sabotage her. No, she had three compelling cases in front of her as to why all her connections vanished once she reached Macau.

      “Look, I’m not sure why you’re helping a scumbag like Ju-long—” Bo cut her off.

      “Helping Ju-long? That pest means nothing to us. We’re here to stop you, not help him, and you know this.”

      Sarah knew on a fundamental level he wasn’t lying but pressed on ignoring the implications.

      “I don’t know why you care about my business with that menace to social order, and I know divine pearls doesn’t interest any of you enough to get involved. So why don’t you let me slip on by and ignore the fact we even met, hm? Why drag yourselves into unnecessary trouble.” 

      She smoothed out her cerulean blue dress and waited for a response. She figured it would be the eldest, Bo, as usual. But Sarah was stunned when Toshi spoke instead.

      “Do you really think greed would drive us to do anything? You’re mistaken, love. We came here because you’re here, to protect you. How could we leave you in a viper’s den? Sarah, come on. Think, for once, not about the glory or money but about you and us. We’re fated mates! Can fated mates let their fated die over a fool’s errand?”

      Sarah was taken aback.

      Die? 

      She could lose the pearl or get seriously injured, but the thought she would actually die never truly crossed her mind. The threat of death always hung in the air, but the Eternal Lunar Pearl only meant something to humans. 

      It was more of a decorative item to a god, according to the legends she had access to. Ju-long was a rotten bastard, but he was also a demigod deeply connected with the Human Realm. His reputation meant something to him; that much was true. 

      Bijoux getting over on him would harm it. But would he really kill her over a pearl and an ancestral god and start a war in the process? Maybe. But even though she wasn’t stronger than him, Sarah was smarter. Bijoux always had an ace up her sleeves.

      “You doubt his evil intent, and that will be your downfall. Yuèguāng is not just an ancestral god. Ju-long wants him for a reason.” 

      Now it was Min-joon’s turn to warn her, and his ominous tone was off-putting.

      Her fated mates had one thing in common—being insufferable worrywarts. Sarah knew for at least Bo and Min-joon that it was warranted. Who knew how long they waited in between her reincarnations? 

      Or, if they had witnessed her death repeatedly, unable to stop the inevitable for humans? They never made a point of telling her anything about her past lives other than she had them, and she didn’t ask.

      For the most part, Toshi was just as possessive, maybe because his brothers had warned him about the fragility of human life. 

      They all were possessive over what they thought was theirs for the taking when she thought about it. Sarah could understand an emotion like possession very well. She coveted much in her brief life. 

      But the way the trio’s expressions and emotions radiated genuine concern threw her off her game and worried her. Was there a kernel of truth in Brother Lieu’s warning? Could this be her last heist if things went south?

      “So be it. My life is my life. My destiny is ready to be created. I don’t run from a challenge, whether it comes from a god or a human. Now show me the way or get out of my way. Now!”

      Sarah raised her chin upward, trying to appear tough. But she averted her gaze.

      When she looked at them, really looked at them, she always felt so weak. She blamed her previous lives and chalked it up to a cruel “gift” from the gods. 

      Just like their love for each other, her visceral emotions were nothing more than an illusion. 

      Once a fate line formed, it always seemed like the person on the other end was the end all be all to existence. But what future did a human thief have with three immortal princes?

      None.

      “Very well. Follow us. It’s not far,” Bo Chang said as Min-joon’s and Toshi’s eyes transformed too into the eerie yellow glow and slanted pupils of a fox. 

      They turned on their heels in unison, in order of their rank, and Sarah trailed behind with butterflies fluttering in her gut.

      Is my destiny really in my hands right now, or, like fate, am I just walking a predetermined path?
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      Bijoux’s going to get herself killed this time, being so damn bullheaded, Min-joon thought with a hint of despair, glancing between the remnants of blue magic Sarah left behind and his co-fated mate’s retreating backsides, foxtails swishing back and forth. 

      They’d led her down the hall to a large glass mirror, and helped her pass into Ju-long’s territory, a mirror world like Macau’s gambling mecca but unlike it at the same time. And now they were heading in the opposite direction as if they hadn’t transported their mate to her impending death mere minutes ago.

      “Are we going to let her die, then? She’s reckless but has never been a fool up until now. We can’t let her do this, not alone at least,” Min-joon pleaded his case as he caught up with his Elder and Junior mates.

      The fox god trio collectively phased through another section of the hallway, stepping out into a lavish banquet hall. It was like the restaurant section of the Grand Lisboa, only filled with paranormal and immortal beings instead of humans.

      “Why not? Her life and choices are none of our concern, apparently.”

      Bitter as ever, Bo Chang snatched a cup of soju from a minor spirit’s hand, who cowered before him, taking back the empty cup as if it had been handed a magnificent gift. 

      Copious amounts of his magic leaked from Bo Chang’s body, barely repressed fury warping his features closer to that of his original form of a twin-tailed fox. Though they only showed one tail when in the company of others. They drew too much attention to themselves otherwise.

      Min-joon looked down and over to Toshiyuki, who shrugged his shoulders and let out a prolonged sigh. 

      Min-joon joined him, sighing so deep he could feel his sorrows weighing down on his soul. Sarah was a handful and had always been through every iteration of her life. But this was the first time she’d been so resistant to even an iota of love. 

      So strong-willed, so independent, and underneath it all, so terrified of commitment.

      Why persist with your futile struggle? You are strong and so very brave to go against fate. So I will help you laugh in the face of the gods. 

      Her voice had been music to his weary ears, withering away at the base of a mountain forest in late Joseon-era Korea. 

      Why persist? Why fight to survive in the cruel mortal world where his death would go unnoticed, flesh eaten away by vultures, soul recycled, and bones crushed under the weight of decay? 

      Because he wanted to live. Because he was on the cusp of immortality. Because his attackers needed to pay. Human prejudice had been his undoing, and he refused to die before righting their wrong.

      Min-joon was spotted at dawn by villagers, chased, and nearly beaten to death, accused of devouring the liver of a human he’d never met. But despite it all, the fox spirit clung to life, his second tail shuddering, on the verge of disintegration, and with it, his cultivated magic. 

      A traveling shaman had come to Min-joon then, prayed over him, and gave him time to heal. In time he cultivated enough magic to maintain his transformation. They lived a happy life until her health faded away, and he was forced to bury his beloved.

      That had been the first time of three lifetimes spent with an iteration of the woman he now knew as Sarah Lee Ho, or Bijoux the Jewel Thief. First, he knew her as Soo-yoon, the Shaman from Korea who he lived happily with until old age; then, they had met briefly when she was in the arms of another immortal, Bo Chang.

      They had courted Sugar the Singer from the Philippines equally, back then rivals for her love, until her life was cut tragically short by an illness that no magic could cure, as Death stole her away on his time.

      And now they loved Sarah alongside Toshiyuki, together, mated to one. 

      Can one soul be bound to so many over so many years?

      It was a question that plagued him since meeting Bo, and even more so when he caught Sarah in the arms of Toshi after their breakup. 

      Each of them had attempted to recapture her heart, but alone they failed. Together, maybe they stood a chance.

      Sarah had stolen his heart three times over as many lifetimes, and Min-joon was committed to having the third time be the last.

      Maybe falling in love and watching her die, only for her to reincarnate and die once more, has hardened Bo’s heart?

      It wasn’t impossible to believe. This was only Min-joon’s third time meeting his fated mate. And yet, a part of his heart had dulled to the inevitable pain. At least, that’s what he told himself to numb himself to the possibility of her death.

      Min-joon glanced at Toshiyuki again, who looked impatient. If he remembered correctly, Sarah was the only version of Sarah he had ever known, their mate whose soul never seemed to find peace upon death. Wandering as they wandered, longing for each other, but never to cross paths for long. It was time to put a stop to that. But if she didn’t live, they would be forced to repeat that tragic cycle all over again.

      They walked on water until they arrived at a floating banquet, occupying space on the empty lilies and lily pads. Min-joon remained standing, not wanting to get too relaxed, his mind buzzing, body demanding he run after his beloved.

      “Maybe one of us should kidnap her? That should give her time to sit and think and hopefully learn that she’s not an immortal goddess... Yet,” Bo Chang offered, finally calming down enough to provide a helpful strategy, reclining on a petal of a blue lily.

      “I agree! The best route is seduction,” Toshiyuki countered, lounging on another petal of a floating white lily, legs resting on a giant lily pad, “She’s weak to desire. Let’s kidnap her. In a matter of days, she’ll be begging us for her hand in marriage!”

      They shared a laugh, but Min-joon didn’t join in. Now wasn’t the time for flights of fancy. Bijoux was attempting to steal an item so valuable she wouldn’t make it out of the heist alive.

      The humans who were after it probably thought they knew what it could do, but that was only a piece of a much bigger picture. Bo Chang’s expression changed as though he sensed Min-joon’s inner turmoil. His expression was severe, lips turning down in a frown.

      Ignoring the youngest of the fox trio completely as he rattled off more ways they could cow their fated mate, Bo Chang turned to Min-joon. 

      His pupils narrowed into slits, murmuring, “Look, I get it. She’s in over her head. And we can’t risk her dying on us when we can do something to prevent it this time around. I’m just shooting the shit with this youngin’ because I’m pissed she won’t listen to us.”

      He straightened up on his petal and continued speaking in a low, restrained tone.

      “I can get us through the door, Min-joon, but that doesn’t mean we won’t get stabbed in the back or be too late. If Sarah is crazy enough to try and pull off this heist, then...”

      Min-joon clasped his shoulder, squeezing down roughly. It was bad luck to voice their worst fears. They would save Sarah no matter what trouble she got herself in.

      “Ugh! Why is no one listening to me!” Toshiyuki whined, stretching obnoxiously loud as his bones cracked and morphed.

      In seconds he had shrunk into a fox with one tail that burned bright white.

      “At least walk upright, no matter how pissed off you are! We’re not animals anymore. Were gods,” Bo barked, squaring his shoulders as his modern suit melted away into a Zhongshan suit reminiscent of Republic Era China.

      He tipped his fedora and slid his hand across his face to crop his long hair right above his ears. He was laying on the gangster persona a little thick; all he needed was a cigar and tommy gun to complete the effect. 

      But it would make things easier for them once they crossed into Ju-Long’s border realm. They were going up against a monster and a mobster, after all. Plus, if one looked the part of an all-powerful immortal, minor gods and spirits tended to treat them as such until they achieved immortality, which was a bonus.

      “So, shall we go support our mate?” Bo asked.

      “Support or save?” Toshi countered.

      “I don’t know about you, but as much as she may be overestimating herself, it’s usually a safe bet to bet on Bijoux,” Bo said.

      Min-joon couldn’t argue with that.

      Toshi transformed back and repeated his plan of simply kidnapping her and skipping the whole courting her hand in marriage. Bo Chang swatted him on the back of his head, insisting it wouldn’t work and the time for talking shit was over with. They glided across the lilypads and floating banquet tables together back to more stable ground.

      Bo Chang was right. Now, they needed to act. But as they argued, Min-joon noticed something unusual in the corner of the hall. A stooped older man was cackling under the glowing light of the parallel crescent moon. 

      It took him a moment to realize who the tiny god was, but Min-joon’s foxy eyes almost popped out of his head when he did. 

      He was Yuè Lǎo, God of Fate, and to his absolute horror, Sarah’s red thread was being severed!

      They should only stretch and tangle, never break. But as Min-joon looked down at his hand, he saw the threads untangling one by one, their fate line holding on by a single thread.

      He turned to his co-fated, who were equally stunned as they watched what should be their unbreakable bond unraveling before their eyes.

      “That’s impossible, ri-right?” Toshi stammered, his whole body wavering.

      Bo, in turn, trembled all over, attempting to hold back his Holy Fox Flame lest he burn the paranormal casino to the ground.

      “Nothing is ever impossible here. Never underestimate the whims of the immortal.”

      Wise words. Min-joon nodded, racing ahead of them. There was no time to waste anymore.

      Bijoux’s in trouble! We have to save Sarah. Now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Sarah

          

        

      

    

    
      For some odd reason she couldn’t put into words, Sarah was disappointed when the trio of fox gods didn’t come after her immediately. It was beyond selfish, she knew, but she couldn’t help but wonder why they weren’t by her side, ready to help, as they always were during the times Sarah crossed paths with them on a mission.

      She’d broken their hearts, but it wasn’t like they were total strangers, and the rewards outweighed their petty differences. Even a gift of fox flame would have been enough. But to be so coldly dropped off and then rebuffed left a nasty taste in her mouth.

      No matter. Sarah was used to going it alone, and it was only her fickle heart trying to tell her otherwise. Maybe they weighed the battle ahead with the worth of the Eternal Lunar Pearl and decided against it. It wasn’t worth much anyway in the Realm of the Divine. But in the Mortal Realm, it granted its owner unimaginable power and temporary immortality.

      At least, that’s what she had heard. She still wasn’t sure why Ju-long would trade something of such worth for an ancestral god to mere humans, but Sarah was hoping she wouldn’t find out. The deal couldn’t go through. She’d get her hands on the pearl first.

      “Now, what’s all of this?”

      She chuckled, staring at the single door stopping her, blocking her from her goal.

      The solid gold was beyond tacky, and the black imperial dragon with five claws was almost comical. Ju-long fashioned himself the Emperor of the Underworld, but he was little more than a coward who hid just on the cusp of each realm, afraid that if the pearl were to slip from his control, he’d be reduced to the weak half-breed bully, he’d always been.

      “Enter,” a sinister voice called out to her as the doors slid open.

      Sarah shrugged her shoulders and stepped inside boldly. Ju-long knew she was coming for the pearl; he’d been tipped off long ago. So what was the point of pretending she was walking into anything but a trap? Trying to sneak inside his mock-throne room would waste valuable energy.

      If one could call it that. Once Sarah stepped inside, it looked nothing like she imagined, a strange cross between a hot spring and a penthouse office.

      Gods loved their hot springs.

      To her left various merwomen lay around, and as her eyes traced the sandy walkway until it turned into tile, Sarah’s gaze landed on more gorgeous women. All were paranormals, maybe even minor gods, some with animal ears and others clearly element spirits in the shape of a woman. 

      The walls were lined in crystal clear glass overlooking a strange world filled with giant floating koi fish and twisting towers made of ancient trees, leaves of all colors under the twin suns. It was the mirror version of the Las Vegas of Asia, equally gorgeous in an odd sense and rife with opportunities to get rich.

      To her right, Sarah gasped in shock and awe as her eyes landed on the pearl. Its mystic aura made her shudder, radiating pure power that flowed through her veins and made her groan with pleasure.

      Underneath it, a glorious blue lily bloomed, radiant as it was otherworldly. It lay on an eggshell-colored pedestal carved into the shapes of seashells.

      At the center of it all sat an enchanting beauty,—at least in his delusional mind—the predator known as Ju-long.

      “Bijoux,” he hissed, voice harsh to her ears and cruel.

      It made her frown.

      “In the flesh, as I have always been,” she replied, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

      Her torn neckline sloped downward from where she’d escaped from Bo Chang’s claws. She would have fixed it with a quick spell, but she would need all of her remaining power to pull off her carefully laid plans.

      “I see. I suppose you’re here to join my harem instead of pulling off your pointless attempt at a heist. I wouldn’t mind adding a mere human, especially one as beautiful as you.”

      He grinned, jagged teeth razor-sharp like a shark.

      Ju-long’s chin rested on his white knuckles, elbows on top of his mahogany desk. Then, before she could respond, he abruptly stood up, attended by a water and a fire spirit.

      They adjusted his cufflinks, straightened his tie, and helped him into his jacket. If one didn’t know anything about him, he’d look the part of a wealthy CEO rather than a kingpin.

      Their deference made Sarah sick, but she knew more than anyone they’d been forced into their role. So she could feel only pity for them soon after.

      When was the last time they had met? Hong Kong? Vietnam? Or was it South Korea? Honestly, she’d blocked it all out and couldn’t pin it down. But in the time between then and now, Ju-long had changed for the worse.

      His black hair was longer, just below his waist, now streaked in silver, fanning out around his face as if lifted slightly by an invisible wind. His face was still handsome, and his yellow eyes and slit pupils reminded Sarah of her men.

      But nothing but smug contempt radiated from their depths instead of love.

      The most visible change, however, was how his tattoo had changed. What used to be a giant, winding dragon up the right side of his body, and on his back had morphed into something... strange. She could only see the parts exposed on his neck, hand, and face, but the ink was now row after row of shiny green scales.

      Sarah’s eyes darted back to the pearl, knowing instinctively that the pearl was transforming him. But how long could he hang onto such an unnatural state and immense power? If her hunch proved correct, Sarah knew it was his weakness.

      “You know, I must say I did prefer you as a man. Now your legend doesn’t suit you. You, of all people, should know French is a gendered language, Bijoux.”

      He was attempting to joke around, as sexist as it was, but she wasn’t laughing along.

      She could still feel his forked tongue tracing the nape of her neck, arms twisted behind her back, and a knife pressed to her breast. Just the memory of the attempted assault made her want to retch. Why did men in her line of business always turn into degenerates once she met them face to face?

      “What can I say, Ju-long? A girl needs to have ambition if she’s to get what she wants out of life. So does it really matter if my legend is more suited for a man,” she began, taking a step forward as he tensed.

      In an instant, two giant ogres appeared beside her, little more than puppets for their master. They seized her by each of her arms and pulled her backward. His “harem” scattered, fleeing the room to wherever their more permanent prison was located.

      “So now you have ogre henchmen? You’ve leveled up over the years, haven’t you,” she teased, trying to keep the mood light as she centered her energy, the mantra hidden between her breasts over her fox-shaped birthmark glowing faintly, too weak to be detected.

      He scoffed, combing his fingers through his hair.

      “I have, all thanks to that over there. But the Eternal Lunar Pearl isn’t for sale, nor will I allow it to be stolen. But I’ve been thinking. What if we became... partners again? Your little boy toys don’t remember, but I do. You were so young but so hungry for power at the fringes of the clan that never wanted you. I want that for us again. We can rule the mortal world with it and unlock its true potential in the world of the divine with Yuèguāng’s assistance.”

      Sarah had almost tuned out entirely from his stock “evil villain monologue,” focusing on remembering the ancient mantra needed to boost her spell when the world seemed to come to a standstill. Boy toys? True power? And what was that about the Lunar Rabbit Clan’s ancestral god lending his “assistance?”

      “What the fuck!” she screamed as Ju-long clapped his hands, and two bodies came flying from The Void into reality.

      Their necks were split from ear to ear, his trademark killing move, but the symbols on their chest made all the blood drain from Bijoux’s face.

      They were the emissaries sent from her rival clan; there was no mistaking the white rabbit birthmarks! Did she walk into a trap within a trap? Had she been purposely fed misleading information? How much more did Ju-long know, or had her brother set her up to die?

      “You know, Bijoux...” he said, discarding the bodies as he pulled out a cage from another swirling pool of magic, a tiny white rabbit inside it covered in dried blood, “... you’re famous for thinking up and executing the perfect plan. But this time, I have been ahead of your little games, many steps ahead, might I add.”

      He walked towards her, the rabbit’s ruby-red eyes flicking around wildly.

      “How easy it was to play on the rivalry between your clans and your greed. To feed lies to your allies in exchange for future prestige. And now you have a choice. Watch me test the pearl on your immortal boyfriends, and stand by my side in the process. Or be obliterated with the scum as I become the true Emperor of both realms!”

      There was no way she would watch Bo, Min-joon, or Toshi get injured for his petty entertainment, and Sarah certainly didn’t come there to be his concubine. Death was preferable.

      She’d rather die than watch her lovers get caught up in Ju-long’s megalomania. It’s why they never worked out as partners; he dreamed too big to overcompensate for his wretched childhood, while Sarah made do with the circumstances of her youth and moved on from it, focusing on becoming richer.

      “You’re fucking insane! As if I’d help you. I don’t know what I don’t know about the pearl, but I know your body is warring with itself right now. So why would I resign myself to a fate worse than death by your side?”

      That seemed to hit him where it hurt.

      “You’re still a mouthy piece of work, even if you look like a bitch now! No matter. You, of all people, should know I don’t take no for an answer.”

      Ju-long cackled, something akin to lightning crackling across his skin, face morphing as the scales shimmered and rattled against his remaining human flesh.

      He was angry, enraged even. That was good. Sarah hung her head as she was dragged towards her mortal enemy by his accomplices, playing the part of a defeated and depressed victim. But underneath her bangs, hairpin falling out of her hair, the master thief was smirking, for Ju-long believed himself to be victorious, ensnaring her in his trap before she could get her hands on the Eternal Lunar Pearl.

      He was wrong.

      Gotcha.

      “Yaah!” she wailed, shattering the glass windows.

      She released the mantra she’d been holding tight to her chest, and it flew onto Ju-long’s forehead. Time wavered and then paused, creating a temporal pocket that would allow Sarah a few minutes to move. In the regular flow of time, only a few seconds would pass. However, she needed to be quick. It was rumored that the ancient spell fed on the soul, so she couldn’t keep it up for long.

      The mantra enhanced the time-freezing spell. Sarah planned to drag the pearl first to a trap in the Divine Realm and then back home. But none of what she’d been told held any weight anymore, and she couldn’t trust what the Eternal Lunar Pearl could or couldn’t do.

      Instead of immobilizing Ju-long temporarily to make a move on the pearl, she flew forward and knocked the cage from his arms. The rabbit god hopped out, staring at her with his now blood-red eyes.

      I can’t rely on what intel I received regarding the pearl. For all I know, Ju-long’s immortal now and unkillable for a mere human like me. But I can save a desperate god in need. Gods always return a favor.

      At least, she hoped Yuèguāng could and would help her as Ju-long, and his men turned their fury on her. Her time was up.

      Sarah flipped backward and spun around, releasing a torrent of magical energy. All she had left was a protective spell. It took the shape of a foxtail just as a barrage of magic bullets flew her way, emanating from the palms of the dragon shifter’s hands, his henchmen smashing their fists into her shield.

      The majority ricocheted away, but some caught her arms and legs, and one shattered against her stomach, and Sarah collapsed against the force of the blow. 

      She was trapped, about to die, and no one was coming to save her. Even the rabbit god seemed to ignore her desperate circumstances and silent plea for help, hopping towards the pearl. To her horror, its jaw dislocated and grew, inhaling the pearl and flower with it before leaping into the air.

      “Damn it!” Ju-long growled, stopping his attack long enough for Bijoux to roll toward the door.

      But the ogres caught up with her before she could even attempt to free herself. She knew it was wishful thinking, what a damsel in distress longed for in her time of need.

      But I turned my men away, and now I’ll die alone under this wretched half-breed.

      “No!” she wailed, watching helplessly as Ju-long seized the rabbit by its white ears and plunged a knife into its gut like he was trying to cut the pearl out of its stomach.

      It squealed and knocked the demigod away with its divine force. Ju-long flew out of the busted windows, shards of glass cutting into his reptilian flesh.

      Sarah almost let out a shout of joy but balked when she realized he was alive.

      “After that rodent! Kill Bijoux now!” he roared, saved by a legion of crow shifters who held him up like a king.

      Ju-long brushed the glass from his body and turned his attention back on Bijoux after being placed inside the penthouse. By his side was what she assumed was their semi-transformed leader.

      The large crow shifter nodded, flinging himself after Yuèguāng, who had created a portal on the verge of death. The crows flew after their leader in a swarm, some of their heads snapping off as it suddenly closed.

      Ju-long walked towards her menacingly, his body fully distorted, white horns sprouting from his head, taking the shape of an upright dragon.

      So this is how it ends? she thought, her heart squeezing so tight she thought it would explode.

      She had known Ju-long since she was a child and thought she still knew him as an adult when Sarah revealed her secret identity to him. But Sarah didn’t know this Ju-long drunk on power so much so, he straddled madness.

      He was no longer a demi-divine, the bastard son of a dragon god and a human woman. Instead, he was simply a monster with monstrous intentions.

      Sarah made one last desperate to live, pulling out a spare mantra. If she attempted another spell, Sarah knew her soul might be unable to handle it. But it was the only way out; even if her out wouldn’t mean she stayed alive.

      “Goddess, hear my prayer! Deliver to me the power of flame and fury! Burn the wretched away in your holy flame!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, birthmark searing her chest as nine-tails appeared around the fox’s head.

      “Nooo!” Ju-long howled as the penthouse was engulfed in blue fox flames, burning bright and then white-hot, consuming all in its wake.

      Sarah clutched her chest, unable to hold onto her protective shield for much longer. It felt like her heart would burn into dust. 

      Without any options left, Bijoux opted for death and flung herself from the open window at full speed, praying she’d be saved at the last minute by her gods.
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            Lillian

          

        

      

    

    
      Humming to the tune of Lumière’s latest hit single, “Angel!Baby,” Lillian scrolled through her phone, bored out of her mind. She had taken her new nickname from the song, which usually boosted her bad mood but didn’t this time around.

      She’d used up all her tickets on her favorite text chat, serial story, and romance apps, and her father had long since cut her off from his credit cards. And she wouldn’t see a cent of Aunt Bijoux’s fortune if she didn’t stay put. Which meant she wouldn’t be able to purchase any of her favorite pastimes anytime soon.

      Lillian had also caught up with the latest news from Toshi’s fan café and had re-watched all of his latest variety shows, web dramas, and his first leading role in a romantic movie to pass the time. Her brain felt like it was disintegrating from all the ooey-gooey love stories. Though she hoped one day she’d fall in love in the ways she read about all the time—swept off her feet by Prince Charming.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do all weekend?” Lillian cried out to no one in particular.

      As much as she enjoyed her aunt’s cooking—she should have been a chef rather than a jewel thief—Lillian couldn’t just sit around and eat all weekend.

      She knew the seriousness of her situation and how her father always dragged his daughter’s life into the crosshairs of the family business. But what Lillian didn’t understand was why she was being forced to hide when it should be her father instead.

      Was someone really trying to kill her, not him?

      Lillian doubted it.

      Though, she’d heard the rumors and caught the look of smug satisfaction in some of her father’s bodyguard’s eyes. They didn’t like him, which meant they hated her for some strange reason like she asked to be his daughter, to be born a mobster’s pride and joy. 

      That’s why her aunt had selected some new ones from her personal guard to watch over Lillian instead.

      Well, Lillian thought as she rolled onto her stomach, staring at Toshi’s pristine smile on her aunt’s massive flatscreen, pride and joy might be going too far. Father tolerates me. His mistresses hate me. Who knows how my mother felt before she abandoned me.

      If not for being ridiculously wealthy, Lillian imagined she’d be like the downtrodden heroines of her favorite J-dramas and otome games, minus the boyfriend straight out of a fairytale.

      But no, she was a “spoiled mafia princess,” the lonely villainess of those stories. Which meant, just like her Aunt Bijoux, she had to find her own path. She couldn’t rely on anyone, especially a man, to come through and flash his money and good looks to improve her life somehow.

      I won’t leave Chinatown.

      That was the promise she made her Aunt. And Lillian was going to keep her word. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t bend her aunt’s rules just a little.

      Chinatown didn’t comprise her luxury condo alone. Would grabbing a bite to eat be breaking her promise to Bijoux? Especially with a slew of bodyguards in tow?

      I don’t think so!

      With a grin, Lillian bolted upward and hopped over to the window. All of Chinatown was basically her playground and the underworld, her backyard. Who would dare try to kill her on the Solar Rabbit Clan’s turf under Bijoux’s protection?

      A part of Lillian’s mind, the rational part, warned her that she was stretching the truth and that everything wasn’t as it seemed. Why else would the adults be so worried when they usually shrugged off threats to their lives?

      Something big was brewing behind the scenes. Lillian just wasn’t privy to what it was.

      But the childish part of her mind won out in the end. After all, she was basically her father with only a little more good sense. Moreover, she was used to getting her way and had never witnessed the dark underbelly of the Solar Rabbit Clan’s dealing up close nor faced any real consequences for her disobedience in the past.

      Lillian naively thought she’d be safe if she stayed in her clan’s territory.
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        * * *

      

      Standing just outside the fortified gate that protected her aunt’s complex, Lillian waited anxiously for her friend to arrive. Two silent guards, who wore stereotypical suits and headsets, already flanked her, like they just stepped out of a cheesy action flick.

      Lillian went up on her toes, dark hair swaying in the wind, cupping her eyes against the blazing sun on the verge of setting. That’s when she spotted him, waving him over frantically.

      “Jong-hyun?” she whined, “Where were you?”

      He rolled his eyes at her, brushing back his shoulder-length silky black hair. He was still wearing his Catholic school uniform, his church boy aesthetic totally at odds with his personality and upbringing. 

      He was an up-and-coming gangster in the Korean branch of the Solar Rabbit Clan, Taeyang Tokki Iljog if she remembered the Korean correctly. Jong-hyun also happened to be the only boy around her age that could get close to her, seeing as he’d serve as a part of her personal guard one day.

      Stopping a few inches away from her with an umbrella in his hand, he sighed. “You should be inside.”

      It was her turn to roll her eyes, waiting for him to open the umbrella. He did so without hesitation, tilting it, so the umbrella completely covered Lillian and barely covered his shoulder.

      She didn’t know it was supposed to rain, but she also hadn’t bothered to check. Always perceptive, Lillian doubted Jong-hyun ever left his house without checking the weather. Sometimes he was just too perfect like he wasn’t even human.

      “I’m not leaving Chinatown. We’re not. And you see these two? There’s more on the roofs and every nook and cranny. We’ll be fine. So let’s go!”

      She slapped him on the shoulder and skipped along, snickering at his dramatic sigh as he caught up to her.

      His legs were longer than hers, and he was now much taller than her too. He was only two years older, but Jong-hyun seemed older, wiser, and more estranged every day.

      It worried Lillian since, between her fan calls with Toshiyuki and the occasional outing with other “princesses” to socialize, Jong-hyun was the only person she could call a friend. The more he seemed unlike himself, the more worried she became.

      But Lillian didn’t voice any of her concerns, instead opting to point out new shops and old ones as they passed underneath the famous Dragon Gates of Chinatown. They cut through crowds of residents and tourists and wandered the narrow alleys and sloping streets.

      They would look out-of-place anywhere else, but the Ho’s were considered a famous, eccentric wealthy family to most and feared mob bosses to those in the know. So Lillian and her posse had no problems parting crowds like butter and clearing out shops as she pleased.

      Sometimes they’d stop at a small storefront, and Lillian debated eating here or there but never stopped to enter a place for long. The second they actually stopped to eat would mean they were closer to going home.

      I want to spend more time with him outside Aunt Bijoux’s home.

      It was that thought that kept Lillian window shopping. However, when she turned down the sixth restaurant to grab a bite to eat, Jong-hyun had enough and made it known. He tugged on her cheek after boxing her in beneath an umbrella shielding a pottery shop’s window.

      “That’s enough, Li-Lang! Enough playing around. We need to go back. It’s not safe…” his voice trailed off, staring down at her with his ethereal honey-brown eyes, bangs, and clothing slick with water, clinging to his face and chest.

      She always found his eyes strange but chalked it up to him being mixed race.

      Lillian gulped, shoving him away. Even as he stumbled back, allowing her to do as she pleased, Jong-hyun kept her shielded from the rain. 

      “Don’t call me Li-Lang. And fine! Whatever. I don’t know why you have to be so paranoid. You should know better than most that nothing will happen to us!” 

      The way his thick black eyebrows furrowed and mouth twisted made Lillian second-guess herself. If even Jong-hyun was that worried about an impending attack, maybe she really was being oblivious.

      She lowered her head, feeling like a brat. Lillian dragged how many bodyguards and her best friend around just because she was bored for what? When their lives could be in danger at that?

      Maybe it was the amount of dramas she’d been watching as of late starring her all-star idol, but Lillian was feeling bad about herself more and more. She wouldn’t have thought about it before, but now she was worried all of them would catch a cold and potentially a bullet because she was stubborn.

      Lillian acted like the female villain, not the heroine of her favorite shows.

      “...Alright, already! Stop glaring at me like that. Let’s go home. But can you at least pick me something up to eat before we go? Pretty please?” she begged, stepping forward, clutching the ends of his shirt, and nearly pulling it out of his black slacks.

      Lillian didn’t notice how his eyes darkened or how he tilted his face to hide his blushing. Instead, she grinned as he nodded. Jong-hyun murmured some harsh words to her bodyguards and took off to grab her favorite meal.

      Lillian waited and waited and waited some more until she got worried. The sun had long since set, but it shouldn’t have taken so long for an order of some inauthentic kung pao chicken.

      “Hey?” she ordered the guard closest to her, his face hidden behind a magical bright red and gold tiger mask. “Go check on Jong-hyun.”

      He turned her way but didn’t try to move. She looked at the other guard with a matching mask, who also remained silent.

      Confused and a little afraid, Lillian backed up and away, then she took off running toward Uncle Bao’s restaurant. Her bodyguards remained rooted in place, staring at her, motionless, devoid of emotion if their glazed eyes were any indication.

      Now terrified, Lillian ran harder than ever run in her life under the pouring rain, ruining her aunt’s expensive fur coat and designer clothing. When she finally got to the restaurant, however, she was shocked to find a dozen bodyguards waiting for her, all wearing the same mask with robotic eyes.

      A rabbit facing this many highly trained tigers was a goner, especially a daughter of the Solar Rabbit Clan like her, who never took magic combat training seriously enough.

      Lillian stopped hard, water splashing against her ankles. Panicking, she brushed back her wet hair from her eyes and face. The sea of men parted, and she was surprised to find a tiny white rabbit balled up on the ground, its blood mixing with the water, what looked like a stab wound in its belly.

      “What the he—” she didn’t have time to finish her sentence as Jong-hyun burst from the restaurant through the glass, his body slamming against trash cans as he slid from the opposite wall.

      Lillian watched in horror as a shadow decapitated the bodyguards one by one, their blood raining down like some macabre fountain. 

      When the shadow paused, landing on the ground, Sarah recognized it as a crow shifter. The man had the typical wings of one and bent feet. However, his spiky black hair, muscular torso with a thin, tattered cloth tied around his waist, blood-red eyes, and grim expression made him appear to be a God of Death, rather than a shifter spirit. 

      He opened his beak and screamed, a sonic boom causing the raindrops to pause mid-air.

      Lillian watched the shifter hurdle her way, unable to move, when suddenly Jong-hyun appeared beside her, lifted her into his arms, and they both went flying against the wall. She clutched his neck and wrapped her legs around his waist, terrified. It was only then that Lillian felt trembling between them.

      She thought it was her heart at first, then his, until she opened her eyes long enough to see the rabbit previously lying on the ground was not cradled by their heaving chests.

      “That’s not an ordinary crow!” she shouted the obvious, smashing the rabbit in between their chests even harder as she clutched her best friend again.

      “I know. It ain’t working for Dal Tokki Bujog, either,” he groaned between strained breaths, wheezing then gasping for air. “We have to run away!”

      Jong-hyun took off full speed without another word, cutting through damp, narrow corners, and smashing into various shopkeepers, scaling street food stalls and walls, only to have his hands and feet pecked to death so that they always tumbled back down to Earth.

      Lillian watched it all unfold as the crow shifter trailed them from the clouds, its enormous shadow like a low-flying plane. Various crows came after them, pecking anybody and anything they saw to death. It was an infestation, a call to war.

      “Ugh!” Jong-hyun screamed in pain as one crow spiraled towards his back so fast his beak acted as a knife.

      He tumbled forward with Lillian in tow. Just before they hit the ground, Jong-hyun thrust her away, spun around, and obliterated the crow with a written spell. It screeched in terror as the piece of paper caught fire and engulfed it whole.

      “Jong-hyun!” she cried out to him, still clutching the rabbit.

      That’s when, to her utter shock, a miracle happened.

      Lillian watched in amazement as the injured white rabbit transformed, body quadrupling in size in seconds but still in the form of a rabbit.

      She pushed it away as it got too big. But then, slowly but surely, human features emerged as it shed its damp white fur caked in blood.

      Its ears folded and vanished, and its skin glistened, turning pale pink and then sun-kissed brown. Thick black wavy hair flowed down the rabbit’s back to the balls of its feet, now tucked into its chest.

      Slowly, the god stood, much taller and older than Lillian expected. It was only then that Lillian realized the injured rabbit, the now-injured god, was butt naked!

      She held her hands over her mouth to keep from screaming. Before she knew it, she was tugging her aunt’s stolen fur jacket off and throwing it at the stranger’s lithe body covered in wounds from the birds.

      “Did you save me?” His accent was strange to Lillian’s ears, and untraceable, obsidian eyes so dark they resembled deep space.

      When she glanced at Jong-hyun for help, he looked equally lost, swatting away more crows and birds with successive spells.

      She frowned, “Y-yes. Well, he did. I just held you, is all. I’m glad you’re alive! Can you help us? Are you a god? God’s are supposed to help those who help them, right? My family is rich. They can give you anything you’ve ever—”

      “I am Yuèguāng. He will be my groom, and you will be my bride. That is your reward for saving my life.” The name sounded vaguely familiar, despite his overdramatic delivery short-circuiting the girl’s head.

      Lillian, Jong-hyun whispered into her mind via magic. We need to run! Master isn’t a minor spirit… He’d the Lunar Rabbit Clan’s god! That’s why these damn birds are attacking us. They don’t want you or me. They want him!

      Lillian gasped but was still too deep in a state of shock to act to respond properly. She didn’t even catch the insertion of “master” on Jong-hyun’s part. Jong-hyun rose to his feet and charged forward but was caught in a headlock before he could reach her side.

      Yuèguāng, as her friend had called the newcomer, lifted his paw into the air. And it was a paw shaped like a human’s hand but covered in fur with elongated black claws. As the largest of the crow deities swept low, he uttered an incantation. In seconds, it burst into cosmic flames and crashed through the roof of an apartment complex.

      Struggling to stand, all Lillian could do was stare at the devastation the battle had left in their wake, unable to process what was going on and what she should do to save Jong-hyun and herself. But she didn’t have long to be confused. The ancestral god was by her side in the blink of an eye.

      “I will make you both mine. Now come. I need time to heal.”

      Before she could even respond, Yuèguāng pulled her towards his chest, letting go just long enough to pull Jong-hyun in as well.

      Then, in an instant, they disappeared, leaving behind rippling puddles pounded by falling rain and the faint scent of sunflowers in their wake.
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      We’re too late!

      Toshiyuki’s fox paws pounded the ground as he raced towards Ju-long Towers. The imitation of a human skyscraper looked out of place in the magical realm it was located in, and all of it had gone up in holy flames.

      Below, various shifters and spirits, gods and demons, looked upon the inferno in awe. But all Toshi could think of was Bijoux and the way their string of fate was nearly severed by the time they arrived in the tower’s shadow.

      “Sarah!” Bo Chang, his eldest co-fated, screamed as a section of the tower melted away completely, leaving nothingness in its wake.

      Nothing could withstand the power of the Nine-Tailed Goddess, not even an immortal. They would be forced into reincarnation as lesser beings, while mortals would be no more.

      It didn’t have to be like this. Sarah had been so foolish. They had tried to rescue her from her fate, sent into a panic by their dissolving strings, but it was no use.

      Some spell had captured them as they reached Ju-long’s golden door, and when they came to, it was chaos. Each time they tried to open it, the fox gods were rebuffed as if the God of Fate demanded them to give in and watch their mate die.

      Toshi had heard about it before, in bits and pieces, when his Elders were drunk. He knew that time would come if Sarah kept rejecting them, that she would die. He’d foolishly believed she would accept them soon enough, unable to deny all three. He couldn’t have imagined her soul obliterated, never to be reborn.

      “Damn it!” Min-joon groaned, half-transformed, his twin tails, black claws, and pointed ears present. “We can’t stop this. This is the goddess’ will.”

      “Bullshit!” Bo Chang sneered, his expression feral, bones cracking as he, too, transformed into a fox larger than all three in his natural state, “We must do something!”

      Toshi was at a loss for words, standing on his hind legs as he and the others gathered and watched the blue flames turn bright white, the fire claiming all in its wake. The trio stood a safe distance away, across a crystal-clear river by a towering tree that spiraled to the heavens, the home of many paranormal beings.

      For all their incredible power and years of cultivation, what could they do in the face of such destruction? Of course, they were immortals, but even if they ran headfirst into the flames, they’d be little use to Sarah.

      She’s probably already dead.

      The morbid thought hit him like a meteorite, shattering his resolve. Toshi folded, curling into a ball, glad that he was in his natural state, for his co-fated couldn’t see his tears. Devastation couldn’t even begin to describe his tumultuous feelings.

      But then, like a bolt of lightning striking his soul, something stirred within him, causing Toshi to bolt to his feet. He gazed upward with the crowd as a tiny ball of light shot from the tower like a shooting star. He didn’t know why, but he knew in his heart of hearts that it was her.

      “Help me, please!” he pleaded, transforming back into his human shape. Bo Chang and Min-joon flew down from their perches on the tree and rushed towards him.

      “Do you think–” Bo Chang cut Min-joon off instantly.

      “It’s her, isn’t it? What should we do? How can we save her?” he pleaded as if Toshi had all the answers.

      Toshi looked between them, suddenly appearing much older than they usually did. He thought of how many lifetimes they’d watched her die, waiting for the moment she’d be reborn.

      But Sarah was the only version of Sarah he’d ever know. And if he were the only version of Toshi she loved in this world, it would be enough for him.

      He reached for them, pulling his Elders into a loose hug with his twin tails. They grabbed him back tightly, sobs dying in their throats, attempting to hold it together.

      “Goodbye. It’s been... Well, shit, it’s been an honor to meet my other lovesick partners.” He attempted to smile in his fox state, pushing away before they could question what he meant.

      Toshi twin tails were ablaze with holy flames. He bounded up the ancient tree trunk, claws digging into the bark as he reached a point where he stood above where the Ju-long Towers used to be. Then he leaped, on a literal wing and a prayer, surfing the mystic winds towards the blazing ball of light he knew contained Sarah’s weakened soul.

      When had they first met? Maybe a year or two before he rocketed to fame. First, her beauty had enraptured him, and then he was amazed by her brain.

      Sarah was always scheming but always generous too. She shared little of her heart, guarded and afraid of being hurt, but shared her wealth like it was endless. And it seemed that way at first. She always came through.

      Betting on Bijoux always seemed that way at first. But under her armor and legend, she was just a woman, just like he was just a man. Maybe not like a mortal man, but with a heart and will akin.

      What greater love could he show her than to sacrifice his most precious gift in exchange for her soul?

      “Sarah!” he wailed as his eternal body collided with the shooting star.

      He expected pain, flinching hard, but was shocked to find himself feeling nothing at all. No pain, no fear, not even anger at Ju-long, who had surely perished in the Holy Foxfire, who had started the awful chain of events leading to that moment.

      And then, rapidly, emotions filled him up until Toshi thought he would shatter. But they were not his own.

      Confusion, fear, anguish, sorrow, longing...

      These were his mate’s emotions, her hopes and terrors all fused into one free-flowing chain. He searched the blinding light for her soul, to grab onto it and infuse his power into her long enough for her to survive. But, instead of reaching Sarah, the fox flames began to lick at his flesh, searing him even though he was of the Goddess.

      Her power was just that intense.

      Toshiyuki didn’t have long before he’d be no more. He had to fight. He would fight for her.

      He would give his immorality if he must. For this Sarah was the only Sarah he had ever known and loved. What greater gift could one give the greatest thief of all realms?
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      Maybe fate has finally caught up with me, making a mockery of my end. Perhaps this is the end? Dying alone, fleeing for my life, completely empty-handed. All my struggle, all for nothing. Only my broken body to drag back home as a failure. As a disgrace. What was it all for in the end?

      Those negative thoughts were the only way Sarah could unpack her strange predicament. She should be dead, but she still existed. Maybe not in the land of the living, but a plane of existence nonetheless.

      A luminous full moon soaked her in its rays as she stumbled up and over a wooden bridge, translucent koi fish the size of small children swimming below. Lightning bugs, whose buds were lit up blue instead of their customary pale yellow, trailed after her as she stumbled toward a dark void.

      Her sides ached where Ju-long had rained down his bullets, and the ogres had beat her with their fists. All the injuries were starting to blossom into bruises all over her body. However, Sarah was not burned in the least. Her skin still resembled skin, and her body was intact. She was hurt but largely uninjured in any critical sense. It made no sense.

      The Holy Foxfire, or whatever the ancient spell she had drawn on was named, was meant to make Ju-long no more, erase his existence, and destroy his soul. Only then could she have the Eternal Lunar Peal to herself. But instead, she was forced to be destroyed by the flame.

      Sarah had just gone through all that abuse to miss out on the reason she’d come to Macau in the first place, the Eternal Lunar Pearl. On top of that, it felt like something had broken inside her. She couldn’t explain what it was.

      She felt violently ill in a way that disturbed her and shook her to the core of her being. It was like a piece of her was missing, falling away and falling apart, laying bare her vulnerability like a newborn baby without someone to nurture them in the cold. And she felt cold, freezingly so, clutching her arms as her teeth clattered.

      I have to... run. I have to get... help. I have to... find my way... back home…

      She kept stepping forward, stumbling and dragging herself back to her feet. Nothing seemed familiar, and it shouldn’t be. She was no longer home, trapped far away in another world altogether. But there had to be a way out. 

      Sarah couldn’t be trapped in the strange world forever. There was always a way out.

      It was unnatural for a mortal to live among immortals for long, and she sensed that if this world wasn’t divine or demonic, it wasn’t made for her kind. 

      She would be trapped there forever if she couldn’t figure out how to get out. Sarah just knew that to be true in her bone. She couldn’t let that happen. Sarah had so much to live for. She wanted so much more out of her life.

      Not like this… Please… Gods… Goddess... Not like this…

      Sarah begged, knowing her prayers would go unanswered. Though she didn’t know where she was, Sarah knew she wasn’t supposed to be there. Maybe Sarah was never meant to exist at all?

      Kneeling before a cherry blossom tree that emerged from the void, Sarah knelt and breathed in deep. She was hyperventilating. Or was she suffocating? She turned back and saw the bridge she had crossed over, but when she looked forward, there was nothing but darkness. Sarah turned back to the bridge in fear.

      It was soothing, devoid of the terror the world beyond the bridge seemed to instill in her, forcing her to look away.

      Sarah considered her options and sobbed, cupping her face, hair falling past her shoulders.

      Was this the end? It had to be. She wasn’t quite sure why the road to death looked ripped out of a historical Japanese movie, but it was the end all the same.

      And she would accept it willingly. What else could she do? How many times had Bo, Min-joon, and Toshi begged for her hand, and she’d refused? In her lifetime, three times. But how many lifetimes had been cut too short? How many times had she run away from the prospect of being with each of them?

      Maybe it would be better this way. She’d stop leading them on and lying to herself that she wanted to be with them and forget the troubles of the mortal world. Of her responsibilities to her clan and the pressure of living up to her legend.

      Yes, maybe it was easier to give in to death. Then, as if the gods could hear her resolve shatter, hands emerged from the inky darkness attached to beings that must have been spirits.

      And how frightening they were. Not because they resembled demons. They frightened her because each of them looked like Sarah, dragging their final iteration to an inky black oblivion.

      Sarah didn’t resist them, the collection of her previous iterations as they latched onto her and dragged her forward, glassy eyes devoid of emotions, smiles resembling carved masks.

      But as her body was almost subsumed, two hands gripped her around her waist and pulled her back. Her spirits stirred, smiles flipping to grotesque frowns. Then, they screeched, fingers elongating, nails sharpening as they attempted to drag her back.

      Sarah would have clutched her chest if she could, an enormous weight on her heart as she felt her soul being literally ripped in two.

      “Let go of her!” the man screamed, and she knew it was Toshiyuki.

      He had come for her! They had come for her, most likely, to save her from her foolish decisions. But could gods go against fate if this was the end of the road for her soul?

      I want to live. I have to live. I want to live!

      A sudden burst of willpower jolted Sarah out of her stupor. She pulled and twisted, fighting against the innumerable other Sarahs who howled and cackled, trying to drag her back into submission to The Void.

      But she couldn’t die. No, she wouldn’t die just yet.

      I want to live! I want to live! I want to live!

      It was her final mantra, a wish so pure it freed her from all fear.
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      “Lillian? Li-Lang! Wake up right now! We’re in deep shit, and we need to get out of here right now.”

      Lillian gasped, choking on her spit as someone continually slapped her cheeks, not hard enough to hurt but hard enough to wake her up.

      When her eyes finally adjusted to the strange blinding light above her, she was relieved to see Jong-hyun’s face. But that’s when her relief ended. He was dressed strangely, in a long white robe with embroidered sunflowers that didn’t seem to have any distinct ethnic origin, with his hair tied back. As he helped her sit up, she noticed she was wearing a scarlet red cheongsam embroidered with flowers, like some Shanghai movie star from the early twentieth century. It made little sense.

      Had the rabbit god Yuèguāng teleported them to the past?

      “I know what you’re thinking, Li-Lang,” Jong-hyun whispered, adjusting his tall, layered hat that looked vaguely Korean, though she only recognized it from dramas and not the name or significance, “But you’re wrong. We’re not in some feudal era or the turn of the century. We’re not dead, either. But we’re not in the Mortal Realm anymore, that’s for sure.”

      Lillian’s mouth flew open when she finally looked around to see what he was talking about. They lay in a vast field of sunflowers, some so tall they looked as if they’d pierce the bright blue sky, so clear above them it couldn’t be natural. And it wasn’t. 

      Like a glass mirror acting as a portal to another world, the sky rippled, and various creatures glided above. Rainbow-colored dragons, giant goldfish, and even some dreaded crows flew above them like they were looking into a pool. The parallel world was like a highway for various shifters and gods, and they were trapped at the bottom of a vast bubble. 

      “Where are we?” she murmured, clinging to Jong-hyun, who wrapped his arms around her much smaller shoulders.

      “I don’t know, but just stick close to me. I’m sure Yuèguāng will return any minute now. We’ll ask him.”

      It seemed easier said than done, but Lillian decided to trust in Jong-hyun and trust in the god.

      Jong-hyun always kept a much more level head than her during times of trouble and always protected her. And for all his terrifying power, the god had saved them from that evil giant crow and his gang.

      Plus, what could Lillian possibly do in their peculiar situation other than cry, seeing as she was never skilled with magic since her father didn’t bother to train her? What could she offer as tribute to a god who obviously didn’t care for human luxuries? Why else would he abandon the Lunar Rabbit Clan and take them to wherever they were?

      “Sssh,” Jong-hyun ordered, dragging her downward. His broad chest covered her tiny body.

      She held her hands over her mouth to stifle a scream as her most trusted personal guard dug inside his long sleeves, probably looking for his mantras. Their power resided in their blood, members of the warring Rabbit Clans. But it was enhanced through the use of physical objects, especially for the less experienced, like a guard-in-training.

      “Oh no, what do we have here?”

      Jong-hyun pushed off of Lillian and let out a terrifying howl; a massive burst of black energy blasted towards the voice’s direction.

      Lillian rolled onto her stomach, got to her feet, and got into a fighting stance. She was woefully undertrained, but she wasn’t going down without a fight. However, before she could even start misremembering a spell, she noticed her friend was nowhere to be found.

      “Jong-hyun? Jong-hyun! Jong…” Something told her to look up, and she did, shocked to find him levitating in the air.

      He kicked, fussed, and cussed, and that’s when she noticed nine claws had captured his body. Above him flew a very large and very old crow, some of his black feathers shiny silver, scars and new wounds littering his body. Yet, his eyes looked somewhat human and infinitely patient as he slowly lowered himself and Jong-hyun back to the ground. 

      As Jong-hyun rolled away, darting backward to defend Lillian, they noticed no malicious intent radiating from the new crow’s body. Instead, he seemed almost... jovial.

      The crow shifter waltzed forward on three legs, followed by what appeared to be a human man who materialized beside him. Only his purple eyes gave away that he was someone special.

      “I’m Asuka. And this here is my mentor, Old Crow,” the newcomer said, his voice much deeper than she expected, like an echo from a deep cave.

      He wore a simple striped, black Japanese yukata with a white paper fan in his hand, swooping back jet-black hair more elegant than his attire.

      What kind of name is Old Crow? And why does he have three legs? Is he a mutant? And what’s this about being his mentor? How does a crow god take on a human protege?

      Lillian whined. Jong-hyun pinched her. His face was warning her that her emotions were clear to see.

      She schooled her expression and attempted to smile and not stare. Unfortunately, though, she couldn’t help but stare once she took in all of Old Crow’s gaudy adornments. The number of precious stones encrusted in the bangles around his legs must have been worth a fortune, and Lillian wondered if the Old Crow was some sort of mobster or another ancestral god from a wealthy dynasty. Was Asuka his protege or a servant?

      “I...I am Jong-hyun, a guardian of the Solar Rabbit Clan,” Jong-hyun began, guiding Lillian behind his back.

      She peeked over at the odd duo from behind his massive sleeves, “We need help. An ancestral god of our rivals, Yuèguāng, has kidnapped us. We can offer you… Well…”

      Just like Lillian, Jong-hyun seemed sincerely stumped. He couldn’t beat the crow, who was infinitely stronger than what little show of force he’d displayed. Even Lillian could pick up on that. And he seemed wealthy enough with enough tributes to tide him over.

      If Old Crow didn’t even bother to take a human form, did he care about human luxury at all? And if Asuka was indeed his protege or a member of his human cult’s clan, he’d have no need for two teenage magicians to join him for protection or devotion.

      “Old Crow. I did not summon you here to scare my mates. I summoned you here to heal them and bear witness.” A booming voice appeared behind Lillian and Jong-hyun, both spinning around.

      These immortals will give me a heart attack if they keep appearing out of thin air like that!

      The teens backed away as none other than Yuèguāng appeared, a little over six feet in height, all muscle and might. His hair was parted, one section tied into a curly bun that rested on the nape of his neck and the rest spiraling down past his buttocks.

      It was longer than Lillian’s that stopped at the small of her back. His features seemed more mature, with a high nose, deep-set dark eyes, and lashes so long they made him appear almost feminine. But on closer inspection, he didn’t look much older than them by human standards, maybe nineteen at most.

      He was just very tall, very imposing, and still mostly naked, with only a thick loincloth covering his privates.

      It would have been hilarious to think such a fearsome god took the form of a small white rabbit, but Lillian was too scared shitless to make the connection. All she wanted to do was curl up with her Toshi body pillow and pretend the gruesome day hadn’t happened. Why had she been so foolish to push the limits of her promise only to get trapped in a parallel dimension?

      Lillian and Jong-hyun looked to each other, partly to find strength in each other’s presence to get through their situation but also to wrap their heads around their next steps. Both coming up empty, Lillian reached for her most trusted guard’s hand and squeezed tight. He did the same as

      Asuka and Old Crow ambled toward Yuèguāng, calm and composed, like they were greeting an old friend after a long time.

      And they most likely were. Yuè had been the ancestral god for the Solar Rabbit Clan for at least three generations, if not more, since they split from the Lunar. The history from back when they were united was unclear to Lillian, and she never bothered asking any of her elders. They didn’t know and also didn’t care.

      “Now then. It’s time. Old Crow prepare—” Lillian cut the rabbit god off, finding her courage now that she was somewhat sure he wasn’t trying to end their lives.

      “Wait a minute! Stop! Please! We saved your life, didn’t we? So we should be rewarded. Please send us back home, we... Erm,” she tried to find the right word, dropping to her knees.

      Jong-hyun’s mouth flew open in shock before he joined her on the ground, head bowed, beseeching Yuèguāng alongside his young mistress, “We implore you, god of the Moon! Save us. Spare us!”

      They waited for his mercy, believing that all gods returned a favor. Gods were mostly immortal, but even they could be rendered mortal by extraordinary means, like being weakened through the withdrawal of tribute and trapped in the Mortal Realm.

      That was one rumor Lillian knew now was true. By all accounts, Yuèguāng would be dead if not for them.

      But instead of a portal opening up to send them back, his booming laughter shook the air and bent the sunflowers around them.

      He stopped just as suddenly as he began, expression souring a bit, “Have I not already offered you both a reward? You will be made immortal, risen to my rank, once the ceremony is held and you give your consent.”

      Ceremony? Immortality? Consent?

      The words bounced around Lillian’s head like dropped plates, shattering and creating a huge, confusing mess. But then, just as rapidly, bits and pieces of conversations came to Lillian in waves.

      Finally, her mouth flew open, and she stammered, “You wanted Xiuying to be your br-bride? The Solar Rabbit Clan’s eldest daughter? Isn’t that right?”

      “Why yes, mortal, I did. They refused my request, and then had the audacity to try and sell me to that dragon-devil Ju-long for my own pearl! As if I’d let its true secrets fall into the hands of those ungrateful humans and that half-bred pest,” Yuèguāng spat, obviously enraged.

      “But what does that have to do... with us?” Jong-hyun ventured, reaching over to squeeze the top of Lillian’s hand.

      “Well, according to Ying Yue Jiang here, I’ll have the honor of conferring immortality to you both after I officiate your wedding! One bride out the door, and two fated mates enter. I know Old Yuè Lǎo is cackling!” Old Crow chirped, wings flapping as if to say congratulations.

      “Wh-what?!” Lillian and Jong-hyun shouted in unison.

      “What do you mean ‘what?’ It’s time your petty war ended anyway. Dividing the Rabbit Clans has caused me nothing but grief. Now, what is her name? Yes, that Bijoux has gone and made a mess. If I hadn’t snatched that divine treasure in time, your clans would have made a mockery of the gods, thrashing around Earth, causing a great calamity. What better way to solidify unity than to marry a member from each and join the opposing clans as one once more? It’s destiny!” Yuè, the rabbit god, bellowed.

      Lillian was barely keeping up, still on her knees, when two things struck her at once.

      Her aunt had failed to recover the Eternal Lunar Pearl and was most likely in big trouble in Macau. And there was only one problem with his marriage pact plan; besides the obvious, that is. Jong-hyun and Lillian were from the same clan, just different branches...

      Right?

      Lillian looked over to Jong-hyun to confirm the obvious, but the way he nodded and his right eye squinted gave her pause. No one else would notice the tick, but she knew him long enough to know his eye squinted when he was lying to her—or trying to, at least. But she didn’t have time to process the enormity of that truth as the Red String of Fate began to materialize, or should she say strings.

      One wound itself around Lillian’s right ankle only to connect Yuèguāng’s left, and she felt the middle of her chest burning where her black rabbit birthmark was. Then, around her left pinky and Jong-hyun’s right, a twin red string appeared, and he reached up to clutch his chest as his birthmark burned. 

      Destiny? Fated mates? A shotgun wedding while her aunt was probably on the verge of death?

      It was like unlocking a harem ending in an otome game, but she hated everyone in it.

      Lillian gazed between Jong-hyun, Asuka, Old Crow, and her supposed god fiance. Then the next thing she knew, reality distorted, rippling, and she blacked out from the shock.
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      “Haaah!” Sarah gasped, eyes flying wide open, mouth gaped.

      At first, she lay frozen, unable to speak or see anything but shadows moving frantically above her. Then, when her eyes adjusted to the dim candle-lit scene before her, she grew even more confused. Bo, Min-joon, and Toshi were above her, all sporting smiles so wide their faces looked ghastly.

      “Thank the gods! She’s awake. She’s alive!” Min-joon groaned, bending forward to snatch his ex-lover into his arms.

      Sarah didn’t resist him, because she couldn’t have even if she tried. Her body was like jello, loose and jiggly, unable to do much other than fold against the force of his arms wrapped around her back as he pulled her in for a tight hug.

      “Stop it, co-fated! You’re going to crush our beloved!” Bo admonished, though the look in his honey-yellow eyes told her he’d been crying, though he’d never admit it out loud.

      “Where am I?” she whispered, assuming her soul had somehow snuck into a type of paradise with her men.

      Was that why she had dreamed of Toshiyuki saving her before everything burst into bright, white light? Was she dead? She didn’t feel dead, not with the usually reserved Min-joon trying to sever her spine with his brute strength, arms tightening even tighter around her waist.

      Sarah could feel his hug, alright. So at worst, she had to be a semi-solid spirit.

      “Home,” he whispered, and with that, Toshi nodded, stepping forward.

      He cupped his fated mate’s clammy cheek in his hand as his co-mates laid a hand on her freezing body, infusing some of their magic into her as the fox-shaped birthmark glowed in between her breasts.

      However, when they each pulled away, each of their joyous expression crumbled.

      “Rest for now, Bijoux. We will return before nightfall in our realm,” Bo said rather ominously as they all turned their backs on her and vanished seconds later in a plume of white smoke.

      Sarah blinked, not processing what was happening until she looked around. She wasn’t in her realm anymore. No, she was in a bedroom large enough to fit a city block, most assuredly in the Realm of the Divine.
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        * * *

      

      “House of the... Nine Foxes?” Sarah gritted out as she slid a plush robe over her naked body.

      It resembled something from a high-end hotel, and she wondered briefly if one of them had taken it from the Mortal Realm during a visit.

      “Yes,” Bo Chang declared, “This is our home in the Realm of the Divine.”

      True to their word, the trio materialized inside the overly large bedroom at nightfall. The powder blue skies outside the embellished windows of the bedchamber shifted to a hazy mixture of purple, pink, and orange as the afternoon rolled through like a gentle wave. Now, it was pitch black.

      Her foxy ex-boyfriends wore glamorous and uncanny outfits she had never seen before. Each hinted at various Asian influences, but no single ethnic group’s culture stood out.

      Sarah jerked when he eyes landed on the deep azure blue of a fox flame candle, one of many that lined the room, remembering her brush with death. Just the memory of it made her heart clench and her stomach ache.

      “You cannot cross over until the next full moon, Bijoux. We have consulted our oracle and made countless intercessions to the goddess. But we see no other way,” Bo Chang stated, voice much more commanding than his usual tone.

      Min-joon and Toshi remained silent, arms folded in front of them, rigid as statues.

      What’s this about a full moon? Do they mean to trap me here for almost a month in human days? That’s insane!

      And Sarah made her feelings known.

      “I’m thankful, really. Nothing can describe how thankful I am that Toshiyuki saved me. But I can’t stay here for that long. I need to get home. To find out if Ju-long–” Min-joon intervened before she could finish.

      “Is dead. He was swallowed whole by the eternal inferno, and his soul devoured by the goddess’ holy light.”

      Sarah’s nose scrunched up. Of course, it would be silly of her to deny the existence of gods and goddesses’ seeing as she’d slept with three and was currently locked up in their room. But all the heavy religious tones of Min-joon’s message made her uneasy.

      She did not deny the goddess’ power; Sarah just chose to move around her day-to-day life, ignoring her presence. But if Ju-long’s soul was consumed, what had happened to hers? She couldn’t have possibly come out unscathed.

      “Eternal inferno?” she asked, honestly stumped by what they were saying.

      If Ju-long was dead, that solved one of her pressing problems. But that still left the affairs of her clan now that she had failed to seize the pearl. And what of the moon god, the ancestral god of the Lunar Rabbit Clan? Was Yuèguāng alive? Had he survived Ju-long’s blade and escaped his horde of feathered henchmen?

      If so, Sarah was glad. She knew the Lunar Rabbit Clan was already looking to start a war. If their ancestral god died, even if it had all been Ju-long’s plan to double-cross, the mortal underworld would be in shambles, and the bloodletting would spill into the streets.

      “Yuèguāng,” Toshi murmured, turning towards the direction of the parallel moon, “is alive and well. The goddess would tell us otherwise. All is well except for you, Bijoux. You must stay. The human world can wait.”

      “But I can’t,” she declared, swinging her legs over the side of the enormous bed she lay in. If she stood, she felt like she’d have equal footing in their conversation, even though it would be purely psychological. There was no such thing as being equal to an immortal as a mortal.

      “Wait,” Min-joon cooed as she doubled over in pain. He swept Sarah into his arms and laid her back on the bed.

      “You’re injured. You haven’t fully recovered. And it will...” Bo faltered, turning to Toshi, who slowly turned to face Sarah.

      “And... it will?” she gasped out, holding her stomach, thankful their magic had at least removed the visible signs of Ju-long’s beating.

      “Why don’t we play a game? Three riddles for a master of deception. Figure them out before our fox flames burn out, and you will be free to leave. If you’re unable to in time, you will accept not one but three offers of immortality,” Bo Chang said, changing the direction of the conversation altogether.

      She cupped the back of her neck to soften the effects of the whiplash he’d just given her. Sarah propped herself on her elbows as Toshi came forward, helping Min-joon tuck her in like a baby. 

      “And if I refuse?” she asked, wondering if that was even an option.

      “You automatically forfeit, of course,” he said, with a slight smile that did not read his pointed ears.

      Is this all a game to them? I’m supposed to figure out riddles trapped in their ancient palace while my clan descends into civil war in my absence?

      For Sarah knew Brother Lieu was crafty but not efficient. Without the pearl in hand, discontent would grow if she remained away for too long. Some would feud or turn their attention to the Lunar Rabbit Clan, hungry to prove themselves to consolidate power.

      If I’m not the head one day, the Solar Rabbit Clan will never let me go. I’ll remain indebted to them, and what life can I build then? To become immortal sounds so tempting, but it’s just another chain. I love deep, and I love hard, but they do not love me. They love because fate has told them to love, and they have fallen in love with many versions of “me.”

      It took her up to that moment to put words to why she had drawn away from all three of the fox god shifters each time they proposed, even though she had seen and felt their Red Strings of Fate. As childish as it was, she couldn’t get over the fact that she was replaceable. How many eerie versions of her face had greeted her in that terrible dream?

      It was said one reincarnates into many beings, male and female, human and animal, over and over again. But each version of herself has looked like her, some younger, some older, some darker, some paler, but all recognizable. How was that possible? And how could she be fated mates to be with not one but three gods as a mere mortal?

      Sarah knew her reasoning didn’t make sense in any logical way. If she became immortal, they would love only her for eternity. But she couldn’t reconcile her feelings of inadequacy. She realized the sheer number of “Sarahs” Bo Chang, Min-joon, and Toshiyuki had loved before her, and it was overwhelming.

      “So you choose to forfeit?” Toshi murmured as he stroked her hair with his clawed hands. Min-joon took hold of her right hand and knelt beside her, amber eyes smoldering with affection. She noticed they constantly shifted to a honey-like color when their emotions were intense.

      Sarah shook her head no, so Bo Chang continued, “I speak without a mouth and hear without ears. I have no body, but I come alive with the wind. What am I?”

      “An echo,” she answered without flinching, loving how Toshi’s claws scraped against her itchy scalp. The massage was as divine as his home.

      “...Very good. I have cities but no houses. I have mountains but no trees. I have water but no fish. What am I?” he tried another riddle, and she answered just as quickly.

      “A map,” she spat, coughing gently. Something rattled inside of her, and all of their long eyebrows furrowed.

      They looked at each other in utter confusion about how she could quickly answer the riddles. Sarah shrugged, adjusting the sleeves of her gown. They were easy enough, child’s play, and readily available on the internet. But, on the other hand, what did they expect from a master of manipulation such as herself? To be tripped up by them would be embarrassing.

      “You said you had three for me. Give me the third.” She grinned, feeling a little cocky even in her severely weakened state.

      “...I am a gem that never tarnishes but dulls when desire dies. I increase in true value with each passing hour and contain the trials and tribulations of your heart? What am I?” Bo finished the riddle with a smile reaching his ears that time.

      Sarah’s eyes widened, and her tongue flicked out to lick her lips. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, life returning to her weary body. She was a jewel thief. This riddle should have been child’s play, too.

      However, to her dismay, she was stumped.

      What can never tarnish but be dulls when desire dies? The trials and tribulations of who? The wearer or someone else? What increases in value with time but also holds emotions? Could it be some mystical gem even I haven’t encountered?

      The air was tense, Sarah’s shoulders straight as an arrow as the gods’ eyes bore down on her from all sides.

      “So, are you still game, Bijoux? Or do you forfeit your heart to us now?” Bo Chang sounded so sure of himself that he had it all figured out, and there was no way she could win.

      But Bijoux loved nothing more than a challenge. She leaned forward and grinned so hard one could mistake her for a fox shifter.

      “No way. You have a deal. Just know when I figure out your last riddle, you all will be the ones forfeiting your hearts to me.”
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            Lillian

          

        

      

    

    
      A cold cloth nudged Lillian awake. Her eyes fluttered before opening fully, gazing into the pained face of her childhood friend turned mortal enemy. As soon as she regained her senses, she pushed him away, backing up until, to her surprise, her back hit a wall.

      She glanced around only to find miles and miles of the same sunflowers in a field as she’s seen before. But as she turned, she noticed she had bumped up against a large tree rather than a wall. It spiraled past the glass-like sky and into another realm entirely. Strangely, bits and pieces were charred like a great fire had consumed the winding bark but had not burned it to the ground.

      “I’m glad you’re awake,” he finally murmured, lowering his eyes.

      He was still dressed in the same outfit, which meant she was too, which meant they were both still trapped in Yuèguāng’s world. Lillian would have instantly leaned on him for support and comfort if it had been any other day. But now her heart had grown cold and suspicious.

      She heard her aunt’s nagging tone in her voice, warning Lillian to always to be suspicious of others, especially those who were closest to her. Lillian thought her aunt was just crazy before, but what could she say now? Her best friend, who would one day lead her personal guard, had been a spy the whole time.

      “Jong-hyun...” she drifted off as he lifted his eyes, and she saw the pain radiating from them.

      She didn’t know what to say, so she went quiet, contemplating their next steps. Her next move, not there’s, she reminded herself. If her father found out that a Lunar Rabbit Clan spy had been so close to his daughter for so long... Lillian dreaded the thought and shut it away.

      First and foremost, she had to figure out how they would get out of the rabbit’s god world alive, back to Earth, and how Lillian would find her aunt. What had happened to her in the first place? Had Ju-long, that devil, had he got to her first before she could steal the pearl? 

      “You’ve...been sleeping for quite some time.” Jong-hyun’s deep voice cut through her thoughts like a knife slicing through butter.

      She frowned. “Couldn’t have been that long since we’re wearing the same clothes, and it’s daytime.”

      “Well,” he began, pupils shifting left and right like he was trying to summon the courage to speak, “try three weeks, going on four.”

      Lillian stared at him, blinking rapidly, before bursting into laughter. Three weeks? Maybe four? Did he really think she’d believe almost an entire month had passed since she fainted, from the news of them becoming fated mates to an oversized rabbit?

      “You’re joking,” she stated, not wanting to entertain wherever he was going with the strange topic at hand.

      “I’m not. See for yourself.” He leaned forward, and despite herself, Lillian found herself blushing.

      He felt like a stranger now, dangerous yet familiar in a way he shouldn’t be anymore.

      His robe shifted a bit, and Lillian was confused to see that the white rabbit head at the center of his chest was nearly grey. When she finally came to her senses, blocked in by his chest, she could feel something behind her head.

      Her neck craned to the side as Jong-hyun pulled away. She could do little more than gasp when she saw twenty-two notches carved into the tree trunk, realizing Jong-hyun had carved the twenty-second when he leaned her way.

      “Th-that’s...” she stammered.

      “Impossible? I know. I thought you were dead or the Red Strings of Fate put you in a coma! Master Ying Yue Jian said it was the... composition of your body? Something about your ancestral magic resisting him since the Solar Rabbit Clan has been separated from him for so long.”

      Lillian shook her head as he spoke, covering her ears, none of it making sense to her.

      “Where is he? Where’s Yuèguāng or Ying Yue Jiang or whatever the hell he’s calling himself!” she nearly screamed, denial transforming quickly into rage and determination.

      “Wait!” Jong-hyun called out to her as she sprung to her feet and started running.

      Deep down, she knew she couldn’t catch up with a god, wherever he was hiding, if he was hiding at all. And what would she do when she faced him? Scream her head off at him and get it magically snatched away? 

      But reason wasn’t what flowed through her veins as Lillian crashed through the sunflower maze. 

      Trapped in a parallel world with a mad god, a gangster crow, and his apprentice, she thought she could rely on Jong-hyun at the very least. But, now that she was alone, all Lillian could do was rage against fate.

      “Ying Yue! Ying Yue! Damn it, Yuè! Come out this instant!” she screamed, hearing the stampede of footsteps behind her as she picked up her pace.

      Jong-hyun was faster, stronger, and well-trained. But she was desperate, angry, and hell-bent on getting her way. All that, combined with a beauty rest that seemed to have rejuvenated every bone and muscle in her body, meant Lillian was holding her own against her former bodyguard.

      She kept crying out for the rabbit god to reveal himself when suddenly he did just that, appearing in front of her as she slammed into his back. Lillian flew backward and into the awaiting arms of Jong-hyun, who huffed and puffed as if he weren’t used to sprinting after her.

      Yuèguāng turned towards the duo, his red eyes glowing, matching magic fanning around him. Only then, through the haze of emotion clouding her young mind, did Lillian notice Jong-hyun’s eyes glowed amber in color, his magic encasing both him and his ward. She chalked it up to the strangeness of the Realm of the Divine, but it was strange that he would react so strongly to otherworldly magic when she seemed perfectly fine.

      “Fated,” the god said, voice low, stern, and clear, “I am glad your body has finally adjusted to the Nine Tail Moon. Why have you summoned me back? I have much to do and little time to do it.”

      Nine Tail Moon? She wondered what that meant. The place they were in looked nothing like the moon’s surface, but then she thought, why would it? They weren’t in the same dimension, after all.

      “Look, I don’t care either way. But please, please listen to me. I know you said marriage would be your gift to us in exchange for saving you–” Ying Yue waved his hand in the air as if to silence her.

      “Marriage is but part of the package, the natural choice between fated mates and a peaceful means to unite the clan. What I offer is immortality in exchange for preserving my own.”

      He opened his balled fists, hands having rested by his sides. He cupped them together, and Lillian tilted her head in confusion.

      Jong-hyun clutched Lillian’s shoulders as her mouth flung open in shock. A giant blue lily sprang from Ying Yue’s palms, which blossomed and popped out a pearl. It was large and beautiful, shining so bright Lillian thought they’d all go blind. But then, a crack ran from end to end, and a clear substance leaked from the pearl, sparkling like a diamond under the light.

      “What... is that?” she whispered.

      “What Ju-long stole and the Solar Rabbit Clan foolishly thought to exchange for my life. What Bijoux dared try to steal and failed. This is the cultivated magic of the Jiang Rabbit Clan’s magic. I suppose humans would call it a source of immortality. Drink the pearl’s nectar and gain the secrets of our arts,” he whispered, folding his hands as it disappeared in a shaft of white light.

      Then it clicked, and Lillian fell to her knees. Jong-hyun followed her to the ground, still obedient even though his true nature had been revealed. “Aunt Bijoux... Did Ju-long kill Aunt Bijoux!?"

      Ying Yue glanced down at them, now dressed head to toe in white robes with golden embroidery. He looked rather regal and infinitely wiser.

      “No... If what Old Crow’s discipline has gathered is true, her fate now lies in the hands of her husbands, but it is unnatural that she still lives. She’s on borrowed time. The Holy Foxfire should have consumed her and her soul.”

      Lillian shook her head, even more, confused by his explanation. Holy flames and mystical pearls didn’t matter to her. She just wanted to know if her aunt was still breathing.

      “Lillian, no, Li-Lang,” Jong-hyun murmured, scooting to the side, so they were shoulder to shoulder, “please trust in Master Yuèguāng to solve this problem. At first, I had to pretend to keep up appearances. But I have utter faith in him to the right this wrong.”

      “Oh please!” she spat, “Why should I trust you or him? All you’ve done is lie to me my entire life, and he’s more worried about some stupid red string when Aunt Bijoux could be dead!”

      “Don’t turn your anger on him, Li-Lang! It is I who sent Jong-hyun in the first place. To watch over the next generation and find a way forward toward reunification.”

      Lillian was taken aback, turning towards him and looking at Jong-hyun with new eyes.

      When she thought about it, they had been childhood friends, but she knew little about him. He had appeared one day by her side, around the age of nine, and she’d been told he was training to be a part of her guard.

      But even back then, they had all marveled at his accomplishments and how things came so quickly to him. Was it because Jong-hyun wasn’t human at all but rather a demigod?

      She turned back to Ying Yue, beaming down at them with gentle eyes. “Fate is fickle. Destiny is unwritten until it appears. Who knew I would send one of my disciplines, and he’d return as my fated mate alongside you, hmm? But I see now, Jong-hyun–as you call yourself these days–I see now that more time is needed. So continue watching Li-Lang in my temporal absence as I get my affairs in order in our realm.”

      “Yes, master,” Jong-hyun murmured, bowing toward the god.

      Lillian’s mouth flopped like a fish out of the water as the eldest among them continued, “I’ve sent an emissary to see what happened at Ju-long Towers and if there’s any way I can help your Bijoux. A god always returns their favor. If not for her, centuries of my clan’s cultivated magic would have been in the hands of a madman, and I would have probably died as a result.”

      Ying Yue grinned, plucking a giant sunflower as he presented it to his mates as a gift.

      “Don’t worry. My mission now is to join our mortal clan together and have my fated mates rule by my side. I have sent Old Crow to my allies’ palace to see if Asuka’s investigation proves correct and, if so, how I can help. Unfortunately, the gift of immortality can not be given to an empty, soulless vessel. But I know we can find a way to save your aunt and spare my in-laws more needless suffering.”
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            Sarah

          

          THE NEW RIDDLE

        

      

    

    
      Almost a month had passed since the failed heist, and Sarah’s soul and body were nearly obliterated in holy flames. And the infamous Bijoux somehow ended up as a guest in the palace of her three ex-lovers. Sarah had grown bold after solving the fox trio’s riddles, but now she was stuck and didn’t know what to do.

      What was one to do when faced with a dilemma like hers?

      Freedom? Ha! She should have at least allowed herself the freedom of some scorching hot sex rather than endless days of waiting for... what? An opportunity to return to Earth only to be butchered by a betrayer in her clan. She had little doubt a war was being waged down below. Besides, as much as Sarah hated to admit it, the changes to her body made her afraid. She didn’t know if she could hold her own back in the Mortal Realm.

      The trio of fox gods claimed she couldn’t return until the next full moon, but as each day passed, she didn’t feel herself growing stronger. Far from it, she felt weaker than ever before. She’d wondered very briefly if they had been poisoning her, only to remember she’d shared a drink with Old Crow, and nothing had happened to him.

      Truth be told, food and water weren’t a necessity for them anymore. And why would her fated mates attempt to kill her because they lost a game?

      “Gotcha!” she tensed and then melted when she felt Toshiyuki’s arms wrap around her shoulders.

      He was always the most playful of the bunch, and she was grateful for it at that moment. It helped distract her from her racing thoughts.

      “What is it now? Shouldn’t you be preparing my way back to Earth?” she joked, turning in her chair to look up at him, his hands now wrapped around her rather frail shoulders.

      He frowned.

      “Let’s not think of that right now. Can we not convince you to stay? We could show you what you’ve been missing if you hadn’t been so quick to hop out of our bed last week.”

      Sarah smirked. “Who says we can’t still fool around when I return to Earth and reclaim my rightful spot as heir to the Solar Rabbit Clan?”

      “Fated mates with benefits? I like the sound of that. Why don’t you stay here, though, with us, just like this, and let us give and take? Marriage to a god isn’t like a mortal, you know. We can do whatever we want; please you until you’re numb to desire, Bijoux. Win-win.”

      Sarah blushed as Toshi’s playful embrace turned sensual, his lips pressed to the nape of her neck as his hands trailed down to her stomach and then back up, cupping her breast.

      The thin fabric of her nondescript robes made it feel like his soft palms were touching her bare skin. She groaned. They were divine nuisances but oh so skilled in the art of lovemaking. 

      Or is it because we are fated mates, Sarah wondered absently as Toshi tweaked her nipples, that it feels so good?

      “You should rely on your mates more. We can provide, protect, and...” his voice died as she pouted at him.

      Sarah never pouted, but she was feeling playful that day.

      “I can do that myself,” she retorted, enjoying the back and forth, feeling like herself again.

      “How?” Toshi purred, visibly turned on, as he burst her bubble. “You don’t have the pearl. You can barely even walk these days.”

      He had a point, but his injection of reality only soured her already terrible mood. “So be it! I didn’t need the pearl to get to the top. There are more treasures out there to be found.”

      “More so than your health?” he warned, pulling away as she shrugged him off, nails digging into her shoulders before he let go, afraid of his power to harm her if his expression meant anything significant.

      She winced but didn’t flinch, not wanting to exaggerate the pain she was in.

      “If anything, I think staying here so long has made me weak. Remember, mortals aren’t supposed to be here at all...”

      “Then become immortal, Bijoux,” he insisted, obviously pained by her persistent refusal. “What is so wrong with us that even immortality would be so unappealing to you? Do you... hate us so much?”

      “Hate?” Her mouth fell open in shock. “Would I fuck you all on and off for years if I hated you? I don’t hate any of you, Toshi; I just want to be...”

      “Free? Free to die? Free to be abused? Free to fight all your life for what? Fame? Glory? Wealth? You can have that and so much more! Forever. By our side. Please... Please, Sarah. Must I beg you?” his tone turned from anxious to angry in the flip of a dime.

      Sarah bristled. “Enough! I need to focus.”

      He snapped back. “You should rely on your mates more. We can provide, protect, and...”

      “I can do that myself. When I’m back home, I’ll do that myself. We can still... meet. Make love. Have fun. Life means a little more when you know it’ll end, you know.”

      Sarah tried to sound uplifting, even though she couldn’t even console herself in her position.

      “...Fine then. Keep toiling away as your soul withers away, Bijoux.” He looked sad, radiating pity.

      Under normal circumstances, it would have pissed her off. But now? She could do nothing but hang her head and allow her dark hair to hide her misty eyes.

      What could she say? She was way over her head and outside her depth, but relying on an immortal was the equivalent of counting sand. She’d die long before she finished what she started. Sarah could be vulnerable and let them shield her, but for how long? Fated mates or not, could they prevent death and unlock everlasting freedom? If Sarah couldn’t figure that out, how could she ever dream of saying, “I do?”

      They promised to make her immortal, but immortality wasn’t handed out like Halloween candy. The goddess or a god more powerful than her would have to grant it. Her partners spoke pretty words, but they were star-crossed more than fated mates. And that was becoming clearer by the day.

      Toshi nuzzled her neck with the tip of his nose, reaching around to grip her chin. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t get angry with you over something so simple. But, in all honesty, I’m just desperate, Bijoux. Even if you accepted us, I... Let me talk to my co-fated. We will... We have to find a way.”

      He vanished in his signature plume of smoke, leaving Sarah more confused than when he first came and longing for his touch, Min-joon’s lips on her lips, and Bo Chang between her thighs.

      Maybe her horniness was trying to fill the void of sadness inside her heart. Maybe deep down, she knew death was closer than she imagined it to be. The survival instinct was strong in all mortal beings, but she was also a realist as a human. She was closer to death’s door each day.

      Or maybe Sarah was still afraid of her inadequacies, not being able to trust, not being able to love without reservations. Maybe she was fighting an unwinnable battle against her self-esteem and arrogant ambition. And if only she trusted in them, they could find a way.

      Maybe...

      Who knows? All I know is that I need to rest. I’ve solved all the riddles, but the real puzzle lies ahead.

      Sarah retreated to her room to hide away until the next full moon, hoping against reason all would resolve itself in the end.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah paced her inner palace halls, an unnamed structure on the far end of the vast compound. The full moon was approaching any day. Since her run-in with Toshiyuki, however, no one had come to see her again. True, only two days had passed, but only a few days were left before the moon god’s power would be at full blast.

      “Maybe I should just do it? How many people have a shotgun wedding and come out of it a goddess!” she reasoned, plopping down on the silk sheets of her enormous bed.

      “But can a goddess get divorced? Do gods have Red Strings of Fate between each other?”

      Of course, they must, she thought, but the fox god trio’s strings only connected to her, not to each other.

      What if they grew tired of sharing and fought, and she caused more problems for them in their realm? What if they dissolved when she ascended, and then Sarah had to live out eternity alone?

      “What if I stopped playing twenty questions with myself and just talked it out with them like adults?” she said out loud, but even the most obvious answer seemed hopeless.

      They were hiding something from her. She didn’t know what it was, but she knew they were. It was obvious from the way they avoided her eyes or drifted off when speaking. Especially the way Toshi had acted since she met him in that strange world; for now, she knew it was not a dream. Because, if Ju-long had been consumed, and the flame so blazing hot it still burned where his tower stood, if the fire engluing the world tree still was any indication, it stood to reason she should be more than dead.

      The spell should have annihilated her soul.

      But Toshi had saved her, and they had infused her with strength. She’d been so consumed with winning their bet, her competitive spirit getting the best of her, that Sarah didn’t think of the obvious. 

      What if they are forcing me to stay here because there’s something wrong with me? Something wrong with my... soul?

      It seemed simple and obvious and would explain her fragility and near-constant chest pains. 

      But how could she imagine that her soul was at stake when they made every attempt to distract her? If that were the case, Sarah didn’t think rushing into marriage would solve things. Love could conquer anything, but something had to exist to be conquered.

      The Holy Foxflame burns so brightly that it purifies the world.

      That’s what she’d written as a mantra to concentrate her spell. So did that mean her soul was at stake if she returned home? A part of it had been drained to even create the fire, so it made sense in a twisted way.

      “So what can I do? Maybe if we tried to steal the...” Sarah got back to her feet and walked over to a large window.

      That wouldn’t do. Yuè, the Lunar Rabbit Clan’s god, was also the god of the Nine Tail Moon that ruled her lover’s realm. And while she was a stranger to the god’s hierarchy, Sarah knew what hierarchy felt like on a fundamental level. All immortals did not hold the same amount of power. No one prayed to the fox god trio or showered them with devotion. From what she could tell, they led luxurious lives yet didn’t control much.

      They lived. That was their gift, to defy death and escape reincarnation like mere mortals. But Yuèguāng not only controlled their moon, but he was also at the center of centuries of human devotion. 

      A god always returned a favor.

      Maybe his blessing was the only reason Toshi could recover her spirit from The Void?

      “This is all giving me a damn headache!” she hissed through clenched teeth when suddenly a knock hit her door.

      The fox god trio never knocked. It was their home, after all. She thought hard about who it could be and only came to one conclusion that seemed logical.

      “Old Crow? Have you returned?” she called out to her partner, stepping away from the open window.

      However, she was knocked off guard when a large black shadow swooped down from the sky.

      “Get off of me! Help, somebody help me!” Sarah screamed to no avail.

      Her captor’s claws were stronger than her will to get away. A flurry of movement later, Sarah was swept away. All that remained was a single black feather belonging to a ravenborn.
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      “What can we do, co-fated, when faced with a body without a soul to infuse with our magic?” Bo asked, the question largely rhetorical.

      He glanced over at Toshi and Min-joon, who contemplated their own riddle that seemed to have no hidden answer.

      Bo couldn’t blame them for the twin looks of despair slowly morphing their faces. He gazed out at their realm, standing in the reception hall where they’d rushed their fated mate’s near-lifeless body towards their bedchamber nearly a month ago.

      “We’ve played a game with our beloved Bijoux to pass the time since she loves a challenge. But it seems we’ve run out of time,” Toshi lamented.

      And Toshi was right. Bo Chang hated to admit it was true, but they were out of time and out of options.

      Toshi had pulled off what should have been impossible, saving a soul and a body from the Holy Foxfire of the goddess. Unfortunately, he’d even lost his cultivated magic in the process, down to one tail. As a result, he could not return to Earth for at least another hundred years, only able to hold on to his human form thanks to the energy that flowed freely between all three.

      But Toshi losing his immortality was but a bump in the road if they could implore the divine god of their moon, Yuèguāng, to share some of his immortal nectar and hasten the cultivation process. But what could any of them do with a mortal woman whose soul was set to expire with the next full moon?

      “Maybe we can beg for nectar from the Eternal Lunar Pearl,” Toshi offered, visibly distressed by the situation.

      “We could, but would it even work?” Min-joon countered, “One has to have a soul to become immortal. But, unfortunately, Sarah’s is waning faster with each passing hour. We thought if we bound ourselves to her in marriage, it could help, and it should at least stop the process, but...”

      “If we had collectively and unnaturally extended her life by raising her to goddesshood,” Bo Chang began, “wouldn’t it make sense that it could preserve her soul forever? Why would she die before our eyes so many times only to slip away forever this time around, so arbitrarily.”

      “It does, in theory, but even we didn’t know her soul would have withered this much so fast. It’s like the cultivation process but in reverse. How much magic would she need to stabilize? She may become something... other than immortal, like a wandering ghost. And Ying Yue is stingy with the nectar. He may help Toshi, but what of Sarah? I heard he’s too busy with his new bride and bridegroom to care about any of our affairs,” Min-joon countered.

      All three men fell silent, considering Min-joon’s point. At first, they’d been so sure of themselves, guiding her into the bed and waiting for those magic words so that their gift would hold. Of course, they could force it on her, but an unwilling soul would fight even the most prized possession in both realms–eternal life.

      But now they weren’t so sure. Sarah had declined rapidly after the rejection, going downhill like a car crashing over the side of a cliff as the full moon approached. Would it be enough if they could force her to accept goddesshood?

      Probably not, Bo Change had to admit to himself, which would mean regular infusions from the Eternal Lunar Pearl. And there’s no way Yuèguāng would accept that, being the last member of the Jiang Lunar Dynasty in charge of the pearl. Until he’s mated and bears godlings, bringing forth a new generation of heirs, we’re pushing our luck trying to speed up Toshi’s cultivation. 

      Then what options remained? Bo Chang began to wander aimlessly, and his co-fated followed closely.

      He still remembered when he had marked Suyin, a young woman from a poor family, with the gift of fortune-telling. He courted her in the guise of a wealthy merchant. Bo had come into immortality at least a century prior and had grown bored of living the life of a prince and general, merchant and peasant, longing for the opportunity to rise to the true ranks of the divine.

      Their passion had been palpable and forbidden back then when he was so ignorant. He had marked Suyin so their souls would be bound through each reincarnation, forcing the God of Fate, Yuè Lǎo, to forge their bond. Brides and trickery were not beneath him back then. 

      However, his mark had been a curse rather than a blessing, and Bo Chang realized very soon that he had set the whole cosmic chain of misfortune into action.

      Suyin had foreseen her fate back then–annihilation. She was not meant to reincarnate but to pass away peacefully to rest eternally in the fields of milk and honey. She was never destined to be his goddess in the first place. But he’d made a mockery of the gods, and now they were making a mockery of him and his co-fated in return.

      What use is immortality and all the power in the world if I can’t save the one I love?

      “Have you ever heard of one being bound to three? Of gods fated to a mortal woman? Of achieving eternity without merit?” Min-joon’s string of questions were rhetorical. “Maybe the God of Fate himself is conspiring against our beloved?”

      Before Bo could answer, he spotted a familiar feathered face.

      “Old Crow?” Bo Chang asked, genuinely confused, wondering why he’d come to visit without sending word to them beforehand.

      He paused in front of Sarah’s hall, flanked by Min-joon and Toshi, having walked there by instinct. He wasn’t expecting to see the mobster, incredibly close to Bijoux’s inner palace no less.

      He’d been there to witness their humiliation when Sarah not only solved their last riddle but rejected them in bed.

      But Old Crow didn’t seem ready to gloat about winning their secret bet that Sarah would never say, “I do.” It had been a long time since they’d placed that bet, around when Sarah and Bo Chang had broken up in this iteration of her life, years before Toshi entered the picture.

      Yet, there was something strange about his aura. He was not his usual fun-loving self. The way Old Crow stood blocking the entrance to Bijoux’s inner palace was raising Bo Chang’s internal alarms.

      Had she let him in? She wouldn’t have...

      “I come on Yuèguāng authority this time, old friends.”

      All men tensed at that, Bo visibly furious. It was one thing to ask for entrance and another for Yuèguāng to use his rank to barge into their private quarters via his supporters.

      “Why?” Bo bellowed.

      “Well, he wants Bijoux,” Old Crow quipped, flapping his wings as his three legs shuffled.

      “What does he want with our fated mate?” Toshi roared, held back by Min-joon’s and Bo’s twin tails.

      “Nothing bad, I assure you. He’s indebted to her, is all!” Old Crow tutted, beak clacking hard. “But who’s to say he won’t banish her to The Void if he can’t recover her soul? You know his job is tri-fold: manage the affairs of the clans on Earth to receive tribute, keep our moon spinning, and act as the ultimate judge for immortal affairs in this section of the realm. He can’t have a phantom running around. It would upset the natural order of things.”

      Not a second passed between his last statement and a massive wave of energy shooting from the eldest fox god’s tails. He was beyond enraged at the thought of Yuèguāng deciding their fated mate’s fate when her fate line was nearly severed as it was. They needed time, not a judgment by a god, to solve what could be done about her withering soul.

      Old Crow fought back with a wave of his shimmering black and gray feathers, a wave of pure purple energy countering the fox god and shielding his body.

      But it didn’t hold for long, for they were both immortal beings, and the Mortal Realm had tainted Old Crow for too long. He was knocked back, slamming against the doors separating Bijoux from her harem.

      “Ever heard about not shooting the got damn messenger!” Old Crow wailed as Toshi leaped forward and descended on him as a fox. 

      He clawed at his face and wings, and Bo had to teleport forward to stop him.

      “Then they shouldn’t come looking for trouble!” Bo Chang stated as he pulled Toshi away and sealed Old Crow to the door.

      They’d lost control of their dominion, and their petty fight distracted them from their ultimate mission: save Sarah from final judgment from their moon’s god.
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            Min-Joon

          

        

      

    

    
      Min-joon, Toshi, and Bo Chang leaped from a window in their palace towards the courtyard.

      The whole structure levitated mid-air, supported by a cumulonimbus cloud. The vertical giant upheld their slice of the Divine Realm. Now it rocked with lightning and thunder and hail as their emotions got the better of them, for there would be hell to pay for stealing their fated mate.

      “Can you see what took her?” Bo Chang wailed over the tumultuous weather shaking the palace so hard fox statues slid from their pillars and shattered on the ground. “And why would Yuèguāng send messengers? Have we not been loyal to him? Does he not respect the goddess anymore to decide her fate for us?”

      All of what the eldest fox god asked could not be answered just yet. There was no rhyme or reason to the actions of gods like Ying Yue, meant to keep both realms in perfect harmony. Only ascendant beings could vaguely divine their actions. Yuèguāng and the goddess went back over a millennia before she left the palace to join the Council of Fire.

      They were the keepers of her memory, the last ascendant fox gods to remain in the House of Nine Foxes as others ventured to the Human Realm or lost their immortality due to folly. But no amount of divination was needed to know Ying Yue’s intentions for her. A god always returned a favor, but a god of his immense power also decided fate itself.

      “There!” Min-joon wailed, watching as a cloaked figure whisked Bijoux away toward the portal leading to the Nine Tailed Moon.

      They wouldn’t allow him to reach it even if it cost them all their immortality, for the Guardian of the Nine Tailed Moon had supreme power in his realm. They could fight, but how could they win against a literal commander of water and light on his turf?

      They couldn’t. But just like it was usually a good bet to bet on Bijoux, her fated mates weren’t ones to back down no matter the odds.

      “Toshi! Fall back and support our flames,” Min-joon demanded, and Toshi obliged.

      The kidnapper may be a demigod from the vibration of his aura, but Toshi couldn’t afford to be hit with a killing blow. So Bo Chang and Min-joon closed ranks, forming a triangle formation. They chanted, summoning the goddess’ will, and began sealing the portal. The sacred ritual took an immense amount of power, and they didn’t have a moment to spare.

      It was nearly shut tight when the figure turned, Sarah very much alive and fighting. “Get the fuck off of me, you wannabe ninja! Let me go and put me the fuck down!”

      That’s the Sarah he was used to, who cursed like a sailor and never knew when she should hold back and know her limits. Min-joon would have grinned if not for the utterly dangerous position she was in.

      “Who are you?” he growled as the demigod took a fighting stance, holding Sarah around her waist beside him like a sack of potatoes.

      “Ugh!” Toshi wailed and then spun around to see two feathers, one silver and one black, embedded in his bleeding back.

      Old Crow? Min-joon thought. How had he broken Bo’s seal so fast?

      He received his answer in the form of another gust of wind so intense he thought a tornado would carry them away. Around his bejeweled ankles was a new addition, lunar pearls. They were not the Eternal Lunar Pearl, but they held the moon god’s energy within them.

      “Asuka! Go! You cannot take on all three of the fox gods and leave her uninjured,” Old Crow wailed. 

      A gust of wind knocked them all back, knocking Asuka back much further, closer to the rapidly sealing portal. He pulled Sarah tight to his chest as she kicked and screamed and hit him before the demigod phased through the portal with her in his arms, disappearing from their sight.

      “Shit! Damn it all! We have to go after Asuka or Sarah might–” Bo Chang didn’t have to finish his sentence.

      They all took one last look at each other and dashed ahead, chanting as their tails elongated and shielded them from the wind. It beat at them mercilessly, but they remained dead set on their mission to recover Sarah before she was banished to The Void.

      Defying the will of the gods was risky business, especially one more powerful than them. Defying the will of the god of their moon could mean damnation. But they’d do whatever it took to save their beloved.

      Min-joon refused to go through another moment, waiting for her to be reborn. He refused to watch helplessly as her soul ceased to exist.

      Together, they burst through the portal as the fissure through time and space closed behind them.
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            Bo Chang

          

        

      

    

    
      As expected, the trio emerged in a field of sunflowers, part of the moon god’s beautification process on the lonely hunk of gray he called home. They instantly assembled back to back, tails elongating and covering their body. But no one attacked. Not Old Crow, who Bo Chang suspected was still trapped at their palace, nor the demigod Asuka, his lackey, nor did the moon god himself make an appearance. It perplexed them all immensely.

      “What should we do,” Toshi asked, the first to break their protective formation.

      Min-joon was the second, “Stay close to us co-fated! Your life hangs in the balance if Asuka returns or Yuèguāng comes. We searched for her. Fight to bring Bijoux back and head directly to the goddess if that’s what it takes.”

      “Nonsense,” Bo Chang interceded, finally lowering his defenses long enough to catch up with his bickering partners as they marched forward. “We’d be cut down before reaching the Council of Fire in the heavens. We have to be realistic.”

      “What the fuck is realistic going to do for us now!” Toshi yelled, much to Bo Chang and Min-joon’s visible carnage.

      “Calm yourself before you alert him that we are near,” Bo Chang ordered, but Toshiyuki rebuffed him.

      “He already knows, co-fated! He’s a supreme god of the moonlight and waves. So we must throw everything we got at him while we still can.”

      Toshi had a point, but it would be a suicide mission for him.

      “Then let us go, and you guard where the portal closed to make sure that Old Crow doesn’t have more ticks dangling from his ankles,” Min-joon demanded.

      But none of them seemed able to come to a realistic course of action in the face of the absurdity of it all. As they argued, they also didn’t notice footsteps approaching, for they held no recognizable energy. When the stranger was within striking distance, the fox separated and transformed, generating so much power that they burned the sunflowers around them to a crisp.

      However, they were shocked to find a young girl who had a striking resemblance to their fated mate rather than an enemy who had crept up to attack.

      Bo Chang thought to ask her who she was when a devious thought entered his mind. He rushed forward and captured her with his tail as she screamed, Min-joon and Toshiyuki looking on in horror even as they moved to follow.

      Yuèguāng lived a secluded life and rarely got involved in the affairs of humans or gods. So if he was willing to bring a human girl to his realm, she had to mean something to him. Maybe even be one of his mysterious mates.

      Bo would use her as bait in exchange for Sarah and end things without a bloodbath. At least, that’s what he hoped for as the girl twisted and turned, screaming for help.

      “Bo Chang! We shouldn’t–” Before Min-joon could scold him or talk some sense into his mind, they all stopped in their tracks as something large shook the ground, sunflowers swaying violently to their left.

      A shadow overtook the ground, and the fox gods scattered as a giant rabbit with blood-red eyes landed before them. Bo Chang rolled, tucking the girl between his tails so she wouldn’t be injured, and got back onto his paws as the dust settled.

      “What is the meaning of this Yuèguāng!” Bo Chang’s fur stood end to end, eyes blazing with hatred towards the rabbit god in front of them.

      He hopped forward and landed again, the force of his movements shaking everything in its wake, including the fox gods, but not as violently as before.

      In seconds, the giant white rabbit morphed into a tan young man, who looked younger than Bo Chang and Min-joon, even Toshiyuki in age. The gods looked upon their Elder in shock, never having looked upon his human form. He looked nothing like Bo Chang imagined he’d look like, but that mattered little. What mattered was that he returned Sarah to them.

      The moon god bristled, baring his teeth. “That girl is mine! She will be my bride. And you will put her down this instant.”

      “Not until you bring our bride back to us, Ying Yue!” Bo Chang snapped back, using his informal name disrespectfully to get a rise out of him.

      “You expect me to cave to barbarism?” The elder god seemed appalled.

      Bo scoffed.

      “What’s more barbaric than banishing a soul to The Void never to be reincarnated!” Bo Chang spat.

      “Guys!” the young girl shouted so hard her cheeks turned blue from the effort. “Please put me down and listen to what he has to say! I promise you he’s really trying to save Aunt Bijoux.”

      Aunt Bijoux?

      All three fox gods looked at the girl in confusion.

      “I see there must have been a huge misunderstanding. Asuka! Jong-hyun. Come,” Ying Yue ordered, and two shadows formed by his side. 

      At first, Bo Chang thought they were both demigods, but on closer inspection, it seemed the one called Jong-hyun was hiding more power than he chose to reveal.

      The two men–more like a man and a teenage boy–surged forward and took the girl back to Yin Yue’s side. The rabbit god shook his head, long curly black hair dancing on the wind.

      “Now let’s talk like civilized beings, hm?” Ying Yue offered, ushering the triad of gods forward.

      They did as they were told, transforming back into their human form. 

      “Who is this girl?” Min-joon asked, cocking his head sideways.

      “I have a voice and a name, you know. I’m Li-Lang. Li-Lang Ho. Aunt... Sarah’s niece. And this is apparently my... fiancé. To be honest, I don’t know what’s happening, but...” her voice cut short as a squeal pierced the air.

      All the gods covered their sensitive ears as Jong-hyun rolled his eyes, and Asuka smiled wide.

      “Are you Toshiyuki? OMG! I have all of your albums, and I’m... Wait... Oh no!” Li-Lang’s exhilaration turned into despair as she sank into Jong-hyun’s arms. 

      Bo Chang and Min-joon looked to him for guidance, but he shrugged and whispered, “I guess she’s one of my fans? Lumière’s big with the teen market.”

      That made sense, Bo Chang thought, watching the girl go through a breakdown with concern. But then he turned his attention back to the God of the Nine Tailed Moon.

      “So why did you order her to be kidnapped in the first place if you wanted a peaceful resolution?” Bo Chang asked.

      “Kidnapped?” Ying Yue cocked his head to the side this time around, appearing infinitely younger than his age of at least three thousand years, eclipsing even Bo Chang. “I asked Asuka to bring her here. But I guess she fought him instead. Old Crow was to inform you all. What a mess they have made.”

      That sounds about right, Bo Chang lamented.

      Before he could dwell too long on the unnecessary frenzy her kidnapping instilled or wonder where Sarah was with them all gathered on his moon, Ying Yue summoned the jewel that caused all of the misfortune.

      “The Eternal Lunar Pearl is the Jing Lunar Dynasty’s most prized possession. It is also cultivated magic made more powerful by these two’s warring clans. I wish to bring them together when Li-Lang and Jong-hyun are old enough. But for now, they must return and calm down tensions, as do I work behind the scenes. But a god always returns a favor. And I believe this may be the answer to many prayers.”

      Yuèguāng released the treasure that floated directly into Bo Chang’s arms.

      The fox gods looked down at it with astonishment, and Bo Chang handed it to Toshiyuki so he may regain his power. But that’s when he noticed a tiny chip on the otherwise perfect shell. 

      He looked back at Ying Yue, his still-emotional bride-to-be, his apparent bridegroom, and the demigod known as Asuka. He watched as one more gift drifted in his direction and reached out to grab it. Everything fell into place.

      “Ha! We’re such fools.” He cupped the glowing blue lotus petal in his hands and then unfurled it. 

      Cradling the shard, the eldest fox god walked towards his co-fated with a smirk.

      “What is priceless to a human but useless to a god?” Even in the midst of all the turmoil, Bo Chang still had time to rattle off riddles.

      “Immortality,” they said in unison as Toshi took a sip of the moon god’s power.

      He contorted, a sound of pure agony escaping his lungs, but when he breathed again, his power was restored. They all embraced, thankful that nothing ended in bloodshed and that they were closer than ever to saving Bijoux’s soul.

      “We are gods, no? Then we shall craft a new soul from what remains. A shard of immortality with our combined strength. It should be enough to forge for Bijoux a new destiny. Isn’t that what you’re offering us, God of the Nine Tailed Moon?” Bo asked.

      Bo Chang, Min-joon, and Toshiyuki turned towards Ying Yue and his guests.

      He appeared pleased, motioning for Asuka to take the hands of the girl named Li-Lang, Sarah’s blood relative and the older boy. “It seems by returning the favor I am owed, you all will become my... relatives, no? So how could I not offer the only hope I see of rescuing her from The Void? If this doesn’t work, unfortunately, I must do my job. A wraith cannot be allowed to live, or it will grow into something grotesque and evil. I know you wouldn’t want that for her either. But with a shard of the Eternal Pearl, its nectar, and your powers, maybe, just maybe, we can defy fate. Together.”

      They all nodded in return, Toshi’s twin tails shimmering as he was fully renewed.

      “May the luck of the gods be with you and our goddess’ blessings,” and with that, Yuèguāng bid them farewell.
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      Sarah yelped in pain as she was unceremoniously dropped on her ass at the edge of a sunflower field, thrusting herself away from her captor as they emerged on the other side of the portal. He swept down to grab her, only to double back and fly away. She was left alone to her own devices, considerably weakened and afraid.

      Behind her were gray craters that resembled Earth’s moon and up above a sky that was not a sky devoid of stars, reflecting the paranormal border world separating the “profane” mortal world from the divine.

      “What the hell?” she wondered out loud, her heart seizing as she limped forward.

      She was already at her limit, and that raven-shifter didn’t help. She fought like a madwoman even as he tried to calm her down, convinced somehow that Ju-long had lived and sent a spy to assassinate her. Even when she realized it was a raven instead of a crow, and he looked completely human besides his large black wings and purple eyes, Sarah still didn’t give up.

      When she saw Bo, Min-joon, and Toshi disappear before her eyes as she was swept into the portal, she thought it was the worst day of her life.

      “What should I do so I can return?” Bijoux gazed upward but found no answers in the glittering paradise above.

      She turned towards the sea of sunflowers in front of her and began to walk. It seemed safer than trying her luck in the barrenness behind her. But, as she stumbled along, she thought of everything that had happened and began to weep.

      If only she could go back and say yes and put her pride aside. She might not have eternity with them, but at least she’d have the night. What remained of worth in her life in the human world was her niece, and it wasn’t like they’d been particularly close. They just shared the mischance of being born with equally shitty parents.

      Li-Lang idolized her, but time would heal any wounds left behind by her absence, and she had access to all Bijoux left behind as an inheritance. Even Brother Lieu couldn’t challenge her if he grew so bold.

      So, in the end, it was just her misplaced pride and insecurity that prevented her from a second chance at life. Finally, Sarah knelt, tired down to her bones, and decided to rest. She couldn’t fight the feeling of weightlessness anymore, her body going numb.

      But just as she got comfortable, hands seized her and brought her to her feet. She attempted to scream only to see three familiar faces. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “How?” She asked but let the rest of the question die on her lips.

      “What’s the point of eternity...” Min-joon whispered as he took her shaking hands.

      Toshi leaned in and kissed her cheek, eyes glowing with delight, “Precious Bijoux...”

      “If we can’t spend it with you?” Bo groaned into her ear, dragging her towards his broad chest, lean with muscle.

      They closed in on her, holding her tight, as Bo Chang kissed her. She shuddered as he pulled away, and Min-joon’s chapped lips did the same, followed soon after by Toshi. Her body felt hot and heavy, light and airy, and all sorts of conflicting emotions.

      “Trust us. Believe in us. Take our essence,” they chanted and formed a triangle around her body as they all pulled away.

      She gasped as a shard slipped down her throat, along with a lily petal and a drop of milky liquid that rejuvenated her soul. The pain she felt was immense, so terrible she thought death might hurt less. But then Sarah was filled with overwhelming sensations as they all embraced her again and helped her through it. And when she opened her eyes again, they glowed yellow with slit black pupils, and the birthmark on her chest was no more.

      She was no longer Sarah, Bijoux, or any other version of her reincarnated soul. She was renewed. A goddess of the House of the Nine Foxes. The fated mate of the last disciples of the Nine Tailed Goddess.
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          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nine Years Later

      

      

      Nearly a decade had passed in the Mortal Realm since Bijoux pulled off the heist of the century, in which the story had been confused, and the legendary interdimensional jewel thief had slipped into the Realm of the Divine in the House of Nine Foxes with the Eternal Lunar Pearl unharmed.

      Which, if she really thought about it, was still ironic since only four foxes deities lived there currently and counting. 

      Bijoux was now the stuff of legends, written about on blogs on the internet rather than preserved through ink on scrolls. But, while the details were all confused, Sarah didn’t mind. In the end, she got what she wanted and then some: retirement, and power, with a dose of immortal love as a topping.

      Time moved much slower in the Realm of the Divine and the House of Nine Foxes than in the Mortal Realm. Sometimes it was boring. Nevertheless, it was peaceful, albeit a little eerie, in an overwhelming world occupied by so few beings. Usually devoid of any outsiders, today was different. 

      Guests were pouring in through the wide-open golden doors, mingling on glass walkways and in lotus-shaped chairs gliding in the air held up by magic. The Autumn Festival in the parallel world was more extravagant than anything she’d ever witnessed on Earth, made all the more special by two celebrations Sarah never thought she’d witness.

      Emerging from her palace, the Hall of the Eternal Lunar Pearl, she sauntered towards the main hall. Her chunky black platforms and flowing white silk over her blue gown made walking harder, but she had attempted to blend her old style with Bo Chang’s neo-traditional flavor. 

      When she finally made it, she was happy to see mortals, gods, and spirits greeting each other, at peace and full of joy. So many of her rivals were now a part of her family tree, or soon to be anyway. It took more time than even a god accounted for to merge the Rabbit Clans back together as one.

      “Fated,” Sarah sighed, leaning back into the arms of her eldest lover Bo Chang. 

      He had not aged a day since their first meeting, but now his hair touched the floor and had to be held up by dotting fairies, little balls of pure energy that floated around him.

      She couldn’t wait to ditch the festivities and comb her hands through his hair as he… She was getting ahead of herself and getting worked up as well. Groaning, Sarah pulled away and ushered him forward, hand in hand.

      “Where are Min-joon and Toshi?” she asked, relishing the roughness of his calloused skin.

      Soon after they were married, she realized that he kept them that way on purpose, to remind himself of his humble origins and to please his beloved.

      “By our side, as always,” he answered, smiling down at her, face radiating love.

      Soon enough, a larger hand engulfed her free hand, and she knew on the other side of Min-joon was Toshi. Just like Bo Chang, they hadn’t changed much. Their hair was longer, Toshi’s to his shoulder, while Min-joon’s touched his ankles when he took it out of the top knot he’d grown accustomed to wearing.

      And Toshi still was the most eclectic dresser, with Min-joon’s clothing always elegant with a traditional flair. Now that she thought about it, the only thing that really changed was their occupations. 

      Toshi had retired from idol superstardom at the height of his career, much to his fans’ utter devastation. He would have faked his death if Sarah hadn’t convinced him how much his teen fan base would be pushed over the edge, so he now opted for solos and other content that would show him aging over the coming years.

      Min-joon and Bo Chang had hung up the mobster lifestyle, much like their wife and queen. And Sarah had also given up her life of treasure hunting. She’d found something much more precious to covet now.

      She smiled. No words needed to be exchanged. How many lifetimes had their fates been entangled? How long had she been by their side, deepening their understanding of each other as their union flourished?

      As they entered the main hall, descending a spiraling staircase lined with wispy clouds, a cheer rose from the crowd.

      At the very center, Sarah spotted the reasons for the occasion: her recalcitrant niece, Li-Lang, decked out in the finest of silk wedding gowns alongside the bridegroom Jong-hyun, hand-in-hand. Beside them was Li-Lang’s nine-year-old cousin, Kim Eun-kyung.

      As much as she fussed about finally having to marry her fated mates, Sarah got the sense through her yearly visits that Li-Lang was looking forward to her future with them more than she let on.

      “Welcome,” Min-joon belted out, and a hush fell over the crowd. “We welcome you to the birth of our princess and the blessing ceremony that will unite our queen’s former warring clans. We give thanks to Yuèguāng, who, in his infinite mercy, gifted the Rabbit Clan with the Eternal Lunar Pearl. Peace has been restored, and the symbolic union of Li-Lang and Jong-hyun to the god of our moon will act as the ultimate tribute.”

      “Now, let’s get this fucking party started!” Toshi screamed, and a wail rose from the crowd.

      Sarah covered her face, mildly embarrassed. Leave it to Toshi to turn a formal ceremony into a house party.

      But Sarah could do little more than laugh as his old hit single, “Angel!Baby,” blared from invisible speakers, and the crowd went wild. Li-Lang and her co-fated mate Jong-hyun danced as the shining pearl that encased the fox deities’ child lifted into the air and exploded just as the clock struck midnight.

      A decade had finally passed and with it the true birth of the House of the Nine Foxes’ first child. The shards rained down like glitter from a shattered moon, only heightening the festivities. Then, finally, a ball of light came towards Sarah, who lifted her hands to cradle it. 

      According to her husbands, their will had summoned her birth, and she would have to be held in her protective shell for one hundred years to be born an immortal. But Sarah couldn’t wait that long. And with the peace they now enjoyed, she was willing to shield their daughter in their slice of heaven until she was ready.

      Thankfully, they agreed, eager to meet her and hold her as well. Bo, Min-joon, and Toshi crowded in to lay their golden eyes on their daughter for the first time.

      Eun-kyung was tiny, like a newborn babe, but already radiating copious amounts of magical blue energy. A bright red fox tail curled around her body, stubby black nails and pointed ears, a dead giveaway of her lineage.

      A blue rabbit paw in the center of her chest elated Sarah. And when her eyes finally opened, tiny black slits shrinking as she coo’ed in happiness, Sarah felt like all was right in all the realms.

      She had everything she ever wanted right in her arms and many lifetimes to enjoy the fruits of her labor. Releasing her daughter, she allowed the fairies to carry her away to her chamber, soon to be renamed the Hall of the Blue Eclipse Rabbit.

      In her fortified palace, no harm would come to her. All three of her fathers and her badass mother would make sure of it. As Sarah turned to leave, a flower bundle was pressed into her arms. 

      In amazement, she gazed at the blue and red roses bisected by beautiful sunflowers. She knew the sunflowers had to come directly from Ying Yue Jiang’s lunar palace. No other sunflower carried that strand’s distinct smell. 

      “A bigger ring would have been a better gift,” Sarah cheekily admonished, even as she took in the flowers’ unique, otherworldly scent with a gentle grin, her diamond ring sparkling ten-fold.

      “But I suppose I’ll take what I can get.”

      She giggled like a girl, overcome with a sudden surge of pure joy. Her mates joined her, laughing freely like children, walking hand in hand back to their inner palace.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the large double doors shut behind them, the fairy attendants disappeared, and the last of the fox flames that lit up the hall dimmed and vanished, three sets of hands descended on Bijoux’s body. She didn’t resist, allowing Bo Chang to rip away her gown with enough force that she was yanked forward.

      A clawed hand sunk into her left butt cheek, followed by a hard slap to her behind that flung her to her knees and left her sore. Nevertheless, she relished the force of their combined possession, their claim over their shared wife, and she allowed herself to be lost in their arms once more, as she wanted to do when they first reunited nine years ago.

      Sarah was lifted and tossed onto the bed. Then two rough hands dragged her downward by her thick thighs. Sarah moaned as Bo Chang’s tongue wasted no time finding her slit, tracing it once, then twice, before parting it with his thumbs.

      His tongue sunk into her pussy, and he lavished it with care, elongating and thickening as he lost control of his human facade.

      She shuddered, unable to stop herself from trembling as he fucked her with his mouth, Sarah reaching in between her raised hips to flick her aching clit. It wasn’t long before she could feel her thighs trembling, already on the cusp of orgasm.

      But her mates wouldn’t let her off that easily, especially on a special night such as this. Sarah’s head was yanked upward by Toshiyuki, who liked his lips, eyes aglow as he guided his slick cock into her awaiting mouth. She took him in readily, greedily, rocking back on Bo’s mouth as Toshi went to work fucking her throat in earnest.

      He rammed his shaft down her throat over and over, balls slapping her chin as he cupped the sides of her face. She enjoyed the way his eyes fluttered backward, whispering nonsense as he lost the rhythm and pumped her throat with abandon.

      Her eyes rolled back, ready for their erections to plunge deep inside of her and fill every last one of her hungry holes. She wanted all of them all at once, no more teasing or games. She wanted it fast and rough, to have their sticky wet seed inside her until she couldn’t take anymore.

      As if he could read her mind, she felt something stiff enter her bum. Sarah whimpered around Toshi’s thick cock, growing harder and bigger as he came closer to coming undone. Min-joon’s slick fingers were working the ring of her ass, and the combined sensations of Bo’s tongue, Toshi’s cock, and Min-joon’s fingers were absolutely divine. Nothing could ever come close to mating with her fated mates. Nothing in either realm was as precious as a love that never faded and grew stronger with age.

      “Move, fated. I can’t wait for her any longer.”

      In an instant, Bo’s claws lifted from her bum, and his long tongue pulled out of her wet pussy. She longed for something harder to fill her up quickly, and she was delighted when Min-joon clasped her breast from behind and slammed forward, plunging into her ass.

      Sarah screamed, the pressure immense and the pleasure melting her six senses into mush. She gagged on Toshi, who groaned in return, shooting his sticky wet load down her throat in hot wet spurts. Finally, he pulled away, and she gasped for air, mouth full of his seed. Still balls deep inside of his queen, Min-joon pulled her into the air and slowly lowered her onto Bo Chang’s stiff cock, eagerly awaiting her wetness to engulf him and clamp down tight.

      She hissed, the mark on her chest glowing bright blue, magic leaking through her pores along with sweat and the curious scent of sex. Min-joon rode her like a wild beast, vicious in the pursuit of a post come high but oddly gentle as he toyed with her nipples. Bo, for his part, simply held on for dear life and allowed the force of Min-joon’s claim to force him deeper inside his beloved.

      No words could explain the immensity of her feeling, only sharpened when Toshi stroked himself back into another full erection, guiding Bo’s lips to his shaft. He reached over and brought his wife’s lips to his, deep inside the eldest’s throat, tongue exploring Sarah’s.

      Min-joon continued filling her core at a punishing pace until he stiffened all over and exploded inside her ass. Sarah followed suit, trembling all over, soaring so high she felt as though she’d circled the moon and fallen back down to Earth like a shooting star.

      He pulled out slowly, come leaking from her open hole, followed by a sloppy popping sound. Min-joon kissed her neck, then bit down before leaning forward. He pulled Toshiyuki away from their wife, kissed him, and whispered endearments. The youngest understood in seconds.

      Repositioning themselves, as Sarah leaned down to kiss Bo, his cock still wedged inside her pussy, pistoning in and out, she gritted her teeth as Toshiyuki inside of her bum, filling the gap Min-Joon had left behind.

      Sarah whimpered again, tears pooling at the edge of her vision, wondering if she could come again and still reside in the land of the living.

      Her answer came in the form of two deep thrusts, the weight on her back so heavy she knew Min-joon must have been inside of Toshiyuki. Bo was the first to crack, having held out the longest as they all came together and came undone. He panted, hard nipples scraping against Sarah’s as Toshi persisted in his pursuit of filling her once more.

      He came second, in shuddering spurts, his tail appearing out of thin air to circle Sarah’s stomach. It always popped out at the most unexpected moments they made love.

      Then, with one more push, so deep that Sarah thought she would never feel the same inside again, Min-joon came again and collapsed on Toshi, who filled her ass, falling onto Sarah’s backside.

      They lay there in a hot sticky mess, entangled and enraptured, but soon enough, Min-joon pulled out, and Toshiyuki followed. Bo was last, lifting Sarah from his cock as his mate’s arousal dripped down her thighs and leaked from her behind, mixed with their semen.

      “Your love may crack me open like a safe one day,” she cooed, completely spent as she evaporated onto Bo’s chest, as silky as the satin sheets on the master bed large enough to hold them all of them and then some.

      Toshi nibbled first on her shoulder and then the side of her neck, murmuring. “Never.”

      “Our love is too strong, our bond so great that it would never break,” Min-joon chimed in, his large arm and tails encircling both Toshi and Sarah.

      “How long can our love last, do you suppose, Great Bijoux?” Min-joon asked, speaking for all as they crowded around her, encasing Bijoux in their warmth and primal magic, caressing her with their tails and bodies.

      “Forever,” she whispered, burrowing deeper into her den of foxy fated mates, realizing that she had pulled off the heist of the century: claiming all three of their hearts.
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      Thank you for reading Foxy Heist: A Lucky Break Novel! I would love it if you left a review. The inspiration for this story is two-fold: first, my long-term love affair with Asian pop culture, and second, watching Korean dramas for over a decade. More specifically, Tale of the Nine Tailed (2020) starring Lee Dong-wook (one of my favorite Korean actors), Jo Bo-ah (she did terrific as the FMC), and Kim Bum (another top K-actor for me) inspired Foxy Heist.

      During the pandemic, I had a lot of time at home writing after being furloughed from my job and generally recovering, having gone through a brutal house fire in July 2019. Tale of the Nine Tailed wasn’t my first time watching a kumiho/gumiho lead, nor my first comfort watch. But something about Lee Dong-wook in this fox/mountain god role captured my heart.

      Writing Foxy Heist was a uniquely fun experience and one of many firsts, as my first attempt at a reverse harem ever in a now-defunct paranormal RH multi-author series Claimed By Three.Sarah was one of the toughest female main characters I’ve written because of her profession and personality. Bo Chang, Kim Min-joon, and Toshiyuki, on the other hand, flowed better for some odd reason, seeing as men are usually more complicated for me to write.

      It was hard for me to get a four-way relationship right, especially since I didn’t know the sub-genre had strong feelings about including MM. I still consider Foxy Heist a reverse harem vs. a poly relationship, as all of the male characters are into Sarah; they just don’t mind getting down with each other while sharing her. But to each their own!

      Then there were the POVs. I did not see mafia princess Lillian getting three. But it worked out, and though Foxy Heist can definitely be read as a standalone, I quickly got ideas for two more books in a series. Finally, the most significant first/hurdle was writing an all-Asian cast of characters. I pride myself on writing diversely, but usually from a Black American point of view. It was fun balancing all these different East Asian cultures into one story. However, please note none of the Asian mythology here is used accurately, and there are probably inaccuracies with translations. I lifted motifs I thought were interesting to create a unique world and story, and I meant no offense.

      Check out Colonial Caper (Lucky Break, #2) and Midnight Conspiracy (Lucky Break, #3) if you want more sexy shifters! In book two, Li-Lang/Lillian is all grown up and trapped between her bodyguard and the ancestral god of the united Eclipse Rabbit Clan. And, in book three, a minor crow god hooks up with the runaway bride from book one. I don’t have exact release dates in mind, but you can follow authorzknight.com/lucky-break-trilogy or join my newsletter for updates. Also, check out cover reveals for books two and three, plus blurbs if you continue flipping. Thank you!

      
        
        – Zelda Knight
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        A Lunar Caper

        Two Magical Realms

        Two Protective Shifter Gods

      

      

      Ten years after her infamous Aunt Sarah Lee Ho—better known as Bijoux—pulled off the heist of the century when she stole the Eternal Lunar Pearl, Li-Lang Ho has been living under her shadow, literally.

      Trapped doing menial labor in her clan’s music shop serving the mortal and immortal realms, Li-Lang longs for an adventure of a lifetime to fill the void in her boring life. That moment comes when the Solar Rabbit Clan and Lunar Rabbit Clan unite, forming the formidable Eclipse Lunar Clan.

      There’s only one problem: now she has no choice but to give in to fate and marry her childhood friend and bodyguard, Jong-hyun, and their new clan’s ancestral moon god, Yuèguāng. But things don’t go as planned in paradise when a plot by a vengeful dragon-shifter gangster forces the trio of fated mates to pull off a daring caper of their own.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Midnight Conspiracy (Lucky Break, #3)]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Midnight Conspiracy
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        A Midnight Conspiracy

        Two Magical Realms

        One Sexy Shifter God

      

      

      The Eclipse Lunar Clan has settled its internal differences, sealing away old animosity and enemies alike. But one loose string still roams the world, threading to unwind their progress towards reunification. Xiuying, the former mob princess of the Lunar Rabbit Clan, has been in hiding for over a decade. She makes a living as a paranormal pickpocket, undetected, on the outskirts of both the human and paranormal realms. That is until she steals from the ravenborn god, Asuka.

      His gang is in disarray after the disappearance of their Elder. And now he has to find his old boss amid a power struggle. He doesn’t have time for a date with destiny. But their destinies intertwine when the Red String of Fate binds this unlikely duo. Now Xiuying and Asuka must navigate two realms that want them both dead, finding love on the run.
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