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FOREWORD

This story is my humble attempt to capture a slice of life in the vibrant, ever-moving city that is New York.

That said, I must admit my perspective is that of an outsider, a visitor who’s walked its streets but not a resident who knows the ins and outs. I tried to get some places right, but if something’s glaringly off, or if you have any other corrections, please don’t hesitate to write me an email.

Spicy scenes in this book series, and chapters that contain them, will be marked with hearts.

I hope I captured at least a tiny bit of the awesomeness and charm of Hong Kong cinema and other influences we all know and love, and that you have as much fun as I had while writing this.


Chapter 1 – Lost in New York

A New York winter bit through James Wong's peacoat as he cut through Central Park, his laptop bag heavy on his shoulder. The air was sharp enough to sting his face, but he barely noticed.

His mind was still humming with two White Monsters and a successful night at the fintech startup where he worked, but this time the deployment had gone off without a hitch—no frantic debugging at midnight.

For once, everything worked on the first push.

He was part of a high-performing team that made moves in the financial tech world, and it showed. His paychecks were solid, his Nvidia holdings were up, and his manager had even dropped a casual "Nice work, Wong" in the team meeting. If that wasn’t validation, he didn’t know what was.

But it all came with a price.

The late hours weren’t great for his social life—or what was left of it.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone on a proper date or had a meaningful conversation that didn’t involve debugging code or crypto trends. Even his hobbies had fallen by the wayside.

Boxing had been on the back burner for over a year. He used to love the thrill of sparring sessions, the rhythm of dodges and jabs, blowing off steam, and not so much the getting punched in the head, but now his gloves were gathering dust in his closet. His friends, too, had been slipping out of reach, group chats growing quieter with each passing week. Not even Sarah had been around lately.

Their last night out together had gotten... complicated. Awkward, even.

They’d shared a funny reel on Instagram every now and then, but hadn't seen each other in a while.

All he did was work, crash, and repeat.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, interrupting his train of thought. Probably just another alert or news headline, but as he glanced at the screen, a WeChat notification brought a groan to his lips.

Mom.

James sighed and unlocked the screen, scanning the stream of texts she’d sent throughout the evening:

Mom: "Son, Chinese New Year is in two weeks. Don’t be late this time."

Mom: "Also, Mrs. Liu’s daughter is visiting. Harvard Medical School! She can attend the dinner with you. I already told her mother you’ll reach out."

He rolled his eyes, typing back with a resigned sigh:

James: "Mom, just because I’m single doesn’t mean you can ambush me with blind dates."

Her reply was instantaneous, as if she’d been waiting for him to push back:

Mom: "You’re 28, James. How many more New Year’s dinners do you want to show up alone?"

And then the killing blow:

Mom: "Bring someone this year. I don’t care who. Just someone."

James shoved the phone back into his coat pocket, muttering to himself, "Yeah, let me just pick someone off the street, Mom."

Suddenly, a movement ahead drew his eye. A girl in flowing silk robes stood atop Gapstow Bridge. The outfit shimmered in hues of cream and gold, more fit for a palace drama than a snowy Manhattan night. It did little to hide her figure—wide hips against a very slim waist, her chest pressing against the robes as if struggling to pop out.

Two hairpins glimmered in a small bun, behind... cat ears, while the rest of her silver hair cascaded down her back, and—was that a tail swaying behind her?

She had a pretty face, adorable even. She looked more like a character from a Tencent video game than an ordinary person. Her skin was milky white yet vibrant and glowy. She had a perfect oval face, a triangular chin, and an adorable little mouth with cute pink lips. Her pupils were a striking gold—gold-bar golden.

They were probably contacts, though. Cosplayer, he thought, but a second glance gave him pause. No one in their right mind would dress like that in 20-degree °F weather, and there was no sign of a coat nearby. Was she doing it for TikTok or something? The girl must be freezing. Her eyes darted around nervously, almost like she was hiding from someone.

"Hey, you okay there?" James called out.

She turned. Her eyes caught the lamppost like a cat's, and—were those cat ears moving on their own?

"Alright... this isn't the Imperial Garden, at least," she said with a sigh. She looked at the frozen pond below, then at the Manhattan skyline. "But... where am I exactly? Is this the place they call New York?"

James felt his mouth quirk. "Sure it is," he stepped closer, deciding to play along. And she didn’t seem to be minding the cold at all. "You alright? Need help?"

"I actually do," she said. "I might need to find a place where I can—"

Then, something echoed in the park ahead. She spun around, suddenly tense. "You should leave. Quickly."

James stayed, of course. This girl was, like, really cute. Cat ears and a tail... well, that part at least couldn’t be real.

"Look, if you're in trouble—" James started, but three men materialized from the mist at the far end of the bridge. They moved in unison. The three looked Asian, dressed in tailored black suits, and quite muscular, all with matching white ties. They looked like bouncers or... villains from a triad movie.

"The young mistress will return with us now," the center figure announced. "This is cultivation business, mortal. Step aside."

James couldn't help it – he giggled. After fourteen hours of debugging, this was peak New York weirdness. Cultivation? He'd read a few novels. Correction: he’d started a few novels. They were usually ten thousand pages long. Was this a prank or had he stepped into the filming of an indie film? He let out a sigh. "Okay, which convention escaped containment? Comic-Con's not for months."

The girl tugged at his sleeve. "Please, they're—"

"And cultivation business?" James said with a mocking grin. "Listen, my mom already tried the whole 'ancient Chinese tradition' angle to get me to join her qigong class. At least she brought egg tarts. What’s this, a TikTok stunt?"

The middle suit's eyes narrowed, then turned a violent shade of green. Not contacts-green. Glowing-nuclear-waste green. The temperature dropped ten degrees, and frost crystallized across the bridge in spreading patterns.

"Oh," James managed weakly, looking around to see if there was some drone projecting stuff around or something. But his hands and legs were suddenly stiff with the cold. He instinctively rubbed his knuckles and wished he'd brought gloves.

The left suit raised his hand, and a ball of crackling energy formed in front of his palm, arcs of electricity dancing around it. Meanwhile, the guy to his right floated two inches off the ground, his polished shoes hovering just above the snow like he was suspended by wires.

James stared, his brain grinding to a halt. He’d seen a lot of strange things in New York—flash mobs, subway performers, a guy in a Spider-Man suit pole dancing in the train—but this was on another level.

"Oh, great," he muttered, throwing his hands up. "This is it. I’ve officially wandered into Big Trouble in Little China. Next thing you know, Lo Pan's gonna show up."

"What’s Big Trouble in Little China?" the girl whispered, her tail bristling, fluffing up like a startled cat’s.

James shot her a look. "You’ve never seen it? Seriously? This is exactly how that movie starts—creepy dudes with magic powers, some poor schmuck caught in the middle..." He trailed off, gesturing vaguely toward himself.

The floating man sneered. The green kamehameha, or whatever it was, still gleamed in the other guy's hand.

"We don’t have time for this nonsense." The man snarled, and James swore he saw the snow beneath him ripple as though reacting to his power.

"Okay," James said, his voice rising as he pointed at her. "That’s it. I’m Jack Burton. You’re... whatever her name was. Which makes these guys Lo Pan’s minions, right?"

"I don’t know what any of that means," she hissed, glancing nervously at the crackling ball of light, "but I don’t think they care."

Then, he faced the men, breathing in, pretending to be relaxed: "Listen, can we all just chill for a second? Maybe not throw lightning or whatever it is you’re about to—"

The left suit cut him off by launching the ball of energy directly at him. It zipped through the air with a sound like frying bacon, and James barely ducked in time. The energy struck a tree, below the bridge snapping its branches and denting its trunk.

"Oh, yeah," James wheezed from his crouched position, staring at the result, snow still falling from the remaining branches. Not even a sledgehammer could’ve punched through the branches like that. "Totally normal night. Absolutely fine. Can’t wait to tell my coworkers about this."

The girl grabbed his arm and yanked him upright. "Run, Jack Burton!"

"It’s James!" he protested, but he was already sprinting alongside her as another bolt of energy shot past them, illuminating the park like a thunderstorm and crashing against the ground.

Was this really happening?

He should be scared. But what he actually felt was more akin to confusion.

And annoyance. Yes. Those three idiots, magic powers and all, were annoying. He couldn't let them get away with whatever they were planning.

They passed the bridge and stopped behind a tree, him panting to catch his breath, while the catgirl Instagram model threw a glance behind them.

"If we survive, we're having a movie night together, huh?" James replied, his voice slightly hysterical. What was he saying? He'd just been attacked by real-life Raiden, and all he could think about was getting a date? It brought back some memories, though. Back when he had a reputation for dating every girl on the floor. A first date at least.

But he hadn’t actually been excited about someone in a while.

The middle suit moved—not walked, literally blurred—forward, appearing in front of them. "Final warning, mortal."

James swallowed hard but held his ground, taking a fighting stance.

The man lifted his hand, and another energy ball whirled toward his head. He slipped, but it whizzed past his hair, leaving behind a burnt smell.

"That was my good side!" he yelped, ducking another blast, which crashed against a tree trunk and exploded in tree bark.

James gritted his teeth. Now he was angry. He didn’t care about those stupid qi blasts. Or maybe he did care, but he wanted to prove himself.

His boxing training kicked in. He dashed forward, bobbing and weaving, trying to close the distance, dodging one blast after another.

The catgirl—he really needed to get her name if they survived this—moved like lightning, her robes flowing as she deflected another crackling energy blast with... was that her hairpin?

Light burst from a lamppost toward one of the suits, but the man dodged with a swift foot motion.

In the meantime, James rolled, taking a Philly Shell stance. He'd done some traditional kung fu as a kid, some Choy Li Fut and Wing Chun. But he loved boxing the most.

He trusted boxing the most.

"Your modern martial arts won't—" the left suit began pompously, all three standing before him.

James didn’t let him finish. His left hook came out of nowhere. It connected with the suit’s jaw with a sharp crack.

The man’s words cut off as he crumpled to the ground in a heap, completely unconscious.

Everyone froze. Even the other two suits stopped, their attention snapping to their fallen companion.

James flexed his hand, the impact still stinging, and blurted, "Uh, sorry! Force of habit!" He gestured to the unconscious man. "Usually, that doesn’t work so well."

"James, stop!" the girl hissed, grabbing his arm. Her golden eyes were wide with alarm—not for herself, but for him. "You don’t understand. Can’t you see? They’re not... normal. If they get serious, you’ll be—"

The remaining suits recovered their composure, their faces darkening and their eyes glowing brighter. The one to the right began to roll his neck, the sound of popping joints echoing like a threat, while the one in the middle raised both hands above his head, summoning another energy ball.

James glanced down at the man he’d just floored and then back at the other two. This was actually getting him all pumped up. He missed punching people in the face. "I mean... I could keep going?" he offered, fists still clenched.

"No!" the girl snapped, pulling him back with surprising strength. "If they fight seriously, you’ll get hurt!"

The man who’d been knocked out stirred, his eyes snapping open. In one fluid motion, he tucked his legs against his chest and launched himself upright, landing on his feet. He rolled his shoulders, wiped off the snow from his suit, then tilted his head to the side with a sharp crack that echoed like a warning.

The leader took another step forward. James exhaled sharply and looked at the girl. "So, what’s the plan, then?"

The girl’s ears twitched as she scanned their surroundings. Her grip on his arm tightened. "You run," she whispered. "I’ll distract them."

James pretended to run but stopped to look.

He couldn’t help it.

The girl seized the moment of confusion, her hairpin trailing golden light as she traced a pattern in the air. "Guardian circle!"

A shimmering barrier erupted around them just as all three suits unleashed what looked like a Dynasty Warriors ultimate attack, a green net of lightning coming out of their arms and curling toward her.

James felt his hair stand on end as energy crackled against the catgirl's energy shield.

Was he tripping? Had someone spiked his White Monster back at the meeting? Whatever it was, he realized he felt no instinct to flee; all he wanted to do was fight.

A golden light blazed all around them. He shielded his eyes.

And then he felt a hand gently curling around his own. Her palm was warm despite the freezing air. She was pulling him, urging him to run. "Please, let’s get out of here! Can you run?"

"I did a 5K last year. Came in last, but—"

"Run NOW!"

They bolted back across the bridge as the barrier shattered behind them. James’s mind raced faster than his feet: Was his health insurance up to date? Did it cover cultivation combat? What the hell was going on?

"They're gaining!" he gasped, hearing the whoosh of more energy balls. "Any other magic tricks?"

"Do you trust me?" she asked, her golden eyes serious.

"I just got shot at with green fireballs. Trust is pretty far down my priority list right now!"

She smiled – an actual cat-got-the-cream smile. Her fangs were oversized and adorable. She yanked him sideways... straight toward the pond.

"Wait, wait! I can't—"

They hit the frozen surface, but instead of crashing through, the tip of her slipper touched it, and they both bounced as if it were a trampoline, soaring like in a Kung Fu movie; a glowing circle flashed beneath their feet each time her heels touched the frozen water.

And he felt a strange tingle in his body.

The girl's hand formed complex gestures as she chanted something that sounded like a weird, toneless Chinese dialect. Or more like a Southern dialect from Fujian. He wondered if it was ancient Chinese.

"Celestial Gate!" she exclaimed, pointing a blue hairpin in front of her, not the golden one. She held her other hairpin, of blue jade, emblazoned with golden Chinese characters. Suddenly, the air warped in front of them, forming a whirlwind of golden flame.

"I knew it!" said a male voice behind them, in a weird Chinese dialect that James could barely understand, and he knew both Mandarin and Cantonese. "The mistress stole the First Blade's Hairpin."

"Shit. Let’s call reinforcements!"

James and the girl passed through it, and the circle flared, and they dropped – not into icy water, but through what felt like static electricity and smelled like ozone.


Chapter 2 – Quantum Entangled With a Catgirl

James's first coherent thought as reality reassembled itself was that he was definitely going to throw up.

He took a deep breath, steadying himself. "First time through a spirit gate?" the catgirl asked, steadying him as he swayed. "Most mortals faint, I've heard."

They were in... his apartment? The familiar sight of his cluttered living room with its dual-monitor coding setup and half-empty coffee cups somehow made everything else feel more surreal. His brain tried to process how they had jumped from Central Park to his seventh-floor walk-up in Harlem.

"I didn't faint," he managed, proud of this achievement, but holding on to the wall and breathing even deeper. "Though I think my stomach is still somewhere over the East River."

He looked at her. "How'd you find my place?"

"Your qi signature. You've spent so many hours here, it was easy to track." She nodded at his gaming setup. "Plus, your devices have some interesting energy."

The girl's ears twitched – that was still taking some getting used to. She faced James, giving him a toothy grin with closed eyes, her adorable fangs flashing for an instant. "I'm Lanlan," she said suddenly, as if remembering introductions were a thing.

"James Wong," he replied automatically, finding that the dizziness was fading and his stomach was settling.

"Pleased to meet you," she said, playing with a loose strand of silver hair, her fingers tensing like a cat’s paw. "You’re brave. I like it! And a little reckless. That’s actually kind of charming, if you keep it under control."

He cleared his throat. "Speaking of reckless, should we maybe discuss the whole murderous suits with kung fu magic situation? Because I feel like that's something we should circle back to."

Lanlan's expression darkened. "They were sent by my father. They're..." She trailed off, her gaze snapping to his desk. Her eyes widened in astonishment. "Is that... liquid qi in a metal vessel?"

"That's a Monster Energy Drink."

Her hand moved faster than his eyes could track, and suddenly she was holding the can, turning it over like it was a priceless artifact. "Incredible! You've managed to condense spiritual energy into a portable form? A treasure of immense power!"

"Uh, it's more like liquid anxiety, but—"

Before he could finish, a thunderous knock at his door cut him off. The sound echoed through the room like a judge’s gavel. They both froze, her grip tightening on the can as the other person tried to open the door. Luckily, it was locked.

"Mr. Wong?" A smooth male voice called out. "This is building management. We've had reports of unusual energy readings from your unit."

Yeah, right. Management at 11 PM. For whatever reason, he still felt confident that he could drop magical suits with a punch.

Lanlan's ears flattened against her head. "Aiya! They found us already?" she hissed. "My fault! I didn't mask the qi signature of the gate! Oh, silly me!"

"Can you, like... feel their qi, like in Dragon Ball Z or something? Do they have a magic hairpin too?"

"They do. And they’re masking their qi. I’m masking mine, but..."

The door handle kept turning, more forcefully this time. He knew they could break down the door if they wanted to.

James moved on instinct, pulling Lanlan behind him.

"There's a fire escape," he whispered. "Though I'm guessing cultivator hitmen probably don't care much about seven floors."

"Twenty floors wouldn't stop them," Lanlan murmured, her breath warm against his ear. She stepped around him, moving her hands as if she were doing a tai chi form, and her skin began to glow. For a moment, she looked dangerous. And adorable. And as hot as hell, like a sword wrapped in silk, plus the curves of the peaches of immortality.

And then, she frowned, her fangs settling above her lower teeth in a catlike snarl.

"But I didn't spend two hundred years learning spirit arts to be caught by mere sect disciples."

"Two hundred—" James started, then shook his head. She looked like she was in her early twenties. "You know what? I'm just going to file that under questions for when we're not about to die."

The door burst open. In pieces.

Two suits stood there, wearing black suits and shirts, but these wore silver pins with the Yue (Moon) character on their blue ties. Lanlan's eyes widened in recognition, and for the first time, James saw genuine fear cross her face, although she masked it with determination. "My lord father must be desperate," she said, her voice barely a whisper, "to send Jade-rank disciples to fetch me. The Moon Guards themselves."

"Hmm..." James’ eyes swung toward her. "Why exactly are they chasing you?"

She eyed him, but gave no response.

Something protective stirred in his chest, overriding his common sense. Again.

Here was this incredible woman who could literally do magic, and yet she was seeking safety from him—a guy whose greatest achievement was optimizing database queries. No, he’d never had an amateur boxing fight, but he’d enjoyed sparring like the next guy.

And he was good at it.

"Wait!" he said, stepping in between them. "Everybody relax! I’m a reasonable guy, but I’ve just experienced some very unreasonable things."

"Depends on how you look at it," Lanlan cut in.

James shook his head. "Can anyone please tell me what the hell’s going on?"

The guards ignored him and stepped closer. He didn’t know what they wanted her for, but she must have had a good reason to be running away like that.

He got into position, fists up. He'd snap that jaw if he got an inch closer, but the guard stopped a few steps ahead of James and addressed the girl.

"Princess Lanlan. Come with us. Don’t refuse your father’s orders! It’s what’s required for peace between our clan and the Jade Serpent Sect."

"I’ll never marry that old pervert!" Lanlan exclaimed, hands on her hips and turning her face away in a dismissive gesture.

"Listen," James said through gritted teeth, fists clenched, facing the Dragon Warriors, or whatever they were, while trying to sound braver than he felt, "I don't know much about cultivation politics, but where I come from, we believe in something called having a choice."

One of the guards actually smiled, a cold expression that reminded James of venture capitalists during funding rounds. "A mortal lecturing us about—"

He was cut off by a sudden burst of golden light. James turned to see Lanlan holding her white hairpin, which now glowed with inner fire.

"I may have refused the sect leader's proposal," she announced, her voice ringing with authority. That surprised him. She had looked shy before. "But I'm still a daughter of the Jade Moon Clan. And I choose to stay here."

The 'with him' went unsaid, but James felt it in the way she moved closer, with her arm wrapping against his. He tried very hard not to read too much into that.

The guards exchanged looks. "The mortal's presence complicates things," the second one said. "The young mistress appears to have formed a..." he paused distastefully, "connection."

"A connection?" James repeated and felt Lanlan tense beside him. "Look, I just met her." He paused, realizing he was rambling, very aware of her small gasp at his words. "But that doesn't mean I'm going to let you drag her back to some magical arranged marriage with a 500-year-old man in a wheelchair. What kind of a man can let that happen to his own daughter?"

"I never said he was on a wheelchair," Lanlan added.

"Sorry. I might have had a different guy in mind," James muttered.

The first guard raised his hand, green energy crackling on his palm, but he appeared more amused than angry. "How precious. The mortal thinks he's being noble. A fool with no respect for tradition and family. Where's your filial piety?"

"I have no respect for people forcing others into lives that'd make them miserable. She deserves much better. She deserves a choice."

A faint pink touched Lanlan's cheeks, her ears twitching. The hairpin in her hand pulsed brighter.

"Enough," the second Guard growled. "Young Mistress, your father's patience grows thin. The merger between Jade Moon and Jade Serpent Sects must—"

"Must nothing," Lanlan interrupted, her voice gaining steel. "I've seen how the Serpent Sect treats their cultivation partners. I won't be a cauldron for that old snake." She straightened, every inch a cultivation princess despite being in James's cramped apartment. "And if you think I didn't notice the spiritual binding net you're trying to set up while talking..."

James followed her gaze. Thin lines of green light had been spreading across his floor while they talked, forming a spider-web pattern. His first thought was that it was beautiful. His second was that this was cultivation magic he was talking about.

Suddenly, the guards' eyes widened as a familiar hum filled the apartment. James's computer, and his entire his gaming setup suddenly blazed with light, its RGB lighting shifting to a brilliant gold. The spiritual array on the floor shattered as if hit by feedback.

His devices all switched off as if due to a power failure, and the faint smell of burnt cables wafted around the room.

"Did you just..." James stared at Lanlan. "Did you just hack their magic circle with my PC's power?"

Lanlan's answering smile was shy and mischievous. "Oops. I’m really sorry if I broke them."

James opened his mouth but no more words came out. Thank God his laptop was still alive, or that’d certainly be a setback.

The guards recovered quickly, adopting fighting stances. "Young Mistress—"

"And now," she added, grinning at James. "I’ve seen your fist technique is pretty decent, Brother James. Hmm... You have the bone structure of a cultivation master. I think... I can..."

"Don't need to call me brother," he said.

He felt her hand reaching for his lower back, sliding her hand behind his coat. She did something with her fingers, pressing, then shifting again. Pressure points? Acupuncture?

And then he felt it.

Like an energy drink flowing right into his bloodstream.

"I have infused our connection with my qi," she said in his ear. "You’re... surprisingly receptive with that bone structure and those clear meridians. Use it well, as it will increase your striking power."

James felt it and grinned, shifting forward. It was real. It was like syrup through his veins. Like liquid flaming syrup willing to explode. His forearm started glowing.

He crouched low, his fist tight as he dodged an energy ball, then threw a cross into his opponent’s chest, sending him crashing against the bookshelf that held his manga collection.

James then stared at his own fists. It felt as though he had carried the force of a motorcycle, ramming at high speed against human flesh.

Lanlan’s robes flowed behind him as she summoned another one of her skills, her hairpin trailing golden light. She backed toward the window, and her eyes met his. He answered with a curt nod.

The remaining goon advanced, green energy crackling around his knuckles. "Foolish mortal has chosen the hard way."

The man lunged just as Lanlan swept her hairpin in an arc of golden light. James felt her yanking his hand back as his entire setup—his electric kitchen, his plugged power bank, table lantern, and even his TV—exploded with electricity, all of which shot toward the standing suit. Lightning flashed, electricity cooking the man’s brains, his skeleton flashing for an instant as Lanlan dragged James back, lunging with him through the window, her other hairpin in hand.

Suddenly they were falling through the New York night. But instead of plummeting seven stories, they seemed to be gliding between layers of reality, through a gate made of blazing fire.

They landed in an alley near St. Mark's Place. The neon signs cast multicolored shadows across the slippery, icy pavement. James caught Lanlan as she stumbled, the spirit gate taking its toll. Her ears flattened against her hair in exhaustion.

"That was..." she breathed.

"Wild, but you were amazing," he mumbled, steadying her with one hand while breathing deeply. He didn’t throw up the first time, and he didn’t plan to do so now. His sight was a blur, but his voice was calm, despite the adrenaline coursing through him.

"Any chances they'll track us?" he said.

"Hmm, spirit gates are hard to mask, but if they don't find resonant traces of it, we should be good."

James nodded, then moved without hesitation, pulling her behind a dumpster. His body shielded her from view as heavy footsteps approached. Fortunately, it was just a homeless man.

"Your guard guys are persistent," he whispered, close enough to feel her breath catch.

"You're not afraid," she observed, studying his face with what seemed like awe. Again, he hoped not to be reading too much into that.

"Oh, I'm terrified," James admitted with a lazy half-smile. "But I've sparred with guys twice my size. Fear's just another opponent. Or maybe I already have CTE, which might have damaged the fear and consequence part of my brain but hasn't touched the memory and problem-solving part."

Her golden eyes lingered on his lips for a moment before darting away. "Most mortals would have run by now. And you're too bright to be brain damaged."

"Most mortals," he countered softly, "don't have a cultivation princess hiding in their gaming room. I mean..."

She stared at him, her eyes widening under the street light. Her pale cheeks caught a deep blush, and her ears wiggled.

This was a cat-girl. A real cat-girl.

She noticed him staring at her ears.

"I... Shh... James." Her blush deepened. "Your words are very kind."

"I can’t stop running my mouth. I get it. Now tell me one thing. Are those real?"

"Never seen a cat spirit before?"

"In anime perhaps," he said. "And no. It’s something out of fantasies, novels, games. Are you real?"

"Of course I am, silly Big Brother."

"No calling me big brother, please. It’s... Weird. I know Chinese, but... It sounds weird here in America."

He shook his head, still bedazzled.

"Girl. I’m known to speak my mind," he said, looking into her eyes. "But I’m dying to hear your story. Crazy as it might be."

"You’re interesting too," she added, cocking her head. "I’ve been reading your qi, and... I felt it, for a moment, when I linked with your yang. It was..."

She trailed off, leaving James to wonder what she meant. What had she meant earlier by connection? He felt a flicker of something warm inside him but couldn’t quite put it into words.

"Can I touch them?" he asked, looking at her ears. She was petite, standing just about chest-high on him, and her ears twitched slightly.

Lanlan’s cheeks turned a deep red, but she nodded. "Of course," she said quietly. "And my tail too if you want. And you can check the dress too. It's authentic silk."

James smirked. His fingers brushed the edge of her ear, and she let out a soft gasp. Her ears twitched under his touch, and she closed her eyes for a moment.

"They’re soft," he said, stroking the fur lightly. It felt like touching a kitten, delicate and warm.

She closed her eyes and began to purr.

"It tickles a bit," she said with a small giggle, her blush deepening.

"Good ticklish or bad ticklish?" he teased, glancing down at her.

"Good," she admitted, her ears shifting slightly as if leaning into his hand. She smiled, but there was a hint of shyness in her expression. "I’ve never... had anyone do this before."

"Well, it’s new for me too," he said with a chuckle. "I don’t meet people with ears like these every day."

Lanlan’s lips curved into a smile. "I’ll take that as a compliment."

"It is," James said simply, his hand tracing the edge of her ear again before adjusting a stray strand of her hair. She seemed to relax into his touch, her tail flicking slightly at her side.

His thumb traced the edge of her jaw. After that battle, their great escape... He really wanted to kiss her. He was trying to be a more restrained guy these days. Besides, she was a traditional girl, wasn't she? But those lips were calling at him.

The slight shiver that ran through her had nothing to do with fear. But... maybe he was reading her reactions wrong. He had a tendency to do that, which had gotten him into trouble in the past.

The way she looked at him, though. Those ultra-dilated cat's eyes seemed a bit too much like bedroom eyes.

He hesitated, looking at her lips. He had to read the situation well enough not to be creepy.

And what was that... weird warm current that he felt in her presence? It was subtle. He'd barely noticed, but was growing progressively aware.

And then, a weird electrical sound echoed nearby. James recognized it as the same noise he heard every time she opened a spirit gate.

Lanlan tensed, reaching for her hairpin, but James caught her wrist. He pressed a finger to his lips, eyes glinting with confidence.

He knew for a fact that timing was everything.

"Are you... like... masking? Your qi, I mean," he said in a low whisper.

"Yes. Can you tell?" she whispered back. And he could. It was another subtle sensation he was becoming aware of, like lowering the volume just one notch above the lowest setting.

He heard that strange language echo in the alley, like a weird Chinese dialect he wasn't familiar with, although he could guess some of the words, so it wasn't as alien as other dialects like Hokkien and Hakka.

A car alarm suddenly blared to life down the street. Talk about a lucky coincidence. Or was it Lanlan’s doing? The footsteps diverted, the voices faced, and James moved. In one fluid motion, he led Lanlan back through the alley into the street.

"Where are we?" she asked. "Do you know this place?"

"Yup. Still in Harlem."

He guided her through the service door of a noodle shop, flashing a quick nod to the old owner.

The man took one look at them, raised an eyebrow at Lanlan's robes, and wordlessly pointed to a back room. No questions asked – this was still New York, after all.

"Interesting," Lanlan realized as they slipped into the warmly lit storage room. Shelves of dried noodles and marinating eggs surrounded them.

James shrugged, finally releasing her hand. "I know my neighborhood. And," he added with a hint of pride, "at least I’ve learned to keep calm in a fight. That’s the first rule. Then it’s easier to let your opponents be the ones wasting energy."

He was talking too much again, wasn’t he?

A ghost of a smile played across her lips. "I admit you don't show an ounce of fear. Is that why you face immortal cultivators like they're just another... sparring match?"

"No," he said, meeting her gaze. Actually, he wasn't good at displaying emotions. "I've told you, I'm actually scared shitless, but you know, some things are worth fighting for."

Alright. He was sounding too much like a movie character. He’d be bullied like he was when he was 10.

She cocked her head and shut her eyes, her palm going right to her cheek in a shy expression.

"Oh. Are you saying I am worth fighting for?"

James opened his mouth, not having any idea what would come out. He'd meant it as fighting for your freedom, your right to choose, yadda yadda yadda, but better not to say a word.

A crash from the front of the shop shattered the moment. James cursed under his breath as green light seeped under the door.

"Aiya! Sorry, I let the masking go when you said I was worth fighting for," Lanlan whispered, frustration coloring her voice as her ears twitched anxiously.

He swallowed. There we go again. He rolled back his shoulders in anticipation.

"Can you do that energy thing again? But, like... boost me?" he asked, his fists already tightening.

Lanlan sighed and leaned closer, her hair brushing his shoulder. "Listen, it’s dangerous. I did it for a brief moment, but doing so— You're naturally good at handling qi, but if I infuse too much, your body may not resist. Besides, since you're not conditioned, your bones might shatter if you punch too hard."

"You’re the one who complimented my bone structure."

She hummed, thoughtful. "Alright. I might give you a little nudge, but not too much. And you've got to wait while I prepare it."

And there they were, pushing through the door, the same two suits, still alive, raising their fists in a Wing Chung pose, like they were about to brawl with him.

James didn't wait. He launched forward, his left jab catching the first guard by surprise. He might not have had qi flow in his punches, but a properly thrown punch was still a properly thrown punch.

The guard staggered back, caressing his jaw, more shocked than hurt. Unfazed even. This was definitely steps above the last one. "How dare—"

"Yeah, yeah, how dare the mortal," James ducked under a green energy blast. "You guys really need new material."

And then, Lanlan’s voice echoed in the room. "Mirror of Heavenly Lightning!"

James caught a glimpse of her raising her hairpin to the sky, a golden flare enveloping her entire body.

Suddenly, a blast of lightning surged from the light-bulb above, flaring right toward the suit in front of him. The man seemed to absorb it with his palm, the lightning fading into smoke that wafted to the ceiling and made the alarm go off.

And then, he felt a finger poking his back. It was Lanlan.

In that very moment, he felt a surge of energy solidifying in his lower back, which he moved toward his fist, making it glow.

James couldn't wait. He decided to do something more Kung Fu like. He dodged a blast first, then a qi infused palm-strike. If he was good at something in boxing, it was at bobbing and weaving. He loved the timing, slipping punches and not letting himself get hit, then countering exactly the right moment.

This time, he trapped his opponent's forearm, shifted to the side and delivered a long Kung Fu haymaker, striking with the side of his fist, right into his opponent's temple.

It was like hitting a wall with a sledgehammer. The man fell to the ground in a heap.

Nothing like knocking out an asshole.

"Nice," James said, shaking off his fist. His hand would probably be swollen for a few days.

"Your form is perfect," she commented between spells, sounding impressed.

"Used to train six days a week," he replied, weaving under another attack from the other goon. "Though this is definitely not regulation boxing."

The guard's blast clipped his shoulder. It had felt like a baseball bat against his bones. It'd leave a bruise, but he'd be alright. Lanlan was there instantly, her free hand pressing something into his chest. Golden light spread through him, dulling the pain and making him feel lighter than air.

"I'm gonna infuse you again," she explained quickly. "Try moving a tiny bit into your head. It might help your concentration."

James flexed his fingers, feeling energy course through him, then a bit up through his spine into his mind.

The world seemed to slow down as the enhancement took full effect. His boxer's instincts merged with the spiritual energy, making his movements flow like water. The next guard that rushed him might as well have been moving through molasses.

Weave. Bob. Strike.

His consciousness expanded, becoming aware of every millisecond and of the power of his fists, so much power that it could put him in danger. What did those iron fist masters do in movies? Condition their fists. He was far from that. He already had carpal tunnel syndrome from his boxing. He had to control his energy flow, putting enough energy in to damage his enemy’s bones and tissues, but not so much that he’d destroy his own.

His fist connected with supernatural precision, right into the man’s stomach, sending the man crashing through shelves full of spices and herbs.

James stared at his glowing fist. "Okay, this is definitely better than pre-workout."

Lanlan's laugh was bright despite the chaos. She spun past him in a swirl of robes. "Well done, James," she called. "You're a quick study!"

"Fast learner," James corrected. If only he could perfect this power and technique and actually condition his fists. There must’ve been methods that went beyond human capabilities, and traditional Iron Fist kung fu training could only go so far.

The three guys from their first encounter walked through the door.

James felt like Bruce Lee, dispatching two of the suits with quick punches, one of them groaning in agony on the ground after a devastating liver shot, the other knocked out.

The lead guard snarled something in that weird dialect. James didn't need a translation to recognize a power-up sequence. Green light exploded outward as the guard drew a full array in the air.

"James!" Lanlan's voice held genuine fear. "That's a jade-rank destruction spell!"

He was already moving. Years of sparring had taught him to read power shots before they landed. Spiritual energy or not, the principle was the same. As the guard moved, James stepped inside his range and slightly off center – too close for the blast to be redirected and too off center to get hit.

He crouched and prepared a perfect uppercut.

"Sometimes the simplest solution—"

His fist connected with the guard's jaw, disrupting the spell matrix. The backlash sent green and gold energy cascading through the room like fireworks.

"—is the right one," he finished. The man flew a few inches before crashing to the ground in a heap, completely unconscious.

James turned, catching Lanlan's hand as she spun toward him.

She stared at him, her pupils dilating. "That was..."

"Wild," he admitted, still holding her hand. "But worth it."

Suddenly, his legs began to wobble, his mind began to whirl, and everything faded to black.


Chapter 3 – New York State of Cultivation

James’ first memory was the less-than-glamorous sensation of getting up with an overwhelming will to puke.

A robed arm extended a bucket to him, which he snatched and began throwing inside. A metallic clang rang out as it hit, splashing unpleasantly close to his jacket.

"Blegh." He groaned, wiping his mouth, only to notice the thick, black fluid that had come out of him, now smeared across his hand. His stomach lurched again. "What the hell is that?" he croaked, recoiling from both the sight and smell of it.

Lanlan crouched beside him, inspecting the bucket with clinical detachment. "Impurities. They’re expelled when a mortal’s qi flow is enhanced beyond its capabilities, for the first time. In this case, by someone like me."

"Impurities?" He blinked at her, then at the viscous sludge. "Right. Like in the novels. Well, girl, I think you just boiled my insides into something out of a sci-fi horror movie."

"Don’t be dramatic," she said, though her ears twitched with something suspiciously like guilt. "You’re alive, aren’t you?"

"Barely," he muttered, eyeing the bucket like it might come to life, wiping his hand on a cardboard box nearby.

He finally glanced around at his surroundings. It was daytime, or dawn, rather. They were in a dim, narrow back alley that smelled like a mix of wet cardboard and despair. His voice rose in disbelief. "Wait. What are we doing here?"

"We slept here," Lanlan replied matter-of-factly, as though that explained everything.

James looked down at the pile of flattened boxes that had clearly served as their makeshift bedding. "I have a couch," he said, dragging a sleeve down his face. "I mean, it’s not great, but it beats sharing a back alley with rats and whatever that bucket used to be."

"We couldn’t go back to your home," she said, her tone curt. "It’s the first place father's guards or the Jade Serpent Sect will look for us."

"Okay, valid point," James admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. "But still. You couldn’t spring for a park bench? A cheap motel? I mean, my wallet is there."

She shot him a look. "I can't take money from you. Besides, how do those mortal money cards work? And thank you for protecting me, by the way. You're impressive for a mortal, especially a non-cultivator."

"Thank you for the power-up," he said automatically, then winced as he stood up, his body protesting with every movement. "Look, we can’t stay here. I’ve got a friend—Sarah. She’ll help us out. She’s... dependable. Also, she’s not a literal alley."

"Can we trust her?"

"With my life. Sarah’s the kind of person who’d give you her last slice of pizza even if you said you weren’t hungry," he said. He paused, then added, "Though she’ll definitely complain about it later."

Lanlan crossed her arms, clearly unimpressed. "This Sarah—does she know about cultivation? Or is she just another simple, unwashed mortal?"

"First off, rude," James said, brushing off his coat. "Second, Sarah doesn’t need to know about cultivation. I mean. She’s aware of the novels, I guess. Look. She’s a friend. If I show up looking like I got in a fight with a magical kung fu triad, she won’t ask questions. She’ll just give me an ice pack and offer me breakfast burritos."

Lanlan seemed to mull this over for a moment. "I don't know what's a burrito, but... Fine," she said at last. "But if she betrays us, I’m not carrying you out of another fight."

"Deal," James said, waving a hand. "Let’s get out of this pigsty."

As they walked toward the street, Lanlan turned to him. "By the way, James," she said lightly.

"Yeah?"

"You still smell like that bucket. We might need to bathe."

James groaned. "Yeah, that’s friendship material right there," he muttered. "Can’t wait for Sarah to see me like this."

James narrowed his eyes, looking at his new adorable friend with cat ears and a hanfu dress. And people were staring. This was NYC, where you could see any bizarre human specimen wandering and making all sorts of inhuman noises under the effect of myriad substances, and no one would bat an eye, and yet people were staring.

"Lanlan. You know, there's a first step we should take if we want to, you know, hide."

James ensured that their first stop was a thrift shop.

"Wait, people wear this? How do they walk like that?" Lanlan asked, holding up a pair of skinny jeans like they were some kind of torture device.

"They’re used to it. And we’ve gotta do something about those ears. They’ll draw attention."

Before she could argue, he grabbed a white beanie off a mannequin and tugged it down over her head. It slouched awkwardly to one side. Lanlan glanced up, lips twitching in displeasure, then turned to the mirror.

"That," she said flatly, "is the ugliest piece of headgear I’ve ever seen."

"To be honest, it looks kind of cute on you," James said nonchalantly, adjusting it. "Although... Yeah. We must do something about the dress."

Lanlan blinked, her ears twitching slightly under the fabric. "C-Cute?" she repeated, a faint pink rising to her cheeks. She quickly narrowed her eyes, trying to cover her reaction. "Can I at least not look like a beggar?"

"It’s not that bad. What do you want, a hoodie? This beanie is more practical."

"I gotta be inconspicuous, huh?"

"Yup. Now, let’s talk about the robes. They’ve gotta go."

She huffed, her eyes trailing across the women’s section.

"I’m guessing ‘immortal cultivator’ isn’t subtle?"

"Not even a little."

Lanlan sighed and started rifling through the racks. "Fine, but I won't be left looking like one of those homeless people."

What followed was a man’s nightmare. Lanlan tried on everything—everything—leaving a trail of rejected outfits, James scrambling to pick them up. Every single eye in the shop was staring at them.

"Don’t throw them to the floor!" James hissed, Lanlan already quartered in the dressing room.

"How does anyone move in this?" she grumbled, stepping out of the dressing room in a pencil skirt. She shuffled forward like a penguin, her movements constrained by the fabric, her tail flapping.

"Uh, office workers do it all the time," James said. "But yeah, maybe not your style."

"Next," she huffed, retreating back into the dressing room, nearly toppling a mannequin on the way.

Her next attempt was a hot-pink tracksuit with rhinestones spelling out Diva across the chest. "This," Lanlan declared, striking a dramatic pose, "feels powerful. I’ll take it."

"No, you won’t," James said, dragging her back to the racks before she drew any more attention.

Finally, James handed her a pair of loose jeans and a plain black hoodie. "Try this. Trust me."

A few minutes later, Lanlan stepped out of the dressing room, adjusting the hoodie and frowning at the jeans. Her tail was tucked across her leg, barely visible. Maybe they'd poke a hole and pretend it was just an accessory? "These are so... tight."

"These are supposed to be loose," James countered. "And, trust me, we’ll go shopping once you get a feel for fashion. Now, we’re hiding."

He immediately regretted that. It sounded a bit like a promise.

Her frown deepened as she wiggled uncomfortably. "My tail is—ugh. It’s completely squished. How do humans deal with this?"

"Humans don’t have tails," James said. "You’ll live. Just, uh, maybe don’t try sitting down too fast."

"I hate this already," she muttered, tugging at the waistband. "But fine. If you say so. It helps me blend in."

James smirked, waving her toward the sneakers. "Now we just need shoes. Let’s try not to make this an hour-long event, yeah?"

Twenty minutes later, Lanlan had tried on every style of sneaker imaginable, making a comment about each one—mostly not good, sometimes dramatic. He couldn’t blame her; she’d basically worn slippers all her life.

She finally settled on a pair of pristine white sneakers, stomping the ground twice as if testing their durability. "These feel so strange. I’ve seen my older sister, Yue Xia, wear this. It’s... not particularly comfortable, but I guess it’s good for running."

"I guess. And what do you mean your sister wears this? Does she live on Earth? I mean, not wherever you’re from?"

"Yue Xia? She's..." Lanlan's ears twitched thoughtfully beneath her beanie. "She's what we call a First Blade—kind of like Spirit World law enforcement. She monitors the boundary between realms."

"Realms, huh?"

"Mmm. Think of it like..." She paused. "Different kingdoms?"

"I know what a realm is; I’ve watched my share of Xianxia, but, well, tell me more."

"The spirit realm is where most cultivation clans live. Ancient cities, floating mountains, spirit beasts... immortals," her expression grew distant. "The Jade Moon Clan's territory is all moonlit forests and crystal peaks. My home. But Yue Xia prefers it here."

"Here? As in Earth?"

Lanlan nodded. "New York. This place. She has an office in a place called the Chrysler Building. Says it has 'optimal feng shui.' Plus," her nose wrinkled slightly, "She's obsessed with mortal fashion. Nine tails. She does a good job of hiding them."

"Nine... tails?"

"Fox spirit. Very old, very powerful." Lanlan tested a small jump in the sneakers. "We're from different mothers; mine was a cat spirit, hers is a fox. And she’s well adjusted in the Earth Realm. Better than most. Last time she visited, she was trying to explain some magic called 'cryptocurrency' to the Elders."

James tried to process this. "So your sister is basically a magical immigration officer who works in Manhattan and wears designer suits?"

"And runs something called a hedge fund," Lanlan added casually. "Something about 'diversifying assets across realms.'" She looked down at her sneakers again. "That’s why I decided to hide here. I heard it was full of people and had confusing energy. But I guess I need to adapt too. Though I still don't understand why anyone would wear such a rigid shoe."

James watched her continue to experiment with different walks, trying to reconcile the image of an ancient fox spirit doing international finance. "Your family... clan... whatever it is, is... interesting."

"Oh, you have no idea," Lanlan smiled mysteriously. "Wait until you meet my cousins. They're dragons."

She said it so casually that James almost missed it. "They're what now?"

She grinned adorably.

He cleared his throat. "How come you're not more familiar with Earth? I mean, if Yue Xia works here..."

"Ah." Lanlan's ears drooped slightly under the beanie. "Most noble clans stay isolated in the spirit realm. Especially..." she hesitated, "especially young women of marriageable age. We're supposed to focus on cultivation, proper arts, spirit beast taming. No 'mortal distractions.' She, well, had to take some exams and swear some oaths. I am not supposed to even consider coming here due to my marriage arrangement."

"So you've never been here before?"

"Only glimpses. Through spirit mirrors during lessons about 'lesser realms.'" Her tone turned bitter. "The Elders think the mortal world is..." she searched for the word, "primitive? That's why they were so shocked when Yue Xia started adapting. A First Blade, dealing with mortal technology and customs?"

She straightened the beanie nervously. "That's partly why I ran. They had my whole life planned—marriage to strengthen the sect, cultivation path already chosen, everything decided. But Yue Xia would tell me stories about this realm. About choices. Freedom." She looked around the store in wonder. "Even something simple like picking my own shoes..."

James felt something in his chest tighten. "Must have been pretty sheltered."

Not to say oppressive.

"You have no idea. I wasn't even allowed to visit the Night Market District without three guardians. Jun was actually the lenient one." She smiled faintly.

"Who?" James asked.

"I have my personal guards too. They're supposed to be watching over my palace while I ‘meditate’."

"I see," James replied.

James walked her to the checkout and paid for it all. He’d missed work today and he needed a good excuse. But he didn't really mind considering Lanlan was in danger.

He needed to find Sarah. He looked at his watch, then rang her, hoping she wasn’t already out with her food truck.

"Sarah? You home?" James held his phone in one hand, holding Lanlan's arm with his other. She kept flinching at passing trucks.

"No, I'm at the gym. It's open mat today. What's up, J? You never skip work." Sarah sounded curious, as usual.

"I... need a favor. A big one." He watched Lanlan stare in fascination at a hot dog cart. "And maybe some spare clothes for someone."

"Clothes?" Now Sarah was definitely interested. "James Wong, what did you do?"

"It's complicated. Really complicated. Like, 'you're not going to believe me' complicated."

"Try me." He could hear her grinning through the phone.

He looked at Lanlan, who was now sniffing the air with an expression of mixed wonder and horror at the hot dog cart's offerings.

And she’d definitely spill the beans. Better come clean with Sarah. But not over the phone.

"I’ve met someone who needs a place to hide."

"What did you do?" Sarah asked.

"Me?" His mind flashed to him knocking out a cultivation guy and more of them chasing him with magic powers.

"No time to explain. Let's say her family is very traditional. But they’re forcing her into a marriage and she’s running away."

Dead silence on the line. Then: "Get over here. Now."

He hung up and turned to Lanlan, who was still eyeing the hot dog cart suspiciously. "So, uh, my friend Sarah... she's pretty open-minded, but maybe we take it easy with the whole cat ears and magic powers thing?"

Lanlan nodded solemnly, then pointed at the hot dog cart. "Food?"

"Technically. But let's save New York street food for another day. One culture shock at a time."

Her stomach rumbled.

"Huh? So you're hungry?" James asked. "There's a corner store nearby. Safer than street meat for your first Earth meal."

The bodega's fluorescent lights made Lanlan squint, her pupils turning into slits.

Then her eyes snapped to the refrigerated section. "Fish!" she exclaimed.

She glided to the seafood display, pressing her hands against the glass case where whole salmon lay on ice. For a moment, she looked exactly like a cat at a pet store window, complete with barely-contained pawing motions at the glass.

"Can we..." she caught herself, trying to regain her princess dignity. "I mean, would it be possible to acquire some of the salmon?"

James bit back a grin. "Sure. They can wrap up whatever you want."

Ten minutes later, they left with a bag full of milk cartons, three types of tuna salad, half a salmon, and ready made warm baozi that Lanlan was already unpacking, her eyes wide open.

"This is fascinating," she said, pulling the bun out and poking it. She stopped, realizing she was playing with her food like, well, a cat.

James pretended not to notice how she dropped it back into the bag and lifted the raw fish instead.

"You may want to wait until you get home. Or have the Baozi. You’ll have people staring."

"Huh?" She lowered the fish.

James cleared his throat. "So, is food very different in your realm?"

She shrugged. "Mostly spirit-enhanced ingredients. In the palace, I mean. Cultivation-friendly dishes. But we also have rice and some river fish," she eyed the fish thoughtfully.

"Wait till you try ice cream," he said.

Her ears definitely perked up under that beanie. "Ice... cream?"

Those idiots in the Spirit Realm had kept her away from all the fun.

She did eat the baozi, and it wasn't enough.

They took a quick Uber, where he had to keep her from playing with the doorknob and the window switch until they reached an apartment block two streets away from his own.

"You ready?" James asked, hand hovering over Sarah's doorbell. Lanlan clutched her shopping bags, beanie perfectly adjusted, trying to look as normal as possible.


Chapter 4 – A Close Friend

The door swung open before he could ring. Sarah Martinez stood there, her BJJ rash guard hugging athletic curves and defined muscles. Her dark wavy hair was coming loose from its messy bun, and a purple streak framed her face. There were still mat burns on her forearms and tape on her fingers—she must have come straight from the mat.

"So," Sarah said, crossing her arms under her breasts, "this is your runaway friend?"

Lanlan bowed formally, nearly dropping her precious salmon. She studied Sarah’s posture. Was she evaluating her bone structure? "It's an honor to—"

"Girl, are those shopping bags full of... fish? Are we making sashimi tonight? What are you waiting for? Come on in."

They stepped inside Sarah's small but cozy flat. Her eyes narrowed, taking in Lanlan's clothes, the careful way she held herself, and the slight twitch of something under her beanie. Then she looked at James, really looked at him, in that way that always made him feel transparent.

Lanlan whispered in James’s ear, "Is she a martial arts master? Her qi flow is almost impeccable!"

"Something like that," James said under his breath. "She’s a purple belt. Ah, and she's also into breathwork."

"J," she said slowly, "why does your runaway friend look like she's about to pounce on those shopping bags?"

As if on cue, Lanlan's stomach rumbled again. Her ears definitely moved under the beanie this time.

Sarah's expression shifted from suspicious to delighted. She reached for Lanlan's beanie and pulled it up. "Oh my god. Are those ears real?"

"Well, of course they are," Lanlan said, closing her eyes and giving her an adorable grin.

Sarah’s eyes widened.

"Well, well, well, James," Sarah drawled, smirking as she gestured toward the couch. "Make sure your friend gets comfy over there. Meanwhile, I’m gonna take a quick shower—don’t wanna risk catching ringworm. Had no-gi sparring today, you know how it is. After that, you’re gonna spill everything. I need to hear this story."

***

"I’m Lanlan, a respected member of the Jade Moon Clan," Lanlan said with dignity, before proceeding to drink milk straight from the carton, getting herself a milk mustache and then licking her lips.

"She's a princess," James said, resigned.

Sarah started laughing. Not mocking laughter, but the genuine kind that had always made James's heart do stupid things in college. "Nice! Should I call you your majesty?"

"My name will do."

"Nah, you're a princess! If you don't mind me calling you that. It just... rolls off the tongue. My goodness! You're so cool"

"I do not mind," Lanlan replied.

"And princess? My kitchen's that way. Let's get you fed before you start eyeing my fish tank."

Lanlan's head snapped toward the tank.

"Those are pets," James said quickly. "Not food."

"I knew that," Lanlan muttered, but her gaze lingered on the colorful fish as they moved to the kitchen.

Sarah caught James's eye, her grin promising a thousand questions. But there was something else there too—that spark of adventure she'd always had, the part of her that had always wanted to excel at everything.

"So," she said, "Hey. What about some actual sashimi while we talk? And start from the beginning. And don't skip any details about how Mr. 'I Write Code For A Living' ended up with a magical cat girl."

"Sashiwhat?" Lanlan asked, cocking her head.

"Japanese food," James muttered.

Lanlan furrowed her brow. "Oh, the evil Japanese!"

"War is over, kid. We're all friends now. And the food’s pretty okay," James said with a shrug. "And Sarah here is a professional chef. Let her treat you."

"The rice has to be perfect," Sarah said, rinsing it for the second time. Her movements were that of a sashimi master—she might run a fusion food truck now, but she hadn't forgotten her culinary school training. "My sushi instructor would make us wash rice for months before even touching fish."

"Not the same grains for months, I hope."

"Ha. Ha," Sarah mumbled with narrowed eyes.

Lanlan watched from the counter with wide eyes, her ears and tail wiggling. The salmon lay ready, perfectly sliced.

"In the spirit realm," Lanlan said, accepting a piece Sarah offered for her to test, "food is about cultivating energy, proper rituals, and not disrupting qi. But this..." her eyes closed in pleasure, "this is beautiful! It's like an art form. Even the way you cut it."

Her ears straightened as she ate, nibbling a tiny piece and taking her time.

"Delicious!" she exclaimed.

"Speaking of your realm," Sarah kept her voice casual, focused on her knife work, "tell me about this guy you're running from. James mentioned something about an arranged marriage?"

Lanlan's ears flattened. "The Master of the Jade Serpent sect... He calls himself the Serpent Lord. He's... old. Ancient, really. Keeps himself young through cultivation. He's on the Quest, as they say. The quest to become a true Immortal. A god, you would say." Her tail curled tightly around herself. "My bloodline's qi signature is unique. He wants to... harvest it."

Sarah's knife paused. "Harvest?"

"Through cultivation bonds. But his method..." Lanlan shuddered. "He uses his partners as cauldrons."

James shook his head. He knew exactly what it meant.

Sarah's hands stilled over the rice. "What exactly do you mean by cauldrons?"

"Basically cultivation sex slaves," James said dryly.

Lanlan's ears flattened completely, her voice dropping. "He keeps them in his palace. Beautiful rooms, beautiful gardens, beautiful clothes... but they're just... vessels. He draws their energy slowly, refines it through cultivation bonds. Says he's 'taking care of them' while..." She hugged herself. "They fade. Become empty. Still breathing, still beautiful, but their eyes... there's nothing left."

"In a gilded cage," Sarah said quietly, her knife grip tightening. "That's sickening."

"It's even worse than that. He makes them dependent. Special herbs in their food, spirit drugs in their tea. They can't leave even if the doors were open." Lanlan's tail curled protectively around herself. "His 70th wife tried. Made it as far as the outer gardens before the withdrawals started. He brought her back, nursed her 'illness,' played the caring husband. The Serpent Lord’s own eunuchs said she was never the same..."

Sarah’s expression was aghast.

Lanlan nodded. "Father doesn't know, or if he does, he doesn’t believe it’s that bad. I mean, I hope he doesn’t know. I don't talk with him that much. Maybe he just cares about peace between clans. But the Serpent Lord keeps up appearances, makes generous offers to struggling clans, or straight-up blackmails them."

Sarah began shaping the rice. "There's zero chance of convincing your dad, is there?"

"He's... traditional. Mother would have understood, but she..." Lanlan's voice caught. "She disappeared when I was young. They say she abandoned cultivation for the mortal realm, but I never believed it. Nor did I ever find proof."

"So you ran."

"Yue Xia - my sister - she helped. Created a diversion while I pretended to meditate. Although I stole her hairpin without telling her... Anyway Hong Yaoshi... That’s the Serpent Lord’s given name. Sorry, he’s got a lot of titles. He won't just let me go. His pride won't allow it."

Sarah placed a perfect piece of nigiri in front of Lanlan. "Well, he'll have to deal with it. Because you're not going anywhere."

Lanlan looked up, surprised by the steel in Sarah's voice.

"You're one of us now," Sarah said simply, starting on the next roll. "And I'd like to see this snake guy try to get past my guard game."

A small smile crept across Lanlan's face. Then her eyes widened as she tasted the sushi.

"This is... how did you get the rice so perfect?"

"Trade secret," Sarah winked.

Sarah set down her knife with careful precision and moved around the counter. Without a word, she pulled Lanlan into a hug.

"He's never touching you," she said firmly. "Never."

For a moment, Lanlan stiffened in surprise. Then she relaxed into the embrace, her tail uncurling slightly.

James cleared his throat and straightened.

"Alright, girls. I’m glad you’re getting along. I’ve got to get going."

Lanlan turned, raising an eyebrow. "Going? But where will you go?"

"I’m booking an Airbnb."

"You’re not going anywhere, James! You can’t just leave her like that! She needs your help."

James shrugged. "I’ll come to visit, of course, but I don’t want to be a nuisance."

"She trusts you. Besides, hmmm." She narrowed her eyes and examined him, as if he had something on his face. "You’re glowing just like her?"

"I what?" James looked at himself in the kitchen mirror. A golden halo was whirling around his face.

"Umm," Lanlan placed a hand on her lips. "Yeah. About that..."

"Right," James said, narrowing his eyes. "You connected to me earlier, somehow. What’s that supposed to mean? Was it just when you infused me with qi to enhance my fists and brain? And doesn’t it put us at risk of being found?"

Lanlan looked down, pressing her index fingers against each other. "About that... I mean, it felt natural. Your qi channels were so well aligned, so I decided to just go for it. I had to give you some yin and tangle a bit of your yang energy. You threw up and fell unconscious because, well, it was the first time; you couldn’t control it."

"My yang energy?"

She shrugged.

"You’ve got a lot of potential. And...," Lanlan played with a strand of silver hair. "Yeah. It seems like I unlocked your channels a little bit. You don’t have an expanded soul-sea yet, so your qi signature is not big enough to draw them."

"Wait, wait, wait," Sarah said, stretching her hand. "Now this is epic. You did give James martial arts superpowers. Girl, you’ve gotta stay overnight. And you too, J. Tomorrow’s Saturday. You don’t work on Saturday, do you? Or maybe call in sick. But we’ve gotta get to the bottom of this."

"Yeah! We could fake a fever with a bit of qi flow!" Lanlan added.

"Don’t worry about me. But you do work tomorrow, Sarah," James said with a shrug.

"I’m my own boss. I can just go and put up a sign that we’re not open. But we’ve gotta hit the mats and see how all that works. I’m effing excited."

"I’ve got no sleeping clothes," James said, as an excuse. Yeah, Sarah and he—well, they’d had some awkward moments over the years, but with Lanlan in between, they could perhaps make it less awkward.

Sarah sighed. "There are like four pairs of pajamas you’ve left."

Alright. James could stop pretending.

"Well. I actually don’t work tomorrow, and I don’t mind staying."

"Come on," Sarah elbowed his arm. "Like the good old days."

Good old days. Last of which... well, it’d been amazing, but both had ended up fearing destroying their friendship.

"Then I’m all in," he said, hands behind his head. "We should figure out sleeping arrangements."

"Right," Sarah said, all business despite the slight flush in her cheeks. "You can take the floor; I've got a sleeping bag. Lanlan can have the bed—"

"Or the couch," James added quickly.

Lanlan looked between them, genuine confusion on her face. "Why not share the bed? I saw it. It’s large enough."

Both James and Sarah froze.

"That's not..." James started.

"In the mortal realm..." Sarah tried.

"Is this another strange custom?" Lanlan's tail swished in confusion. "In my realm, for cat and fox spirits, at least, sharing sleep space is natural. We're mammals; we seek warmth and safety in numbers." She said it with such certainty that it was hard to argue. "Plus, after everything today, I'd feel safer with both of you nearby."

"She's got a point about safety," Sarah said slowly, casting James a wicked glance. "With those cultivation guys after her... And... Hmm... Sounds cozy, don’t you think?"

She didn’t need to say it, but it brought back some memories.

"And I promise not to take up much space," Lanlan added. "I'm very good at curling up." As if to demonstrate, she crouched and tucked her legs in a distinctly feline manner.

James looked at Sarah helplessly. Was he imagining things? Or did Sarah’s expression give something away? Yes, he was already imagining certain things, and a reaction was already coalescing in his nether regions.

Sarah’s grin only deepened. Lanlan didn’t seem to notice.

"Fine," Sarah sighed, though her lips twitched with amusement. "But everyone stays in their pajamas, and James, if you snore..."

"I don't snore!"

"You do," Sarah and Lanlan said simultaneously, then looked at each other in surprise.

"Great," James muttered. "You're already ganging up on me."

Getting ready for bed involved Lanlan borrowing Saran’s clothes, and James wearing a Star Wars pajama set he’d forgotten years ago and barely remembered. He’d gained a bit of weight and it showed.

Lanlan changed in the bathroom, emerging in one of Sarah's oversized t-shirts that made her look somehow more ethereal.

Sarah wore shorty shorts and a tank top, lines of a sports bra beneath.

"Center is warmest," Lanlan announced matter-of-factly, already climbing into the middle of the bed. Her tail curled contentedly as she settled in.

Sarah shot James, another one of those looks that made his neck tighten. And his pants, which he tried to hide by leaping into the bed.

"Well?" Sarah grinned. "You heard the princess. Safety in numbers, right?"

They arranged themselves with careful distance at first—Lanlan in the middle, Sarah and James on either side. But cats, as it turned out, had their own ideas about personal space. Within minutes, Lanlan had curled into a ball against Sarah's side, her tail somehow finding its way across James's arm.

"See?" Lanlan mumbled sleepily. "Natural."

Sarah's hand absently stroked Lanlan's hair, scratching gently behind her ears. The resulting purr vibrated through the mattress. James found himself relaxing despite his earlier tension, drawn into their shared warmth.

"Just like old times," Sarah whispered to him over Lanlan's head. James couldn’t forget those college study sessions that had often ended in accidental naps, before she decided to join culinary school instead. He remembered their kisses and their regret.

But this felt different.

Sarah draped a large blanket over the three of them.

It was the coziest thing ever.

His thoughts scattered as Lanlan shifted in her sleep, somehow managing to pull them both closer. Sarah's fingers brushed his arm where Lanlan's tail had wrapped around it. She was warmer than any blanket.

It felt like coming home to a place he'd never been before.

"Stop thinking so loud," Sarah murmured, her eyes already closing. "Just sleep."

Somehow, despite every reason he should be awake—supernatural pursuit, magical cat girl, Sarah's presence bringing back years of unresolved feelings, and the thing between his legs—James found himself drifting off. Their combined warmth and soft breathing created a peaceful cocoon.

His last conscious thought was his awe at how natural it felt.


Chapter 5 - Learning the Basics

Lanlan sat on an overturned milk crate, her golden eyes darting curiously between Sarah's movements at the grill and a pair of ravens hopping among the skeletal winter trees. Her ears were tucked beneath a pink beanie, and she wore baggy jeans that allowed room for her tail, along with a puffy jacket. Even dressed like... the way she’d describe it, a mere unwashed mortal, she still had an otherworldly air that made people stop and stare.

"So, this... bu ri to, it’s like a mega spring roll," Lanlan said earnestly, pointing at the sizzling bacon and scrambled eggs, "but with sacred beans and... wheat?"

James raised an eyebrow. "Beans aren’t exactly sacred," he started, then noticed Sarah giving him a pointed look. "Though... the way Mexicans treat them, you’d think they were."

Sarah Martinez, rocking an apron that read Jiu Jitsu is my Therapy, shot James a look as she flipped a tortilla. "James. That was rude. I’m telling you, your cultural awareness is about as thin as this tortilla."

Lanlan tilted her head. She frowned, as if she were about to say the most serious thing in the world. "But there is something sacred about all this. Your drink, for instance. Your qi shifts when you sip the brew." She pointed at his cup of coffee. "It’s faint, but it harmonizes. It feels like overpowered tea."

"See? The princess gets it," Sarah teased. "Coffee’s magic, James. Literal magic."

James groaned, nursing his coffee. "If coffee’s magic, then I’m a Grandmaster of the Overcaffeinated Path."

"More like... what do they call it in your novels? Inner disciple?" Sarah quipped, tossing a slice of avocado onto the eggs and rolling the tortilla tightly.

Lanlan’s focus shifted again, this time to Sarah. She sniffed the air, crinkling her nose. She couldn’t help being that cute, James thought. "That smells nice! You’re really skilled," the cat-girl said to Sarah, gazing in admiration.

Sarah blinked, caught off guard by the sudden compliment. "Uh... thanks? It’s my own kung fu. They say Kung fu means doing things right? This is what I do right. But no qi here, princess. Just good ingredients and practice."

Lanlan nodded solemnly, her beanie slipping slightly as she leaned closer to watch.

Sarah handed her the burrito, wrapped neatly in foil. "Moment of truth, then. Let’s see if I’ve earned the princess’s approval."

Lanlan unwrapped the burrito with care, taking a tentative bite. Her ears, hidden though they were, seemed to twitch. Her golden eyes widened. "It’s tasty," she said softly, taking another, larger bite. "The flavors are balanced. Harmonious, even."

Sarah grinned, leaning casually against the counter. "Approved by the cultivation princess, huh?"

James raised his coffee cup in mock salute. "She has good taste, huh?"

Switching to Spanish, Sarah lowered her voice. "And don’t think I didn’t notice how you look at her when she’s not watching."

James nearly choked on his coffee, coughing as he shot her a glare. He regretted ever letting her teach him basic Spanish during those late-night study sessions in college. "Not helping, Sarah," he muttered under his breath.

Lanlan glanced between them, cocking her head and staring. She couldn’t help being so adorable.

And then there was Sarah. He’d always thought she was stunning—the kind of natural beauty that turned heads without even trying. Not to mention her perfect body. The most beautiful he’d ever seen. He’d always thought that but never said it to her out loud. But it wasn’t just her looks. She was the whole package: sharp, hardworking, good at martial arts, and the kind of person who could make anyone feel at home with just a smile.

Sure, he’d thought about it—the what-ifs, the maybes. But every time, he’d shut it down. His track record with relationships wasn’t great, and he’d seen enough broken hearts to know better. The thought of hurting Sarah, of risking what they had... It just wasn’t worth it. She meant too much to him to gamble with that.

Sarah stifled a laugh, clearly enjoying James’s flustered reaction. "So, princess. Fair warning, next time you’re helping me cook. I bet you’d be a natural."

Lanlan’s lips curved into a small smile. "If I learn it, I will perfect it."

"Oh, it’s on," Sarah said, laughing as she grabbed another tortilla. "Perfect it, huh?" She teased, tossing a slice of tomato into the pan. "What, you think a few fancy cultivation tricks are gonna make you a better cook than me?"

Lanlan tilted her head thoughtfully. "Well, in fact, you could infuse food with cultivation energy. It can enhance or restore one’s spiritual flow. You infuse the ingredients. Some meals can boost strength, speed healing, or even expand your consciousness. There are even negative infusions that could have opposite effects."

Sarah blinked, mid-flip of a tortilla. "So... like edible superpowers?"

James snorted into his coffee. "Or intractable poisons. That sounds creepy. Can they make someone go mad?"

Lanlan nodded solemnly. "That and more. That’s why the balance is delicate. Risky. Even if we’re trying to do something good, if the energy alignment is wrong, it can destabilize the eater’s meridians, and even kill him or her. But if done right, again, it can do all those good things I said before."

Sarah whistled low. "Well, princess, if we’re ever in a life-or-death situation and you’ve got a frying pan, I’ll trust you to save us with a plate of kung pao chicken."

Lanlan gave her a curious look. "What is kung pao chicken?"

James groaned. "Right. It’s not authentic. Emm... It’s like spicy Gong Bao Sichuan chicken with peanuts."

"Relax, James," Sarah said with a smirk. "She’s got me now. I’ll teach her the ways of New York cuisine."

Lanlan’s small smile returned. "Then I shall learn from the best."

The morning rush began to pick up, customers forming a line at the truck’s window, but for a moment, the three of them shared a small, strange bubble of calm.

As the last breakfast burrito was handed out, Sarah declared, "Closing early today. You’ve got a promise to keep, James."

James sighed but grinned. He had his bag packed with training clothes he’d grabbed earlier, plus a borrowed pair of leggings for Lanlan. They’d hit the BJJ mats before dinner. Sarah had insisted on a private session at her gym. "You’ll thank me later," she’d said with a smirk.

The morning rush at the truck had ended, and they were about to pack up when a commotion near the park pulled their attention. A street performer had gathered a crowd, in a hoodie and cargo pants.

James watched as the guy transitioned from a flawless headspin into windmills that stirred up nearby leaves in perfect, spiraling patterns. Then, he launched into a flip that hung in the air just a fraction too long.

James blinked. "Okay, either that guy’s the greatest breakdancer of all time, or physics just called in sick."

Lanlan leaned closer, her voice low. "He’s a cultivator."

James snorted. "Right, because nothing says cultivation like cargo pants and headspins."

But then he noticed it—the faint golden shimmer around the dancer’s hands, the way his feet seemed to barely touch the ground. His smirk faded. "Wait... you’re serious?"

"Of course I’m serious," Lanlan said. She gestured toward the dancer. "You can even see his qi. It’s flickering around him, sustaining his movements."

James squinted. "Looks like sweat to me. The sun casts a funny glow on his face."

Lanlan sighed, exasperated. "James, sweat doesn’t make leaves float in perfect spirals. And I can read his qi patterns. That’s not normal."

"Unless... he’s got a really strong fan hidden somewhere?" James offered weakly, though even he didn’t sound convinced anymore. And he did actually feel it—a strange vibration coming from him. He’d become more aware of it, and how it never left Lanlan.

Lanlan ignored him and scanned the crowd. "Look closely. There are more." She nodded toward a woman in a red scarf standing near a hot dog cart, an old man feeding pigeons, and a teenager bobbing his head to music. "They’re cultivators too."

James frowned, looking where she pointed. "Okay, come on. The pigeon guy? He looks like he’d break a hip just bending over. And the teenager? Pretty sure he’s just vibing to his playlist."

But... there was no denying it. There was definitely a subtle vibration in there.

James groaned. "So what, New York is just crawling with secret cultivators now? Is this why every subway magician I’ve ever seen seems way too good? And the important question. Does that mean they’re after you?"

"Not necessarily, but we should be wary," Lanlan said calmly. "I guess many must be from here and have little access to the Spiritual Realm but have begun experimenting with Cultivation. Some might be from my realm and in disguise." She glanced back at the performer, who had finished his routine but now seemed to be stalling, counting his tips. "They could be exiles or even scouts."

James froze. "Scouts? As in scouting for what? You? You haven’t stopped masking your qi, have you?"

Lanlan didn’t answer, her gaze fixed on the performer.

Sarah, who had been leaning against the truck, raised an eyebrow. "What are you two whispering about? And why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost?"

James waved vaguely at the dancer. "Apparently, that guy’s a cultivator too?"

"Okay, that settles it," she declared, rolling her shoulders. "Those guys are secret kung fu wizards, and I’m here killing myself on a treadmill trying to improve my VO2 max? You two are going to show me how cultivation techniques match up against BJJ. That’s it. We’re going to my gym. Right now. If I'm getting dragged into your supernatural telenovela or Chinese drama, whatever it is, I want to be prepared."

Lanlan looked at James, a wide grin in her face. "I like her," she decided.

***

Sarah drove them to her gym. It was a converted storage space, with mats covering most of the floor and a long mirror lining one of the walls. The faint smell of rubber, cleaning spray, and sweat lingered in the air. There were a handful of trophies on a shelf over the desk and a set of heavy bags hanging next to the locker rooms.

Sarah flicked on the lights and waved them inside. "Alright, here we are. Nobody’s around, so we’ve got the place to ourselves."

James dropped his bag and started stretching.

It brought back memories.

The last time they'd grappled at her home, during finals week of freshman year, Sarah claiming to want to teach him a heel hook, their "Study break" had turned into an intense make-out session that neither of them had ever properly addressed.

"Alright," James said. "Sarah? What do you want to see?"

"Well, princess. Show me some of your magic," Sarah replied, hands on her hips.

"Lanlan," James said. "You’re sure this won’t draw attention, would it?"

"As long as I’m not opening a gate, I don’t think they’ll track me," Lanlan said, her tail moving slowly and freely now that Sarah had poked a hole in her tracksuit. She stood in the center of the mat, taking a deep breath and placing both hands in front of her, gradually moving them downward. James felt a vibration emerging from her. Her face started illuminating.

She stretched her hand, and a flash of lightning burst out of it.

"This is Mirror Lightning Skill," she said, making a pose with both her hands. "It’s a yin technique that disrupts an opponent’s qi flow. It also allows me to channel energy from my surroundings—like electrical currents."

She reached up for her hair, pulling the delicate white pin from her hair. "This hairpin is a qi catalyst, attuned to the metal element within the wuxing system. Watch."

Lanlan held the pin aloft, and a flashy thread of electricity snaked down from the light fixture above, converging on the pin. A bright, sizzling arc danced in her hand, illuminating the room in sharp flashes.

Sarah clapped enthusiastically, bouncing on her toes. "That’s amazing! Now, do what you did to James—I want to see you charge him up with qi!"

James smirked. "I’m in. Let’s see if I can keep it together this time."

Sarah’s eyes lit up. "Oh! Can you please break something? A brick wall, or maybe—wait, not in here! How about somewhere nearby?"

"Not advisable," Lanlan said, shaking her head. "His fists are unconditioned. But..." She glanced at the heavy bag hanging in the corner. "That should suffice."

James pointed to the bag with his thumb. "Good enough for me. Quick question before we begin. What are the chances that I throw up that black blob again?"

"Black blob?" Sarah asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Low," Lanlan said reassuringly. "Unless we push your limits too far. Your meridians have adapted to the flow, I guess. Just focus and use your energy wisely."

James nodded, anticipation bubbling in his chest.

Lanlan stepped behind him, placing three fingers firmly along his spine. A gentle pulse of energy seeped through his muscles, spreading warmth like liquid sunlight coursing through his veins. His arms tingled, and he began to breathe in, moving the energy toward the center of his chest.

"Your qi flow is now harmonized and amplified," Lanlan said, stepping back. "Try it."

James squared up to the punching bag, glancing at Sarah, who gave him an enthusiastic thumbs-up. "Alright. Here it goes."

He threw a quick jab. The bag jolted violently as if hit by a truck, the chains holding it rattling ominously.

"Not bad!" Sarah said. "Go again!"

James grinned, feeling a surge of confidence. He shifted his weight and threw a powerful cross, his qi-infused fist slamming into the bag. There was a brief pause, a split second of silence—then the bag exploded in a shower of fabric and stuffing.

The room froze. Bits of foam and synthetic leather rained down like confetti, and the chain swung empty from the ceiling.

James stared at his fist in shock. "Crap. Did I just—"

"You blew up my gym’s bag!" Sarah yelped, her hands on her hips, though her expression was equal parts annoyed and impressed.

Lanlan, utterly unbothered, inspected the damage with a critical eye. "I may have overestimated his control. But this is good progress."

"Good progress?" James spluttered. "I just obliterated a gym bag!"

Sarah burst into laughter, doubling over. "James, you’re officially banned from gym equipment. And Lanlan? You’ve got to teach me how to do that."

James groaned, shaking his head as Sarah continued to laugh. "This is why I don’t do supernatural stuff. It was kind of epic, though."

"Too late now, Goku," Sarah teased. "Welcome to the big leagues. Come on, let’s roll."


Chapter 6 - Grappling and Hot Pot

Lanlan cocked her head, her eyes shifting between James and Sarah, the three of them cross-legged on the padded mats. "Hmm, you two have very compatible qi signatures," she said casually, her tail flicking behind her. "I think you have spiritual compatibility—"

"Huh?" James interrupted quickly. "We wanted to learn how to use our own qi, didn’t we?"

Sarah cleared her throat, directing him a mischievous glance. "You interrupted her, J. I wanted to know where she was going with that."

Lanlan tilted her head thoughtfully. "Your energies are complementary. Like yin and yang circuits, you know, very receptive to cultivation. That’s what I meant by spiritual compatibility... The term is resonance, actually. It’s something that happens between close family members, or even people who’ve known each other in past lives."

"So... resonance, huh?" Sarah said, shifting her weight and leaning forward, resting her chin on her fists.

Lanlan nodded. "Yes! It could help you become really strong cultivators. First of all, to James’ question. As for now, well, your energy is borrowed. Your qi is in a baby stage. You’d have to practice daily, growing that tiny spark with breathing and visualization exercises. But were you to work together with Sarah or with me, you could help each other grow each other’s soul-sea. There are many ways to grow your qi and even engage in shared cultivation paths."

Sarah raised an eyebrow, her brown eyes swinging toward James. "Shared cultivation paths?"

James groaned, already anticipating where this was headed. "She means—"

"In the spirit realm," Lanlan continued, as if he hadn’t spoken, "powerful cultivators often form bonds with compatible partners. These bonds amplify their collective qi, making them stronger together than they could ever be alone."

Sarah’s eyes gleamed with anticipation. "So, let me get this straight. In your world, people just... what? Pair up for magical power-ups?"

Lanlan nodded, smiling with her fang out and a serene expression. "It’s more than that. Bonds of this kind create a deep connection—spiritual, emotional, and sometimes physical. It’s not unlike what I did for you that day, James, but sustained over time and more intimate. I mean, there’s a slow platonic master-student kind of way, but there’s a way to jump-start your power and grow it exponentially."

"Oh," Sarah said. "I’ve heard of that. I’ve tried to get into the movies, watched a few TV dramas, and Googled some stuff, but I’m not that familiar. Like dual-cultivation kind of stuff, huh?"

James swallowed. "And what if they don’t get along? Do they just have awkward energy all the time?"

Lanlan smiled faintly. "The bond only forms when the qi is harmonious. It’s rare, but the results are remarkable. Your flows, for instance—" She gestured between the two of them. "—they’re already synchronized. It can be disrupted by negative emotions, but you’ve started resonating without realizing it. I can even feel them vibrate when you’re close together."

James scratched the back of his neck, not quite meeting Sarah’s gaze. "Interesting."

"I find it strange how mortals limit themselves to single bonds," Lanlan added. "Your hearts clearly have the capacity for more. Even in my realm, some cultivators share their growth with multiple partners, though it’s not always mutual. The Serpent Sect leader, for example, does so in a selfish, one-sided way. But the right bond—balanced and respectful—can elevate both parties equally."

The room grew still, a sudden warmth filling the air. James glanced at Sarah. She was staring straight at him like he was a protein bar.

"So... what’s the catch?" Sarah asked, breaking the silence.

"No catch," Lanlan said, though her ears flicked nervously. "The bond requires vulnerability and trust. But... it’s not always comfortable at first. Your energy pathways need time to adjust."

As if on cue, Sarah frowned, a faint grimace crossing her face, covering her lips as if she felt an urge to puke. "Speaking of uncomfortable..." she mumbled. "Is it supposed to feel like I just ran a marathon backward?"

Lanlan crawled closer, her hands hovering near Sarah’s shoulder. "I... should’ve told you. It was your first pure qi circulation; it might feel uncomfortable."

"That’s the black blob I was talking about," James said.

"Not necessarily, James," Lanlan said. "Let me help." She pressed her fingers gently into Sarah’s back.

Sarah exhaled slowly, the tension in her muscles easing.

"Balance it out," Lanlan said soothingly in her ear. "Does it feel all tangled up?"

"Yep," Sarah said with a short breath, as if her stomach were lurching.

Lanlan’s hand moved upward across her spine.

"Try to even it out; you’ll have a residue for a while, but try to balance it across all your joints."

James cocked his head. A golden hue began illuminating Sarah’s face, light spreading all over as if she were a light bulb.

"Okay," Sarah said, stretching both her arms and breathing deeply. "That’s better. Thanks." She stood, rolling her shoulders experimentally. "So... if we’re already resonating, does that mean we’re, like, halfway bonded already? And this means we’re bonded to you too, aren’t we?"

James spluttered. "What? No. Absolutely not."

Sarah grinned, clearly enjoying the moment.

"Focus on your training," Lanlan said quickly, her ears twitching. "We’ll revisit this topic when your bodies are more accustomed to qi. Your soul-seas are small, but they’ll expand with daily practice. After a few weeks, you may not need me to jump-start your energy."

"That’s great!" Sarah said, clenching her fists. "Can’t wait."

"I’m glad you’re interested in cultivation!" Lanlan said, grinning with her fangs out as if she were proud of herself. "You’re already talented!

"Another thing," Sarah added. "I’m sorry, it’s a morbid topic, but you said the bond has to be mutual and harmonious to grow. What about the bad snake guy who’s chasing you? The things you described don’t sound harmonious at all."

Lanlan stopped and turned, her gaze sharpening. "There’s... nuance to that. Hong Yaoshi’s techniques. He does that darker kind of cultivation using others. It’s vampiric. It’s a one-sided connection where one cultivator forcibly draws energy from the other, consuming their qi to fuel their own power. This type of bond is parasitic, leaving the victim drained, their spiritual pathways damaged—sometimes irreparably."

James frowned, the words settling like a heavy weight in the room. "Cauldrons."

Lanlan nodded grimly. "Exactly. He’s mastered a dark technique that allows him to manipulate weaker cultivators into forming these bonds. At first, it may even seem beneficial—the victim might feel stronger temporarily. Some may think it’s the natural way of things and say that they’re just helping and that it’s fine as long as they’re, quote, treating their cauldrons right, by giving them somewhere to live, access to gardens and art. That’s the tale the Serpent Sect leader presents. But it’s oh, so dreadful in real life."

"Sounds charming," Sarah muttered, crossing her arms. "Well. Count on us in case this guy comes after you again. Cultivation plus effective martial arts. Bang! We’ll give them what they deserve."

Lanlan smiled softly. "You guys are more alike than you think. You’re true warriors. Has anyone said you might be soulmates?"

A sudden groan from James's stomach. The eyes of both girls swung toward his.

"This might be overkill to our stomachs," James said. "After a good round of cultivation training, but...Anyone up for some hotpot?"

"Hell yeah!" replied Sarah. "Let’s do it!"

***

The hot pot restaurant in Flushing was packed, steam rising from dozens of tables like morning mist. Tables were packed tightly together, each with ying-yang-shaped pots with bubbling broths—one side clear water with mushrooms, the other flaming red with chilis and Sichuan peppers—and square plates with thinly sliced meats, vibrant vegetables, and tofu.

They squeezed into a corner booth, crammed against each other, James in the middle.

Hotpot was just the best thing in the world. He had picked up a slice of meat, boiled in an epic Sichuan broth, and was already mixing it in his steamed rice with a little bit of sesame sauce, the unique flavor of Sichuan peppers and delicious fatty beef.

"So," Sarah said, swishing a slice of beef through the spicy broth, "we're just not going to talk about how to jump-start our cultivation?"

James caught her meaning, suddenly hyper-aware of the cramped booth. Sarah’s knee kept brushing his under the table, and Lanlan’s shoulder pressed lightly against his on the other side. The space felt stiflingly small.

"So, what do you say?" Sarah said with a smirk, her voice taking on that dangerous, playful edge James both feared and wanted. She leaned across him to grab the chili oil, her arm lingering in his space just a moment too long. "We should definitely discuss those more."

"Perhaps over tea?" Lanlan suggested smoothly, her formal tone at odds with the mischievous twitch of her concealed ears. "I know several spiritual brewing techniques that promote... openness."

"Tea?" Sarah raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. "Is that what they call it in the spirit realm?"

James nearly choked on his water. "Maybe we should focus on the whole cultivators-hunting-us situation first?" he interjected.

"But this can help!" Sarah added, though the smirk tugging at her lips suggested she found other forms of danger far more enticing. "Safety first!"

James sighed.

Was Sarah just teasing, or was she serious? She hadn’t said anything explicit, but her body language implied she wanted to go down the rabbit hole of qi cultivation, among other things. They used to joke around like that about dating and making out until it became awkward, even while both of them were in relationships with other people.

But part of him did want it. The part of him between his legs had been extremely excited the previous night. And his ego. Superpowers being served with a side of two beautiful girls. Why not?

But what did they actually want? What was good for all of them? Growth, mutual improvement? That was actually worthwhile, with the added benefit of all of that. And the responsibility.

And most importantly, he didn’t want to hurt them. He was tired of playing around, of desperate girls with attachment issues and of pointless relationships. If he was going to have something with someone, it had to be serious.

Maybe he was becoming more traditional, but he really needed to settle down and was tired of all the drama.

He concentrated very hard on his food, scooping tofu into his bowl and drowning it in sesame sauce. The flavors exploded on his tongue, bold and rich, with just the right amount of broth. He loved Sichuan peppers, the fearsome tongue-numbing ones, but it did little to distract him from brushes of hands reaching for food at the same time. And they kept staring at each other for no reason.

It was getting annoying.

Until Lanlan stiffened and let out a little gasp.

"Don't look," she whispered, "but the couple by the fish tank..."

James froze, but his eyes darted to the overhead mirror, catching their reflection in the polished glass. The couple sat close together, leaning in like any normal middle-aged pair enjoying a quiet meal. Except for their pupils, faintly flickering with green light, the glow pulsing in time with something he couldn’t see but could feel.

"Friends of your father's?" James asked quietly. He shifted in his seat, instinctively angling himself to shield Lanlan while keeping the couple in his peripheral vision.

"No," Lanlan murmured, her muscles tensing. "They’re Serpent Sect. Jade-rank cultivators. They're trying to mask their qi, but..." She wrinkled her nose. "Their spiritual energy smells like a pine tree, and those are definitely cultivation pendants."

"Of course evil cultivators would smell like cheap air freshener," Sarah muttered, then paused. "Wait, can they smell ours?"

James cleared his throat.

"You’ve got to go over the ranks. I don’t know what you’re talking about."

"Jade is below mine, but it’s still formidable," she said.

A waiter approached their table with hot water. The cultivator couple's attention shifted slightly—too slightly to be natural. James felt Lanlan's hand slip into his under the table, ready to infuse qi into his body. On his other side, Sarah's muscles coiled with trained fighter's instinct.

"So," Sarah said, "I'm guessing dinner's over?"

"We should—" James started.

The waiter's pot exploded, like an object crushed with monstrous air pressure, boiling water splashing all over, and aluminum pieces flew like daggers exploding in different directions. Some found their way into the patterned ceiling; others into the walls and floor, as patrons screamed and scrambled away, including the waiter.

James ducked, a piece of broken kettle having flown past his head, nailing itself to the wall.

But by the looks of it, no one had gotten hurt. Was the couple’s control so good?

The couple remained in their seats, unfazed.

Everything happened at once.

A blur of green energy crackled toward them. Sarah—wonderful, adaptable Sarah—flipped their table up as a shield without missing a beat, the little pot and its respective stove falling to the ground in a splash.

"We’ve gotta run," Lanlan said urgently, lifting her hairpin and making the cultivator’s hotpot stove explode. They both leapt away and landed on other tables.

"Through my friend's restaurant," James finished. "Old Mr. Chen is going to kill me."

"He might, but we’ll make sure these two losers don’t," Sarah pointed out, then grinned with alarming enthusiasm. "You know what this means, though?"

James groaned. "Sarah, no. You don’t need to fight now."

"Sarah, yes." She cracked her knuckles. "I finally get to test my grappling against magic kung fu."

Lanlan's eyes widened. "You want to fight them? But you're—"

"About to submit them." Sarah's grin turned fierce. "Besides, no one interrupts my hot pot date."

James caught the word "date" and stared. Their eyes met, then quickly darted away, even as another blast rocked their cover.

"Right," James said, clenching his fists. "We’ve gotta teach them not to mess with our time together."

"Agreed," the girls said in unison.

James counted to three, then they moved as one, energy already seeping into their systems. Sarah rolled left while Lanlan flowed right, leaving James to charge straight up the middle.

"Foolish mortals, surrender now!" the female cultivator snarled, taking a Shaolin kung fu low stance with a wide lunge. She leapt again, whirling and landing in front of their fallen table, as if to block their exit. Her husband, weaving complex patterns in the air, chanted under his breath as shimmering sigils formed around his hands.

Sarah's response was simple: she threw a plastic dish of chili oil directly into their spell formation. Green energy crackled and sparked erratically.

"You mortal fool!" the male cultivator shouted, gritting his teeth as he began again, but James was already closing the distance, leaping over the tables, his muscles and joints buzzing with qi. He quickly slipped inside the cultivator's guard and threw a hook to the body, which the man blocked with both hands. Then, James feinted, faking another uppercut to the liver, and followed with a sharp right cross to the jaw, knuckles crashing against the man’s bones, knocking him out cold.

Sarah dove low and lunged forward, her hands gripping the female cultivator’s leg in a flawless single-leg take-down. The woman sprawled, countering with a surge of energy that pressed Sarah to the ground.

With a feral cry, the cultivator swung Sarah through the air and slammed her into a nearby table. The wood shattered in an explosion of splinters as Sarah crashed to the ground.

"Sarah!" James shouted, his heart skipping a beat.

To his shock, Sarah broke the woman’s grip and stood up, shaking off the impact like she was brushing off a bad fall. Her lips curled into a smirk, her stance loose but ready.

The cultivator launched forward in a blur, her hands erupting into a flurry of Wing Chun strikes, too fast for the eye to follow. The air seemed to ripple with the speed and force of her attacks.

Sarah feigned wide-eyed surprise, staggering back as though overwhelmed. But as the woman pressed forward, Sarah’s legs flared with qi energy, her movements suddenly impossibly quick. At the last second, just before the woman’s fist could connect, Sarah dropped into a low crouch, lunging forward and sliding behind her in a perfectly executed evasion.

Before the cultivator could react, Sarah wrapped her arms tightly around the woman’s torso in a crushing grip. The cultivator’s hand lashed downward, striking at Sarah’s forearm, but Sarah held on, her face glowing. With a guttural shout, she lifted the woman clean off the ground and slammed her, headfirst, against a table.

James grinned as soon as he heard that crack, the woman’s skull smashing into the wood like a sledgehammer.

The female cultivator groaned, but her recovery was swift. Sarah reacted instantly, leaning her weight forward and driving her shoulders into the woman’s chest to maintain control. With a sharp cry, she bridged her hips, attempting to throw Sarah off.

"Oh no, you won’t," Sarah growled, transitioning smoothly to a mounted position. She hooked her legs around the cultivator’s legs, locking herself in place. The woman twisted and bucked. It looked like Sarah was riding an earthquake, but she remained in place.

The cultivator lashed out with her arms, clawing at Sarah’s shoulders. "Foolish mortal!" she spat. "You think your grappling will—"

"Actually, yeah," Sarah interrupted, gritting her teeth as she blocked a wild strike with her forearm. "You guys really don’t have an idea about grappling."

The cultivator snarled and attempted to shove Sarah off with both hands, leaving herself momentarily open. Sarah saw her chance. She grabbed the woman’s wrist with one hand, then shifted her weight and swung her legs over the cultivator’s head, locking in an arm-bar. Her thighs clamped down around the woman’s upper arm like a steel trap, and her hips thrust upward, applying agonizing pressure to the elbow joint.

The cultivator screamed, her free hand clawing at Sarah’s legs in desperation. The jade pendant around her neck flared briefly, but whatever protective energy it contained couldn’t counter Sarah’s submission.

"Tap out," Sarah demanded, her voice steady despite the exertion.

"Never!" the woman hissed through clenched teeth, trying futilely to yank her arm free.

"Suit yourself." Sarah adjusted her grip, her muscles straining as she increased the pressure.

The female cultivator grunted in pain, her face pale and drenched with sweat. "You’ll regret this, mortal," she spat weakly.

Sarah smirked. "That’s what they all say."

"James, behind you!" Lanlan shouted.

He spun to see three more gracefully aged aunties wearing jade pendants glowing in the doorway. Reinforcements.

"Kitchen!" Sarah called out, finally releasing her hold, leaving the other woman clutching her biceps, moaning, and on her knees. "Move!"

They sprinted through clouds of steam and scattered tables. James felt Lanlan's hand find his, while Sarah grabbed his other arm, pulling him along.

They burst into the kitchen, startling the staff. James caught sight of Old Mr. Chen by the wok station, who just sighed and pointed to the back door. "You pay for damages this time!"

"Sorry, Sifu!" James called back, just as Sarah yanked him down to avoid another energy blast. The movement brought them all very close together behind a counter.

"Can you open the portal here?" James asked, trying to lock the door and gather chairs in front of it.

Lanlan nodded.

"I need to balance my meridians," she said, stretching both hands, moving them in a controlled manner, and taking a deep breath. "I passed you double the energy from last time."

Suddenly, a massive surge of energy cut them off. The kitchen's back wall exploded inward, curling into a gate, much like the ones Lanlan had made. A figure stepped through the glow, and Lanlan froze.

"Little sister," said the woman, her voice smooth and cutting. Fox ears framed her sharp features, and nine gleaming tails swayed behind her like living banners. She had brown hair and wore a flawless business suit, her Cartier watch glinting under the dim light. "What a mess you’ve made."

"Yue Xia..." Lanlan whispered, ears flat against her head. "I’m sorry about the hairpin. Did Father send you?"

"Oh no," Yue Xia's smile was razor-sharp as she adjusted her Cartier watch. "I came on my own. And no worries, I knew why you wanted to borrow it. We need to talk about your... unusual choice in cultivation partners."

Her eyes lingered on James and Sarah, all three of them frozen in their hiding spot.

"Well," Sarah muttered, "this is awkward."


Chapter 7 – The Fox’s Gambit

Steam hissed from broken pipes as Yue Xia stepped through the ruined wall, her nine tails swaying behind her. A door exploded, prompting the last remaining members of the staff to flee in terror while the main cultivator couple stepped forward, anger flashing in their eyes.

But as soon as they saw the fox spirit, they dropped to their knees.

"First Blade," they murmured in unison.

Yue Xia ignored them, instead examining her perfectly manicured nails. "Do you know how much paperwork unusual cultivation bonds generate? The Spirit Realm bureaucracy is still using scrolls, little sister. Scrolls."

James felt Lanlan tense beside him. Sarah, on his other side, shifted into a subtle guard position despite the obvious power gap.

"That's your concern?" Lanlan asked incredulously. "Paperwork?"

"Mmm," Yue Xia's fox ears twitched as she surveyed their defensive stance. "That, and the fact that you've managed to form preliminary qi bonds with not one, but two mortals. In less than a week." Her smile turned sly. "Father will be absolutely furious. I approve."

James blinked. "I'm sorry, we've formed what now?"

"Oh my," Yue Xia's tails swished with amusement. "You haven't told them? How deliciously awkward." She pulled out her phone – the latest iPhone, because of course even immortal fox spirits kept up with tech – and checked something. "According to the Ancient Laws, subsection 31-B regarding unauthorized cultivation partnerships..."

"Yue Xia," Lanlan growled, her own tail bristling beneath her clothes.

"...any sharing of spiritual energy, whether intentional or accidental, may constitute a preliminary bond, particularly if both parties are..." Yue Xia's eyes gleamed as she read, "Soul-mate material."

Sarah's hand, still gripping James's jacket, tightened.

"Wait," he cut in. "How would they know if we’re soul-mate material?"

"The level of resonance," Yue Xia said. "You two in particular. Mr. Whatever your name is and purple-streaked Amazon. We could check the records, but you must’ve enjoyed pretty wild sex in a previous life and have been boiling up an insurmountable amount of tension in this one. And my little sister... Hmmm... She actually resonates well with both."

Lanlan's ears drooped, and James felt his face heat up.

"Oh, this is better than my favorite dramas," Yue Xia practically purred. She turned to the other cultivators. "You may go. This is now an internal Jade Moon Clan matter." As they hesitated, her voice turned sharp as steel. "Unless you'd like to explain to your Sect Leader why you interfered with a First Blade's investigation?"

They vanished so fast they left afterimages.

"Now then," Yue Xia settled gracefully onto a miraculously intact chair, crossing her legs. "Let's discuss your options. The traditional punishment for unauthorized cultivation bonds is, of course, immediate separation and memory wiping. You know the rules, sister. You broke them willingly. How could you think we wouldn’t find out?"

All three of them moved closer together instinctively.

"However," her nine tails curled with satisfaction, "as your elder sister, I might be persuaded to... facilitate a more interesting solution. One that could benefit everyone involved."

Old Mr. Chen chose that moment to peek into his destroyed kitchen. He took one look at the fox spirit lounging in the ruins, muttered something about "too old for this cultivation nonsense," and retreated.

"What kind of solution?" Lanlan asked suspiciously.

Yue Xia's smile widened, showing just a hint of fang. "Tell me, little sister... how much do you know about the ancient tradition of Triumvirate Cultivation?"

Lanlan's ears shot straight up, her golden eyes going wide. "But that's... that's just a legend from the time of the Yellow Emperor. It isn’t real, is it?"

"Legend?" Yue Xia said with a mischievous grin. "Or perhaps... sealed away by those who feared its power?" She gestured at the three of them with one perfectly maintained nail. "Three soul-bonded cultivators, three different paths of energy, forming a perfect circuit of power. It was claimed by scholars that it was the fastest path to immortality. But only if it’s done correctly."

Sarah raised her hand like she was in class. "Quick question – what exactly counts as a path of energy here?"

"Spirit arts," Yue Xia pointed at Lanlan, "a martial hero with a will to protect others," to James, "and an iron will," finally to Sarah. Her tails swished with satisfaction. "All moving toward a single goal. A cat spirit princess running from an arranged marriage, a boxer who can knock out cultivators above his level, and a powerful fighter with an iron will to win. It's almost too perfect. And listen, other types of bonds are too boring. Even I won’t care. But this is exciting. Outrageous. Even subversive. This technique was banned for thousands of years. It didn’t make it to the latest Code of Cultivators because... well, it’s so legendary no one remembers it."

James felt both women shift beside him. "There's a catch," he said, recognizing the look in Yue Xia's eyes. It was the same one Sarah got before suggesting particularly dangerous sparring sessions.

"Smart boy," Yue Xia purred. "The catch is, Triumvirate bonds can't be forced or rushed. They require..." she paused dramatically, "complete harmony between all participants."

Sarah's grip on James's jacket loosened, then tightened again. The air felt charged with more than just qi energy.

"And," Yue Xia continued, clearly enjoying their discomfort, "the first step requires sharing living space for at least one lunar cycle."

"Living together?" all three said in unison.

"Oh yes," Yue Xia's phone appeared in her hand again. "You want to be safe. I can help you rent an apartment or Airbnb in the meantime. Three bedrooms, of course, and an open garden to complete some of the rituals, if you don’t feel that comfortable at first." Her smile turned wicked. "Though historically, Triumvirate practitioners often found they only needed one—"

"Sister!" Lanlan interrupted, her tail puffing up beneath her clothes.

"Just providing context, dear." Yue Xia stood with grace. "You have until the next full moon to decide and start it whenever you feel ready. I’ll send Lanlan a scan of the ancient manuals. Ah, right. You’ve got no email. I’ll let you borrow a copy, little sister. Don’t damage it. It’s my only copy, and it's 3,000 years old. So. This is a good opportunity for you. Either commit to the Triumvirate path..." her expression turned serious for the first time, "or I'll have no choice but to enforce the traditional penalties."

James felt the weight of both women's eyes on him. The smart thing would be to walk away now. Go back to his normal life of coding and not-boxing-anymore. But then Lanlan's hand found his while Sarah's shoulder pressed against his arm, and he knew 'smart' had left the building days ago.

This was the opportunity of a lifetime. And it all just made sense.

There were a couple of things they had to get over, though. His mind was filled with contradictions. Sarah was his friend. Could they perform the union platonically? Did they want to? What did that secret manual entail? If it was tantric slash Taoist sex, well... he couldn’t lie to himself anymore. If he was to be her lover, he had to be serious.

Maybe this was the perfect excuse.

Well, he’d have to find out. But whatever happened, the last couple of days weren’t something he’d ever want to forget.

And what had she said about this being a path, not just any path, the quickest path to immortality?

"One lunar cycle," Sarah said thoughtfully. "That's what, four weeks to figure out if we're... harmonious?"

"Three weeks, six days, and," Yue Xia checked her phone, "thirteen hours. I do love precision." Her nine tails began to fade like morning mist. "Oh, and little sister? Father doesn't know about this option yet. Let's keep it that way, hmm?"

As Yue Xia vanished, leaving them alone in the ruined kitchen, Old Mr. Chen's voice carried from the front: "Someone definitely paying for damages this time!"

James looked between Lanlan and Sarah.

"So," he managed, clearing his throat. "Does anyone know any good real estate agents?"

"James! Wow," Sarah said incredulously. "What flipped the switch? What? Was it when she said immortality? Are you that full of yourself?"

"I..."

"'Cause I am. Imagine all that power? Do you think the Gracies were cultivators? Anyway, this is better than steroids. I’m gonna rise to BJJ stardom. I could even become the top UFC fighter. I could even beat the boys from Dagestan. If there aren’t cultivators there already, which seems likely."

"Really?" I asked. "Is this what you’re thinking of?"

Lanlan cleared her throat.

And this didn’t look at all like complete harmony.

"Well," Sarah added. "We’re leaving out the most interesting part. Thinking about how we're apparently magically compatible enough to unlock some ancient cultivation power through..." she trailed off. "Man. Did she really say we banged in our past lives? Now that makes sense."

Lanlan's ears twitched.

The broken pipes chose that moment to release another burst of steam, but it did nothing to hide the tension crackling between them.

"My apartment's too small," Sarah said suddenly, breaking the charged silence. "And James's place is already compromised." She straightened her shoulders with characteristic determination. "Plus, my food truck's been needing a better location."

"Alright, but let’s think this through," James said.

"Consider our options," Sarah counted on her fingers. "One: we refuse, get our memories wiped, and probably spend the rest of our lives feeling like something important is missing. Two: we try this crazy cultivation bond thing and maybe unlock ancient magic powers. Three—" She paused. "Actually, those are pretty much the options."

Lanlan's ears drooped slightly. "I would understand if you don't want to risk—"

"Hold up, princess," Sarah interrupted. "Nobody said anything about not wanting to." Her eyes met James's, carrying the weight of their unfinished college history. "Some of us have been waiting years for a certain someone to get his act together."

James felt his face heat up. "That's not... I mean, we never..."

"And now," Sarah continued, turning to Lanlan with a softer expression, "there's this fascinating cultivation princess who literally lights up around him and who," she smiled, "I'm finding pretty intriguing myself."

Lanlan's golden eyes widened, her tail curling beneath her clothes. "In the spirit realm, such directness usually comes after months of formal courtship..."

"Yeah, well," Sarah grinned, "this is New York. We're more efficient."

A chunk of ceiling chose that moment to crash down, making them all jump.

"Alright," James said, finally finding his voice. "We should probably..."

"Run?" Lanlan suggested.

"Move this somewhere less destroyed," Sarah corrected. She pulled out her phone. "I know a realtor who doesn't ask questions. Helped me find the food truck spot. Maybe let’s get her in contact with Lanlan’s sister?"

"Just like that?" James asked. "We're doing this? It’s decided? Lanlan?"

Both women looked at him with expressions that made his heart do complicated things.

"By the Jade Emperor, I need this to happen!" said the cat-girl. "It’s not just that this would save me from Yaoshi, but you two are the best people I’ve ever met. I’ve had so much fun with you. I don’t mind doing it for another thousand years!"

"So it’s settled. Unless," Sarah's voice carried that dangerous playful edge, "you're scared, J?"

Lanlan's hand was still in his, her touch sending sparks of qi energy. Sarah stood close enough that he could smell her familiar citrus shampoo.

"Three weeks, six days from the day we start, living together and doing exactly what?" he said, surprising himself with how steady his voice was. "To figure out if we're compatible?"

"Oh, we're compatible," Sarah muttered, just loud enough for them to hear. "The question is whether New York is ready for whatever this turns into."

As if in answer, distant sirens began to wail. Lanlan's ears twitched.

James sighed. "Fire department. Or police. Maybe we should continue this conversation somewhere that isn't actively falling apart?"

They made their way toward the exit, carefully not touching but hyperaware of each other's presence. Just before they left, Sarah paused.

"Just to be clear," she said, looking between them with that intensity... the prelude to all of her craziest ideas. "This whole 'complete harmony' thing... we're not starting that three-week clock until we get the apartment, right?"

They ended up showering. Individually. Making calls and visiting at an all-night diner in Harlem.

"So," Sarah said, spreading real estate listings across the table like battle plans, "Yue Xia's budget is... generous." She whistled at the number on her phone. "Very generous."

"The Fox Clan handles most of the spirit realm's investments," Lanlan explained, fascinated by her first chocolate milkshake. Her ears twitched beneath the beanie every time she sipped. "Though I'm surprised my half-sister is being so helpful."

"Speaking of help," James leaned forward, keeping his voice low, "what are the chances your ex-fiancé's people find us?"

Lanlan's expression darkened slightly. "That sister’s involvement should dissuade him. But he sometimes thinks himself above the law. The Jade Serpent Sect has eyes everywhere, but..." She gestured at the city lights outside. "New York's qi patterns are chaos to traditional tracking methods. As long as I don't use major spirit techniques, we should be—"

"Hard to find?" Sarah suggested.

"More like impossible to distinguish from the city's natural energy." Lanlan smiled. "They could find us, though, already. We can only trust Sister is keeping watch on us."

"Convenient," James noted, then caught their looks. "What? I'm not complaining about the spirit realm witness protection program."

Sarah tapped one listing with her phone. "Speaking of protection – this place has good sight lines, multiple exits, and..." She grinned. "A rooftop garden."

"Good," James said. "That’s the only requirement Yue Xia brought up, didn’t she?"

"That’s what she said," Sarah and Lanlan said simultaneously, then shared a surprised look.

A blonde waitress arrived with their second round of shakes. "You guys are moving in together?" she asked, eyeing the listings.

"It's complicated," they answered in unison.

"Honey," the waitress said, "in this city? Everything is."

As she walked away, Lanlan straightened, her ears pressing flat against her head beneath the beanie.

"What's wrong?" James asked, instantly alert.

"Nothing, it's..." Lanlan flushed slightly. "In the spirit realm, speaking in unison is considered a sign of deep spiritual resonance between..." She became very interested in her milkshake.

Sarah's grin turned predatory. "Between what, princess?"

"Soulmate stuff," Lanlan mumbled into her shake. "So, Yue Xia was very right, and after my first bump of qi, it’s been growing together."

James choked on his coffee. Sarah's grin widened impossibly further.

"So," Sarah said with dangerous cheerfulness, "about that apartment viewing tomorrow..."

The night stretched on, filled with real estate listings, subtle glances, and the occasional brush of hands reaching for the same French fry. None of them mentioned how natural it felt sitting there planning a future together. Or how their energy seemed to sync more with each passing hour. Was it Lanlan’s doing?

And if sometimes Lanlan's ears twitched at distant sounds, or James found himself checking the exits, or Sarah's eyes lingered on suspicious customers... well, that was just good practice in New York.

"By the way," Sarah said as they were leaving, "does your sister's budget cover soundproofing? I have a feeling we might need it."

***

The next few days were full of Chinese food and apartment viewings.

"This one seems perfect for your requirements," their realtor said with the desperate optimism of someone who'd shown fifteen apartments in two days. She had been marketed as feng-shui aware."Very unique energy."

The loft space in Brooklyn had high ceilings and industrial windows. Lanlan approached the windows cautiously, her ears twitching beneath her beanie and a crinkle in her nose.

"That's not a design feature," she said diplomatically. "Someone tried to forge a spirit gate here. Recently."

Sarah, who'd been checking the sight lines to neighboring buildings, spun around. "Like, evil cultivator recently?"

"Amateur cultivation student," Lanlan corrected, examining the fading energy traces. "They probably found half a manual online and thought they could... what's the phrase? DIY it?"

James sighed. "Great. Magical gentrification."

And this city was seemingly full of cultivators. He wondered why he never noticed before. Well, there was always more than met the eye.

The realtor brightened. "So you're familiar with paranormal properties? Because I have another listing in the East Village—"

"Next," all three said together.

Four apartments later, they stood in a converted warehouse space that actually showed promise: high ceilings, an open floor plan, and most importantly, no trace of cultivation or anything paranormal. They had a small garden, too.

"The previous tenant was a martial arts instructor," the realtor explained. "Had to break the lease suddenly. Something about a spiritual awakening in Tibet?"

"The qi flow is clean," Lanlan noted, walking the perimeter.

"I like wooden floors," Sarah added.

James, meanwhile, was checking the windows. Good visibility, decent escape routes, and... "Is that a Chinese medicine shop across the street?"

"The neighborhood has a very diverse spiritual community," the realtor said smoothly, clearly having dealt with unusual clients before. "And you requested soundproofing. It’s also excellent."

Sarah wandered into one of the bedrooms, then called out, "Hey, these walls are reinforced!"

"The previous tenant was very concerned about... privacy," the realtor explained.

The realtor pretended to check her phone, hiding a knowing smile. "The rooftop access is through here..."

The roof garden was what sealed it. Protected from view by neighboring buildings, enough space for training, and Lanlan's eyes lit up at the existing plant life.

"What do you think?" James asked. He wasn’t the man to be choosing apartments, but this looked passable. The two girls clung to him like newlyweds excited for their first home. Two newlyweds for one guy.

The realtor cleared her throat. "I'll just get the paperwork started. Miss Michelle showed her portfolio and said she’s ready to send the deposit and pay extra for it... so... I’ll be ready to hand you the keys after she’s done."

"Michelle?" he asked in a whisper.

"My sister’s English name," Lanlan said under her breath.

"Ah, right. Playing the ‘Hong Kong girl.’"

That was fast, James thought. Was that even a thing? Was that even possible? How much had Yue Xia put up front? It seemed like she was way too interested in their little cultivation experiment.

They went out.

Later, as they stood in their soon-to-be shared space, the reality of their situation began to sink in.

"Three weeks," James said quietly.

"Starting tomorrow," Sarah added. "If... the ritual goes well."

Both turned toward her. "What does the manual say, anyway?" James asked. "How does it begin?"

Lanlan's tail, hidden beneath her clothes, brushed against both of them. "So... do we continue with the same sleeping arrangements?"

"Princess?" Sarah asked, ignoring her question. "What's the ritual like?"

The cat-girl hesitated. "Can't tell you."

"How come?" James asked. "How can we do a ritual if we don't know what it’s about?"

"We can't force it."

James raised an eyebrow.

A loud crash from the street interrupted them. They rushed to the window, but it was just a garbage truck.

"Okay," Sarah said, "first order of business: figuring out which noises are evil cultivators and which are just New York."

"Second order," James added, "what are we supposed to be doing again?"

"You can’t wait to start, can you?" Sarah asked.

"Third," Lanlan said softly, ignoring the last comment, her golden eyes reflecting the city lights, "deciding if we're really ready for what happens when those three weeks start."

"So," James said. "Are you gonna tell us, Lanlan? Any hints?"

"Let's just go about our day," the cat-girl replied with a sigh. "It all should fall into place."

There were a few seconds of silence until Sarah clapped her hands.

"Right! Who's up for IKEA?"

"Don't you have furniture at home?" James asked.

"It's always a good time for IKEA. Besides, we'll need a bigger bed."


Chapter 8 - Swedish Furniture and Chinese Mothers

The IKEA in Red Hook, with two girls by his side, was a battlefield.

Lanlan and Sarah had to take a close look at every single piece of furniture and compare it. Plus, the added feng shui maximalism Lanlan believed in turned every potential purchase into a spatial analysis.

She looked like she was in charge of a construction site. If they asked for James’ opinion, he’d just grab the first cupboard that was large enough and buy it, or the comfiest chair, or the largest sofa..

James trailed behind Lanlan and Sarah, his mind already fraying at the edges, when his phone rang again. How he hated getting calls on Sunday. Thank God it wasn’t his boss, but his mom, which was slightly less stressful. He took a deep breath and prepared to take it.

"No, Mom, I haven't forgotten about Chinese New Year," James said, watching Lanlan examine a MALM dresser like it was an ancient artifact. "Yes, I'm eating enough... No, I'm not living off instant noodles..."

Sarah appeared with a cart, already loaded with a ridiculous amount of bedroom accessories. Wasn't she just planning to move into a new place? Didn’t she have enough stuff at her old flat she could move? James noticed sets of tableware, a small cupboard and a designer lamp. Did Yue Xia send her a check?

Sarah grinned. "Tell Auntie Wong I say hi!"

"Was that Sarah?" his mother's voice sharpened with interest. "Sarah from college? The one who wanted to open up a restaurant?"

James pinched the bridge of his nose. "Yes, Mom, that Sarah."

"Oh good! You finally reconnected! I always said you two—"

"Mom we actually never stopped talking—"

"And will you be bringing her to New Year's dinner? You’re not getting any younger, you know," she continued, undeterred. "And Sarah’s such a nice girl. Pretty too! Always thought she had a good head on her shoulders."

"Actually," James watched as Lanlan gazed at swivel chairs in amazement, her concealed tail puffed up with excitement under her jeans. He wondered what normal people make of that. "I'm kind of seeing someone. Well, technically —" He caught himself. "I mean, I'm in a complicated situation right now."

Dead silence on the phone. Then: "Complicated how?"

How exactly do you tell your traditional Chinese mother that you're entering an esoteric cultivation bond with a former crush turned best friend and a cat girl princess from another realm?

"James," Sarah called out, "Princess found the fake plants section. We might need backup."

His mother's intake of breath was audible. "Princess?"

"It's a nickname!" he said quickly. "Because she's... very traditional. From an old family. Very respectable." 

"Old family?" His mother's voice turned thoughtful. "From the mainland?"

James watched Lanlan gracefully demonstrate to a bored employee how their fake bamboo was pointing in entirely the wrong direction for harmonious feng shui.

"You... could say that."

"Bring them both to New Year's dinner."

James nearly dropped his phone. "Both?"

"If you're seeing someone from a traditional family, I need to meet her. And Sarah... well, I always liked Sarah." His mother paused. "Just make sure they dress nicely. No street clothes like that girl you brought home in college."

"Mom, I really don't think—"

"It's in two weeks. I'm making your favorite dongpo pork." Her tone left no room for argument.

The call ended. James stared at his phone in horror.

"So," Sarah said, suddenly beside him with a dangerously amused expression. "Family dinner?"

"You heard?"

"J," she grinned, "I think the whole floor heard your panic."

Lanlan joined them. "So, I’ll celebrate the Spring Festival with your family! Sounds perfect."

James looked between them – Sarah in her workout clothes with purple hair, Lanlan with hidden cat ears under a beanie – and imagined his mother's reaction.

"We're doomed."

"Drama queen," Sarah rolled her eyes. "It's just dinner. What's the worst that could happen?"

"Simple," James said, trying to nudge them toward the bed section on the same floor."I bring two girls. I’m not good at making stuff up. I’ll get nervous and spill the beans, Lanlan will because she's as honest as a mirror."

"What’s the worst that could happen?" Sarah asked. "We’re trying an alternative living arrangement. They’re open minded."

"Open minded? Does pressuring me to marry sound open minded? If they think I"m some kind of degenerate, my mom and dad might disown me."

"It’s not that bad, I mean, your uncle obviously had an affair."

"Affair is one thing, a cultivation polycule is something else."

"You can say it’s extra traditional," she said with a shrug. "Besides, no one’s gonna sniff into our private life. I’m sure they’d love Lanlan. It’s impossible to dislike her. She’s just too adorable."

I sighed.

As if on cue, Lanlan's ears twitched beneath her beanie. "I can try and make a good impression."

Suddenly, a peppy IKEA employee with blue hair materialized beside them. "Finding everything okay? Oh, you're looking at our beds? The STORGRUND king size is very popular with... alternative living arrangements."

James blinked. Did she just say that? His brain stalled. Now, were they eavesdropping and heard them mention polycule? Those employees were behaving like Facebook ads. And was this actually becoming normal? He wasn’t in Silicon Valley.

Sarah's grin was wicked. "Actually, we were thinking even bigger."

The employee perked up like she’d been given a sales quota to meet. "Ah, the California king! Excellent choice. Perfect for three—" She paused, recalibrating, "I mean, perfect for spreading out."

James felt his face heat up as both women turned to look at him.

"Of course," Sarah agreed too quickly. "Lots of space."

Lanlan was examining the display bed with a finger on her chin. "The energy flow is surprisingly harmonious for mass-produced furniture. But the other is a bit better for our spinal alignment—"

"I’d say we'll take the biggest one, with the softest mattress," James interrupted, after all, girls took a long time to decide for a single item.

"Hold your horses," Sarah said. "Lanlan has a point. We don't want it to be too soft."

James let out a long sigh.

It turned out they had different versions.

California King it was. It was surprising that an apartment wide enough to hold one still existed in New York.

Later, after surviving the warehouse section and somehow tetris-ing everything into the delivery van, they stopped at an electronics store.

"Every cultivation princess needs to experience proper movie nights," Sarah declared, leading them to the TV section. "What kind of films do they have in the spirit realm?"

"Film?" Lanlan asked, mesmerized by the wall of screens. "I mean, there are spirit scrolls and magic projections, but digital things like these haven’t caught up... they're even frowned upon as abominations that disrupt cultivation."

"Oh, you're in for a treat." Sarah turned to James. "Remember our kung fu movie marathons in college?"

James grinned, nostalgia pushing in through his mind. Specifically, he remembered how those marathons usually ended with them getting very close on his dorm room couch, never quite crossing that line...

"Shaw Brothers classics," he said quickly, before that memory could fully surface. "We're starting her with the basics."

"The 36th Chamber of Shaolin," Sarah nodded sagely.

"The Seven Deadly Venoms," James added.

"Bastard Swordsman," they said together.

"Dirty Ho is my favorite," James said.

Sarah giggled. "I almost slapped you that night. I thought you wanted me to watch a porno with you."

Lanlan looked between them with wide eyes, her tail flailing in excitement. "Are these films a record of martial cultivators?"

"Something like that," Sarah smirked. "Though I'm pretty sure Gordon Liu never had to deal with actual qi blasts."

"From what I've heard," Lanlan started, "Some of those classic moves are based on real—"

She froze. This time, they all felt the energy shift. A subtle wrongness in the air, like static before a storm.

"That's not passing through this time," Lanlan whispered.

Two aisles over, someone dropped a box. The crash made them all jump.

"You're just becoming sensitive," Lanlan said. "But some things might be bad omens."

"Right," James said, "quick TV shopping then home?"

"75-inch," Sarah decided, already moving toward a TV that was displaying the Singaporean skyline. "If we're going to introduce her to martial arts cinema, we're doing it right."

"And the protective talismans I mentioned..." Lanlan added.

"Can we wait until we're not in public?" James suggested.

As they hurried through checkout, James caught Sarah typing on her phone.

"What are you doing?"

"Making a list," she said innocently. "Of essential kung fu films."

Lanlan's tail definitely puffed up under her clothes at that last part.

The energy shift followed them home, never quite manifesting but never fully fading. But somehow, arguing about where to place a Swedish-made California King bed and planning movie marathons gave him a feeling of wholeness.

However, James thought his mother was going to be way scarier than any cultivation sect.


Chapter 9 – A New Home

James was lucky he had a couple of days off during the week because they had too much to do.

Lanlan placed a golden coin charm in the corner of their still-chaotic living room, where mismatched boxes competed with the sprawling couch, that epic couch they'd moved from Sarah's apartment. Her golden eyes narrowed in concentration.

"A protection coin goes here," she murmured, pressing the token into the floorboards. She stood and moved to the window, where another token gleamed in her hand. "And here."

The oversized T-shirt she’d borrowed from James hung loose on her frame, the neckline slipping just enough to expose the edge of her collarbone. Her tail swayed behind her jean shorts, from a hole Sarah had poked to let it roam free.

"Please tell me that it’s gonna block our qi signals from the snake guy," James said, holding the TV mount steady while Sarah worked the drill, assembling a tiny cabinet.

"These are just to keep negative energy away," Lanlan replied, her ears flapping freely. "Though I'm more concerned about your cable management. Those tangles are disrupting the qi flow."

Sarah snorted, cross-legged, electric drill in hand. She wore shorty shorts that showed off the full length of her toned legs, paired with a snug tank top that left little to the imagination. A lot of cleavage. The drill in her hand buzzed as she secured another screw and reached for the instructions. "Pretty sure that's not what's causing disrupted flow around here," she teased, her eyes darting to James.

"There," Lanlan said, placing the final token. Golden light rippled across the walls like water, then faded. "Our protection array is complete. It won't stop a high-level cultivator, but it should..." She trailed off, distracted by Sarah stretching to reach the hammer on the opposite end of the carpet.

James caught himself staring too. Sarah in a tank top and shorts doing anything athletic was... distracting.

"Should what?" Sarah asked, not turning around.

"Um." Lanlan shook herself. "Should alert us to any spiritual disturbances. Like powerful qi flows, or evil energy. Also, help dispel negative influences..."

"Speaking of shifts," Sarah finally emerged from behind the TV, "when exactly does our three-week clock start? The ritual? Don’t tell me the ritual were the friends we made along the way, because technically, we're all here now, and—"

A loud thump from downstairs interrupted her. They all froze.

"Again?" Sarah hissed. "Every time we bring that up, they have to ruin the moment?"

"Normal New York noise," James said, hoping to be right.

Lanlan's ears swiveled toward the ground. "Yeah, that sounded like a dropped weight."

"I thought they said soundproof," Sarah said through her teeth. "But," she added as they relaxed, "we should probably establish some ground rules. About everything. Like chores and stuff."

"And sleeping arrangements," James added, then immediately regretted bringing it up as both women turned to look at him.

"Well," Lanlan said carefully, her tail swishing and a grin on her face. "Just be yourselves. We can go over the energy alignments and breathing techniques, perhaps..."

"Movie first," Sarah interrupted, patting the couch between her and Lanlan. "Rules later. We deserve a break, and Princess needs to experience Jackie Chan before we discuss any energy alignment."

James found himself sandwiched between them as Sarah queued up Police Story. The couch was not that big but already felt right somehow, especially with Lanlan curling up on his right while Sarah's leg pressed against his left.

"Is he a cultivator or not?" Lanlan asked, her eyes wide as Jackie Chan leapt from the rooftop, swinging down a pole draped with cascading lights, crashing through multiple glass panels and landing safely.

"Something like that," Sarah grinned. "Though I'm pretty sure most of them can't actually—"

Another thump from downstairs, but this time it was different. Lanlan's ears shot up.

"That," she said quietly, "was not a dropped weight."

James felt both women tense beside him, but neither moved away. Sarah reached for her phone while Lanlan's hand slipped to her hairpin.

"Could be nothing," James said, but he was already mentally mapping the distance to his boxing wraps. The swelling from the previous fights had faded, but he needed to protect the integrity of his hand if he wanted to punch someone.

The protection talismans pulsed with soft golden light. Lanlan's ears swiveled, tracking something they couldn't hear.

"Three distinct qi signatures," she whispered. "Moving... carefully."

"Great," Sarah muttered. "First movie night and we've already got party crashers. And in our new apartment!" She shifted, muscles tensing. "Please tell me they're not more jade-ranked whatever-they-were."

"No," Lanlan's tail bristled. "These feel different. Rougher. Like..." Her eyes widened. "Mercenaries."

"There are cultivation mercenaries?" James asked, letting out a sigh. "Can’t they give us a break? For one day at least? What even are cultivation mercenaries?"

"Rogue practitioners who'll work for any sect." Lanlan's voice held disgust. "The Serpent Sect must be getting desperate to hire them. Or... Maybe to pretend that he’s got nothing to do with this."

Another thump, closer this time. Sarah tensed, ready to move, but Lanlan caught her arm.

"Wait," the cat girl whispered. "The protection array... They might have tracked us, but I don't think they can really feel where we're at. Maybe we can still hide."

James raised an eyebrow. "You want to set up an ambush?"

"Exactly."

A slow grin spread across Sarah's face. "Princess, I like how you think."

"So we're just going to sit here watching Jackie Chan while cultivator thugs creep around upstairs?" James asked. "We offer them popcorn? Nah. Why don’t we wait in the room and get ready? The bedroom’s the most defensive space. And less stuff they can break."

James glanced at the room. Their new California king still sat unassembled in the middle of the floor, surrounded by IKEA boxes and piles of tools. The plastic-wrapped mattress leaned against the wall like a fallen pillar. "Alright," he said. "I’ll just move this to the back. Damn, it’s heavy. But if they break anything, I’m sending them the bill."

Lanlan gave them a power up by infusing their spines. The three moved quickly into position. Sarah crouched behind the door, her body coiled like a spring. Lanlan hid on the other side, her hairpin already emitting a vapor-like glow. James took cover behind the mattress, wrapping his hands tightly with boxing tape. That’d make his wrists and knuckles more efficient.

The protection talismans around the apartment dimmed. Heavy footsteps echoed in the stairwell.

"They’re here," Lanlan whispered, her ears twitching.

A low, gravelly voice came from the hallway outside. "The princess’s energy trail ends here," it growled. "Fan out and search every room. She can’t have gone far."

It took a second.

The bedroom door creaked open, and the lead mercenary stepped in. He was built like a tank, with thick, corded muscles that strained against his sleeveless black shirt. Dragon tattoos coiled up his arms, and brass knuckles sparkled in his hands.

Behind him, two others followed. One was lean and wiry, with shifty eyes and a scar running down his cheek. He held a jagged spirit blade that crackled with electricity. James guessed it was unstable qi of some sort. The third was stocky, wearing a suit and shades. Indoors.

The leader surveyed the room from behind the door, his sharp eyes narrowing as he took in the disarray. He snorted. "Mortals. Always messy."

From behind the mattress, James caught Sarah’s eye. She nodded.

The lead mercenary stepped forward, a step away from the open door, his brass knuckles glowing brighter as he charged his qi. "Check the corners. They’ve got to be hiding—"

He never finished his sentence.

Lanlan struck first; lightning burst from the lightbulb above, aimed at the man’s chest. But the big guy caught it with his brass knuckles. It seemed to simmer in his hands before fading. As the man turned, Sarah launched herself from her hiding spot like a missile, her shoulder connecting with his midsection. He staggered but didn’t fall, his sheer size and power keeping him upright.

"Surprise!" James shouted, stepping into the open and landing a clean right cross to the man’s jaw.

The man was built like an iron wall, but the force was enough to make the mercenary stumble out of the way. Hell. This guy was the toughest so far.

The wiry one with the spirit blade dashed through the door and lunged toward Sarah, swinging wildly. She sidestepped with a dancer’s grace. James’ heart leapt inside him. That thing could slice a table with ease.

"Stay still, woman!" he barked, lunging at Sarah and trying to thrust his blade into her belly. She sidestepped, trying to reach for his wrists, but he immediately swung at her hand.

Sarah backed down in frustration, tried to circle against the man and close in, but he swung twice, forcing her to shift her trajectory. Again, the blade came down in a vicious arc, slicing through the rolled mattress at the edge of the room. The plastic-wrapped California king puffed open like an angry accordion, spilling its latex filling everywhere.

Sarah snarled, closing in, finally trapping his wrist and twisting it into a Kimura hold. The man grunted in pain, and his blade clattered to the floor.

"You’re sloppy," she taunted, sweeping his legs out from under him.

The stocky cultivator hesitated, still behind the door, his unsteady stance betraying his inexperience. Lanlan moved toward him, her hands forward in a Wing Chun stance, hairpin in her left hand. Then, she pressed her hand forward in the air.

The lines of light formed into a shimmering barrier that slammed into the man’s chest, knocking him backward into the wall.

"You’re wasting your energy," Lanlan said, her tone almost bored. "Your circulation is all wrong."

The stocky man tried to recover, his hands glowing weakly, but Lanlan flicked another qi blast toward him. The golden seal exploded into a web of light, binding his arms and legs.

The lead mercenary growled, shaking off the initial shock of James’s punch. His brass knuckles flared with dark red qi as he lunged forward, swinging a heavy fist. James ducked under the blow.

"Big guy, huh?" James quipped, stepping in close. His fists glowed with qi, and he slammed them against the man’s ribs, one after the other. The man grunted but merely stepped back, lifting his arms as though James’ punches were barely doing anything.

James sidestepped, gritting his teeth. This man was a real Iron Body practitioner.

Meanwhile, the wiry man on the floor snarled, trying to kick Sarah off, but she maintained her position, pinning him with ease. "You call this cultivation?" she teased, twisting his arm further. "Pro wrestling is more realistic."

Lanlan stepped into the fray. She raised her glowing hairpin, tracing another pattern in the air that sent a shockwave through the room. The mercenaries stumbled as their qi faltered under the pressure.

The leader roared, his brass knuckles sparking wildly as he threw a haymaker at James. James slipped the punch, infusing qi into his fist, countering with an uppercut that sent the big man reeling.

The force of the hit sent him back. A hammer was lying on the floor, and the man ended up tripping into the California king bed frame, still unassembled and tilted on the wall, which splintered under his weight with a dramatic crack. The sections of the frame gave way entirely, collapsing in a mess of shattered wood.

Shit.

"Stay down," James grunted through his teeth, but the man growled and charged again.

James stopped for a moment, locking eyes with his enemy. The man’s left hook suddenly flew toward him. James slipped by an inch, the fist slamming into the wall and denting it.

"Hey! We won’t pay for that!" James snarled in frustration, feinting a body shot, then throwing a punch to a spot he knew no Kung Fu master could condition: the nose.

It exploded in blood, the man reeling back, hand to his face.

At that moment, Lanlan intervened. "Enough." She threw a final energy formation at the mercenary’s feet. The seal exploded into a swirling vortex of light, binding him in golden chains that wrapped around his arms and legs, pinning him to the floor.

Sarah released her opponent, already unconscious after a rear-naked choke, soon bound by Lanlan’s spirit seals, and stood, brushing herself off. "Well, that was fun," she said, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

The room fell silent except for the heavy breathing of the defeated mercenaries and the faint hum of the qi chains binding them.

"Alright," James said, running a hand through his hair. "Now what? Call the cops? Anyone got Yue Xia’s number?"

Sarah pulled out her phone, scrolling through her contacts. "I’ve got it."

As Sarah dialed, James and Lanlan began dragging the mercenaries into the corner of the room, careful to avoid damaging any more furniture. Lanlan also gave them a gag made of qi energy.

The call connected, Yue Xia’s cheerful voice answering on the other end. "Sarah! To what do I owe the pleasure?"

"We had some uninvited guests," Sarah said, her voice casual despite the situation. "Can you swing by and pick them up? Maybe put a mark on the apartment so we don’t have to deal with this again?"

"Oh, darling," Yue Xia said, her tone turning sly, "you’ve barely moved in, and you’re already making waves. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Try not to break anything else before I arrive."

"No promises," Sarah said with a grin, hanging up.

Lanlan raised an eyebrow. "Marking the apartment is a good idea, but are you sure you don’t want to move again?"

James shook his head. "No way. We’re not running every time someone shows up. This is our home now."

Lanlan smiled softly. "I like the sound of that."

"Same here," Sarah said, cracking her knuckles. "But next time, let’s take the fight outside. Less chance of breaking the bed again."

Sarah snapped a quick picture on her phone. "For insurance," she said innocently when they looked at her. "Also, this is definitely going in our family album."

Family album. James blinked.

It only took a few minutes until Yue Xia’s portal opened in the middle of the room. She stepped through, her nine tails fanning out behind her.

"Another exciting night, I see," she said with a sly smile.

Behind her, a group of uniformed officers followed, each one wearing a clean ponytail and modern attire, and carrying glowing bronze handcuffs with engraved Chinese characters. They moved in quickly, securing the mercenaries with ease.

The leader, still glaring despite his defeat, spat, managing to free himself from the qi gag. "This isn’t over. The Serpent Sect will—"

Yue Xia cut him off. "The Serpent Sect will hear about how you failed to handle two mortals. Now get out of my sight."

The officers hauled the mercenaries toward the portal. The leader stumbled, looking defeated but muttering curses under his breath.

Lanlan watched silently, then asked, "Will this really keep others from coming?"

Yue Xia held up a jade coin with ancient Chinese characters. "I’ll mark the apartment. Anyone thinking of causing trouble will think twice."

She pressed the seal against the wall. Golden light spread in intricate patterns, covering the room before fading into the surface.

"But maybe buy sturdier furniture next time."

"Done," Yue Xia said, brushing her hands. "That mark will keep away all but the most foolish intruders. Alright. Enjoy your ritual!"

The portal closed with a soft hum, leaving the room quiet again.

"So," Sarah said cheerfully, dusting off her hands, "movie night? I think we've still got time for one more Jackie Chan film before bed." She paused. "Though we might need to rethink the sleeping arrangements."

Lanlan examined their destroyed bed frame thoughtfully. "The couch is quite comfortable."

All three of them carefully didn't look at each other but somehow ended up standing very close together.

"So," Sarah broke the silence.

"The couch pulls out," James offered weakly.

"Into a bed barely big enough for one person," Sarah pointed out, "let alone three people who just kicked supernatural ass together."

Lanlan's ears twitched. "This will help us begin stabilizing."

"Is that your expert cultivation opinion, princess?" Sarah's grin was dangerous.

"Actually," Lanlan's golden eyes glinted, "it's my expert opinion that both of you have interesting qi fluctuations when discussing sleeping arrangements."

James felt his face heat up. "We should probably clean up first. And finish that movie."


Chapter 10 ♥ Triple Cultivation ♥

Lanlan stretched out first, her head finding a comfortable spot on James’s lap. Sarah followed a moment later, flopping onto the other side of his lap with a satisfied sigh, her hair spilling over his thigh. James froze, suddenly hyperaware of their weight, their warmth, and the mischievous energy radiating from both of them.

"Your form was beautiful," Lanlan said, addressing Sarah as Jackie Chan resumed his stunts on the TV. "You’re a martial master already."

Sarah smirked, clearly enjoying the praise. "Your guidance helped. Though I think James’s boxing really drove the point home."

James cleared his throat, trying and failing to ignore the sensation of Sarah’s knee brushing his leg or the subtle pressure of Lanlan’s tail curling over his ankle. Yes, there was already a bulge between the two of them. "Speaking of points," he said, his voice a little tight, "when exactly did you have time to teach Sarah about spirit points?"

"During your shower this morning," they answered in unison, their synchronized response so seamless it made James blink. They glanced at each other and laughed.

"Am I missing something here?" he asked, looking between them.

"Lots of things, probably," Sarah teased, turning her head slightly to look up at him. "But don’t worry. We’ll catch you up."

"Eventually," Lanlan added, her voice soft.

James leaned back against the couch, trying to focus on the movie and not the fact that he was now a very comfortable—and very confused—human pillow. Whatever ground rules they’d talked about earlier seemed to be dissolving faster than his ability to keep up.

The movie played on, but none of them were really watching anymore. The protection tokens pulsed softly.

"We should probably talk about the sleeping situation," James finally said. "For the next couple of days."

"We sleep here," Sarah agreed, making no move to shift away from him.

"Definitely," Lanlan added, now lying on her belly, her cute butt perking up with a swishing tail.

None of them moved to continue the conversation. Sometimes, they were learning, comfortable silence said more than words.

The movie's credits rolled, casting soft light across their intertwined forms. James felt the weight of the moment, of their shared victory and growing connection. For once, his usual hesitation fell away.

He knew what he wanted. And he could feel what they wanted too.

He felt freer than ever before.

And knew exactly what to do.

"You know," he said quietly, turning to face Lanlan while keeping contact with Sarah, "in boxing, timing is everything." He reached up, gently brushing Lanlan's silver hair back from her face. Her golden eyes widened, ears perking forward.

"Oh?" Sarah's voice held amused approval. "Finally making a move, Wong?"

Instead of answering, he leaned forward and kissed Lanlan on the lips. Her surprised purr vibrated through all three of them. He’d dreamed of those soft lips since he first saw her. Now, eyes closed, focusing on glorious sensations, he kissed her lower lip, then the upper one.

Lanlan gasped, purring like a pleased kitty and giving in. He kissed her deeper, gradually increasing the intensity, then opening his mouth, his tongue making way in. Hers felt... a little different, a little more velvety, providing texture but not enough to hurt. He enjoyed the sensations, finding Lanlan leaning against him, his own hand wrapping around her waist.

When he pulled back, her eyes were glowing faintly.

"The qi surge from that..." she breathed.

"My turn," Sarah declared and pulled James into a kiss that held years of unspoken tension. Oh, her full lips, how he missed them. His hands reached for her slender waist as his tongue drifted into her mouth, playing with hers, wrestling.

Lanlan's delighted gasp beside them only added to the energy crackling between them.

What followed was a gentle explosion of tension, with passionate kisses and gentle touches. James had to be fair and give enough time and attention to each. Lanlan's tail wrapped around them protectively. James found himself surrounded by the dual aromas of both gorgeous women.

Golden light pulsed softly from the protective talismans, responding to their combined energy. Each kiss, each touch, seemed to build something bigger than themselves.

"See?" Lanlan murmured between kisses. "It's already forming."

"Is that what this feeling is?" Sarah asked, her head resting on James's shoulder while she held Lanlan's hand.

"Like electricity, but warmer," James agreed.

They ended up tangled together on the pull-out couch, no one willing to separate. It should have been too small for three people, but somehow they fit perfectly. Lanlan curled up like a cat against James's chest while Sarah spooned protectively around them both.

"This definitely counts as starting the three weeks," Sarah mumbled sleepily.

"Almost," Lanlan said, her tail draped across them like a blanket.

James felt the qi flowing between them, a gentle current that felt like coming home. For the first time since meeting Lanlan, since spending time with Sarah, everything felt right.

"What does the manual say?" Sarah asked. James could almost feel her heightened heartbeat. "I feel like this moment... this perfect moment... we could go further, huh?"

Lanlan yawned, crawling to the cupboard and pulling out a chest with metal borders, opening it and removing a small, old Chinese book. She opened to the first page.

"Once the ritual begins, thoughts, dreams, and desires must be aligned. The deepest desires must be acted upon, with no restraints. Each soul must be willing to please each other without restrictions. Thus, the bond will grow; thoughts will begin to manifest in three minds at once."

"No restraints," Sarah said, her head against James’s leg. "Are you feeling it?"

Sarah’s eyes drifted toward the bump between James’s legs, then back toward his eyes.

And they were definitely thinking the same thing.

A very different type of energy flowed across James’s body.

Lanlan continued.

"I’m paraphrasing, by the way, but we should be free to act on our thoughts and contain that qi energy, spreading it between your group. If we're all aligned, we should all end up really happy."

Sarah took a deep breath, slowly slipping down from the sofa to her knees.

♥♥♥

"I think we’re really connected," Sarah said softly. Her eyes gleamed with desire. "We’re thinking exactly the same thing."

James’s breath hitched as Sarah reached the waistband of his pajamas. She hooked her fingers under the elastic, sliding the soft fabric down over his hips.

James lifted slightly, allowing Sarah to fully remove the garment. Her eyes widened appreciatively as she took in the sight of his manhood. Maintaining eye contact, Sarah lowered her head, placing feather-light kisses along his inner thighs. James let out a low groan, his fingers tangling in her wavy hair.

Sarah's tongue darted out, teasing and tasting. James gasped at the sensation, his hips involuntarily bucking upward. Sarah placed a steadying hand on his hip as she took him fully into her mouth.

James gasped as she bobbed her head, strands of purple hair falling over her eyes.

He leaned back, his breath heightened, pleasure overwhelming him. She moved faster, more aggressively, taking him deep.

Lanlan set the book aside and crawled closer, her tail swishing behind her, eyes wide and curious, her mouth slightly open, revealing her cute little fangs.

Sarah’s mouth let go with a wet pop, her eyes fixed on his.

"You’ve dreamed of this, haven't you? I remember your fantasies. And guess what? This has always been mine."

James let his head rest back with a gasp.

Sarah leaned forward, mischief in her eyes, and a bit of drool on her lips. "You don't know how long I've fantasized about seeing you melt like this."

Lanlan leaned closer. Now this was a view of a dream. Two gorgeous women James loved, staring at him adoringly, about to make one of his fantasies come true.

Lanlan tapped on Sarah’s arm. Sarah ran a hand through her hair, then undid her ponytail.

"You’re waiting for your turn, princess?"

"Oh yes!" Lanlan said, moving forward like a hungry kitty waiting for a snack.

"Go ahead," she said, planting another kiss across James’s length. "But don't finish him off. Not yet."

Lanlan nodded eagerly, her cat ears perked up in excitement. With a coy smile, Lanlan delicately licked her lips. "Mmm, a James popsicle," she purred. She leaned in slowly, savoring the anticipation. Her small pink tongue darted out, giving an experimental lick. James shivered at the soft, velvety sensation.

"Go ahead, sweetie," Sarah cooed. "Nice and slow."

Lanlan took her time, exploring with kitten-like curiosity. She placed gentle kisses along his length, pausing occasionally to nuzzle against him. Her cheeks tickled his sensitive skin, sending little sparks of pleasure through his body.

James gasped as Lanlan's warm mouth enveloped him, slowly and controlled, as if she were focused on getting the most out of his taste. She took her time, savoring every inch as she slowly worked her way down.

James was in awe of this glorious view and the sensations. Those sensations...

"Mmm, yummy," Lanlan murmured as she tightened her lips and began bobbing her head up and down, very gently. James’s hand ran through her hair, settling between her ears as she continued. She closed her eyes for a few seconds before lovingly staring into his own.

Sarah watched with hooded eyes, her own desire building. She leaned in, meeting Lanlan's gaze. With a shared smile of understanding, Lanlan let go for an instant, then they both lowered their heads, their lips meeting around James's shaft, sharing a tender kiss as they lavished attention on him together.

James gasped at the dual sensation, overwhelmed by the sight and feel of the two women he adored pleasuring him in tandem.

Sarah gently pulled Lanlan away. "Let's get more comfortable."

Sarah and Lanlan exchanged mischievous glances as they began to undress. Sarah slowly removed her tank top, revealing a lacy black bra that struggled to contain her ample chest. James watched in awe as she shrugged off the garment, her voluptuous figure finally on full display. Her breasts were even more magnificent than he had imagined in his countless daydreams—full and round, with dark nipples standing at attention. And then, she took off her shorts.

That figure was heavenly. Glorious wide hips against a small waist, defined abdominal muscles, although not excessive.

Lanlan, by contrast, slipped out of her clothes with feline grace. Her petite frame was lithe and toned, with perky breasts topped with delicate pink buds, and her tail more alive than ever.

Sarah turned her attention to James, running her hands appreciatively over his chest as she helped him remove his shirt.

"Huh? Where did the six-pack go?" she asked.

"Stopped training," he said with a grin.

She leaned in and kissed his muscular chest.

"This Triumvirate cultivation is really going well," he said with a gasp.

"You see? This is what you’ve been missing," Sarah said in his ear, her hand grasping his shaft. "Plus, a cute cat girl."

Lanlan leaned over him. "James," she said, kissing his right pec. "It’s in the manual. When we engage in triple cultivation, emmm... Don’t come that quickly; try to keep it inside. First, when you're about to, you can drag the energy in and put it back into us, like in a circle."

He took a deep breath. "I’ll try;I usually last long, though."

Sarah giggled. "Doubt you will outlast this!"

Sarah gave her back to him and positioned herself on all fours, looking back at James with smoldering eyes. He ran his hands appreciatively over her curves, admiring the way her back arched and her full breasts swayed beneath her, and that glorious, massive butt like two perfect planets. Slowly, he eased himself into her welcoming warmth.

Sarah gasped as he filled her completely. James started with slow, measured strokes, savoring the tight heat enveloping him. He maintained his focus, redirecting the pleasure coursing through him back up his spine.

James increased his pace; Sarah's moans grew louder. Her fingers clawed at the new carpet as waves of ecstasy washed over her.

Lanlan's eyes gleamed with desire. She crawled over on all fours, positioning herself next to Sarah. Her tail swished back and forth as she presented herself to him, mimicking Sarah's pose. Her lithe body trembled with anticipation, her tail wiggling.

The sight was almost too much to bear. He gritted his teeth, focusing on circulating the building energy rather than releasing it. It was harder than it sounded. After minutes of pleasure, making sure Sarah reached her climax, he took Lanlan in turn.

That tail and those ears were sexy as hell. He went in slowly, letting her adapt to his size. And she felt amazing, purring and meowing, each thrust pushing both a current of energy and waves of immense pleasure through both.

He felt it like an electric current passing by all three of them, circling widely. He became aware of his own qi, of his energy flowing and merging into a three-way circle.

But in this home, women came first.

They took turns, James finding that the energy grew each time he joined their bodies, recirculating that energy into each other, building like a sea of lightning inside them and giving them wave after wave of ecstasy.

For him, it was bliss, mixed with a growing desire to release. The room mirror, still leaning against the wall, revealed that he was glowing.

"Let's make this fair," said Sarah, right after he exited Lanlan for a second time, this time with the cat girl lying on her back, legs over James’s shoulders.

Sarah shoved James back onto the couch. "We'll finish this together. Exactly how we started this."

Lanlan crawled back, her legs quivering, her hair a mess, and her eyes drowsy, as well as a silly grin on her face.

"This time we decide when it's our turn!" Sarah explained, James nodding in silence, trying to move that crazy electric feeling around his body. Sarah received him again, easing his way in, this time on top.

Sarah's glorious figure moved above him, riding him faster and faster, like an ancient goddess, with those perfect breasts he'd always dreamed of, like jugs of... life.

"Come on, babe," James said through his teeth, grabbing Sarah's hips and helping her rock faster and harder. She moaned louder, her head rocking backward as she rode him like a beast. James’s body reacted, energy pulling around his lowest chakras like a volcano gathering lava for a cataclysmic eruption.

With a gasp, James exploded with energy and released. Time dilated as Sarah squirmed and tensed, eyes shut, her hair a glorious wavy mass.

"This is how I wanted to see you," Sarah said through ragged breaths, palm pressing against his chest.

James nodded faintly. Feeling drained. He couldn't move a muscle anymore.

"This... Triumvirate thing," he mumbled. "Might as well be the best deal of my life."

"Let's keep it that way, J," Sarah said with a gasp, still on top of him.

"I suppose no more rounds for tonight," Lanlan said with a sigh, then grinned. "But we have all day tomorrow."

They fell asleep on that couch to the rhythm of their synchronizing heartbeats, the protection talismans casting a soft golden glow like nightlights. In the morning, they'd have to deal with IKEA returns and cultivation politics.

But for now, they slept deeply, their combined energy creating a cocoon of warmth and safety. Even in sleep, their qi continued to merge and strengthen, building something ancient and new all at once.

And if their dreams were filled with golden light and the promise of more... well, they had three weeks to explore that.


Chapter 11 – Morning Cultivation

James woke to the early morning light and the unfamiliar but incredibly right sensation of Lanlan purring against his chest while Sarah's arm draped possessively across them both, her body huddled against him, the three of them naked. Golden qi energy still shimmered faintly around them.

With careful movements, he managed to extract himself without waking them. Sarah immediately pulled Lanlan closer in her sleep, the cat girl's tail curling contentedly around Sarah's waist.

The sight made his heart do complicated things.

He cleared his throat and put on a pair of shorts.

Incredibly, that previous sensation of having qi infused into him remained. He could activate it then and there. All it took was a deep breath, a circulation of energy from the base of his spine into his dantian, the energy center in his lower belly, then moving the energy to his fists, which made them sparkle with a faint glow.

And for whatever reason, he felt connected to the two women. There was a calm stillness to their minds, some sort of awareness that lingered.

He also felt married to them. It was... a feeling of an unbreakable bond between the three. Something that made him want to care for them, to protect them, and go to even greater lengths to do so.

In the kitchen, he began his usual morning ritual, this time with a new purpose. The coffee maker hummed to life – the first essential he had unpacked. Then, he moved over to the boxes of food Sarah had brought from her home.

He took out a pot, some rice, a cutting board, and began to make breakfast.

He set out toppings on the counter: pickled vegetables, store-bought youtiao, fish, and leeks, then prepared a small dish of soy sauce.

The congee bubbled quietly, the smell of ginger and scallions filling the air.

He stirred the mixture gently, tracing lazy circles with a wooden spoon, ensuring nothing stuck to the bottom.

"Is that congee I smell?" Sarah's sleepy voice came from behind him. She wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing a kiss between his shoulder blades with casual intimacy that felt both new and familiar.

"With youtiao," he confirmed, leaning back into her embrace. "Mom's recipe."

"Mmm. Knew there was a reason I kept you around." She propped her chin on his shoulder to watch him cook. "Princess is still sleeping. She makes these little chirping noises when you pet her ears."

"Experimented a bit this morning?"

"Maybe." Her grin was audible. "The qi surge was interesting."

He relaxed while she moved toward the coffee machine.

"J, don’t you feel... connected?" Sarah asked. "Extra connected. And I don’t mean just intimately. That we finally did it. But... yeah. We finally did it. Can you believe that?"

"And it was worth every minute," he said with a sigh.

"Gotta do it again, maybe this morning," she added.

"Breakfast first," James replied, but couldn’t deny that his body was excited at the prospect.

"Anyway," Sarah continued. "This is the other issue. You know... James. Can you tell what I’m thinking?"

"I can try guessing," James said with a sigh. "I feel like... You feel... love? Man, it sounds cheesy. You feel love toward us both."

She gritted her teeth as if cringing.

"Yeah, that’s basically what I feel. Not that it’s hard to tell, I guess. Anyone could’ve guessed it."

"The fact is that I’m feeling it," James replied, stirring the pot. "And the other question is... Can you feel what I feel?"

"Horny..."

James shrugged.

Sarah continued, narrowing her eyes. "And in awe. Protective. Responsible."

"Okay, the fact that you're saying it is a bit creepy," James said. "But I could define it that way."

The daoist coins pulsed softly as Lanlan padded into the kitchen, her silver hair adorably mussed. She had put on another one of James's t-shirts and the same cut-up shorts from last night.

"Something smells amazing," she said, immediately moving to embrace them both. Her tail wrapped around James's leg as she kissed him good morning.

What a change. It felt just right and so real, he thought. They'd reached their apartment last night as good friends and woken up as intimate lovers.

Plus, that lingering feeling. In the case of Lanlan, he could feel genuine happiness and a sense of being welcome. Of being safe.

"Mmm, smells fishy," Lanlan observed, watching James prepare three bowls. "I love fishy! And why is the qi flow from your kitchen so wholesome?"

"That's just love, princess," Sarah said. "Though I guess that counts as spiritual energy, too."

James handed them each a bowl. "Breakfast, ladies. Don’t say I don’t treat you right."

Sarah grabbed hers, eyeing the toppings. "You’re really going for boyfriend of the year, huh?"

James caught himself smiling as they settled around their makeshift dining area – moving boxes repurposed as chairs, breakfast balanced on their laps and coffee mugs on the floor. Sarah sat cross-legged on the floor, leaning against his legs while Lanlan perched on a box beside him, her tail occasionally brushing them both.

"The energy flow between us is stronger," Lanlan noted between bites. "Last night's... activities... accelerated the bonding process. Can you feel that?"

"Activities," Sarah smirked. "You mean fighting or the wild sex?"

"Both," Lanlan's ears twitched with amusement. "Especially the latter."

James nearly choked on his congee as both women gave him speculative looks.

"We’ve noticed a mind connection."

"Yep," Lanlan said. "You should’ve noticed last night; it began as we started the ritual of Binding of the Wills."

"Aka cultivation threesome," Sarah added.

"Indeed," Lanlan continued. "And, according to the manual, if we keep mostly positive thoughts during the next three weeks, and loyalty to each other’s hearts, our bond will solidify. That will conclude with the formation of a Triumvirate Core in each of us. We just need to keep feeding it love and unity and cycle our energies often!"

James savored the hot congee, then dug into his bowl, slicing the fish with his spoon.

He wanted, more than anything, to go on. To explore this connection, to bask in it, not only in the sex and the power, but also in this feeling of unity and understanding.

And behind that, there was something more. A door was opening to more than financial wealth, even more than the starting of his own family, which he’d thought a faded dream.

A door to true power. Immortality was within his grasp. It sounded silly. What would he do with that? But the fact was that it was real, and there was a pathway to achieving it.

The implications of that were insane.

"Speaking of enjoyable things," Sarah's grin turned dangerous, "we still need to replace that bed and really put it to good use."

"We didn't even get to try ot," Lanlan added innocently. "For any purpose, really. But, I admit that our sofa has become a special place for me."

"Then, let's do it again!" Sarah said excitedly.

"Girls, don’t forget that I work today," James reminded them, though he couldn't help smiling at their obvious disappointment. "One crisis at a time."

"Spoilsport," Sarah pouted, but softened it by pulling him down for a quick kiss. "And you admitted you were the horny one."

Not to be outdone, Lanlan claimed her own kiss, purring when he ran his fingers through her hair, carefully scratching behind her ears.

"Yup, what about another round?" Sarah asked.

James raised an eyebrow.

"Of porridge?"

"Of sex, silly. It was glorious. And I finally have my own superpowers. I guess we grow them each time we bang."

Lanlan spoke through her teeth.

"Now, honestly... maybe James is right. And believe me, I can’t wait to do it again, but let it simmer for at least a few hours more. It was a lot of qi to take in. I think you'll have a hard time and will probably end up spitting impurities if we force ourselves."

"What about a quickie?" Sarah said, arms behind her head.

"Alright," James said. "I have some ideas, but I have work today. I'll let them run wild, and tonight we’ll make cultivation magic."

"I like the sound of that," Sarah said, sipping a cup of coffee.

Lanlan’s tail whirled with joy. "I can’t wait!"

"So," Sarah said, stealing another piece of youtiao, "who's showering first? Or should we save water and—"

A loud bang from the street interrupted her, followed by the distinct sound of someone yelling in Chinese.

"Really?" James sighed. "Can they even let us finish breakfast?"

Lanlan's ears swiveled toward the commotion, then she relaxed. "Not Serpent Sect. The qi signature is... different. Feels almost like..."

"YOUR HIGHNESS!" The shout from below was clearer now. "PRINCESS Lanlan!"

They rushed to the window. In the street below, a young man with a cultivator-style bun and long hair, but in a badly fitted winter coat, was causing a scene. His attempts to blend in were somewhat undermined by the animal—a leopard of some sort—sitting primly beside him, with an iron collar around its neck.

"Oh no," Lanlan groaned. "That's Jun. My personal guard from the Jade Moon Palace."

"Huh?" James raised an eyebrow.

Lanlan swallowed; her tail bristled with annoyance. "The one who's supposedly guarding my chambers while I was meditating. I mean, everyone knows I’m not there, but that's besides the point. He wasn't supposed to follow me, but Jun has always... taken his duties too seriously."

"What if he triggers Yue Xiao's security system?" Sarah said. "Isn't it dangerous for him?

I still had no idea what that was supposed to do. Call the Spirit Realm police?

Lanlan shrugged. "I guess that's why he's yelling so much."

The leopard looked up directly at their window and made a sound between a meow and a bark. Jun spun around, pointing dramatically.

"YOUR HIGHNESS! I'VE COME TO—"

A passing delivery truck honked, drowning out his declaration. Several New Yorkers paused to take photos of the leopard, keeping their distance. A lady asked him if he had a permit.

"So what's the play here?" James asked.

"We could just ignore him," Sarah suggested.

"He'll just make a bigger scene," Lanlan sighed. "Jun's talented but... extremely theatrical. And if he's broken cover, others might notice."

"Then we bring him up here before he attracts more attention," James decided. He could feel their combined energy humming, ready for action. "Though maybe we should put on more clothes first."

Both women looked down at their borrowed sleep attire, then at each other.

"I don't know." Sarah's smile turned wicked. "Might be fun to see his reaction to finding his precious princess wearing some shirtless boy's t-shirt, cuddled up with her new cultivation partners."

"Sarah!" But Lanlan's scandalized tone was undermined by her obvious amusement.

"Five minutes," James said, already moving to grab proper clothes. "Get dressed, then we'll deal with our dramatic guest. And," he added as both women started toward the bedroom, "Separate rooms for changing. We actually need to get ready, not get... distracted."

"Spoilsport," they said in unison, but the surge of affection he felt through their bond took any sting out of the words.

Jun's voice carried up again. "YOUR HIGHNESS, THE JADE MOON CLAN NEEDS—" Another truck horn.

"Does he actually think shouting is subtle?" Sarah wondered, pulling on her BJJ rash guard.

"Jun's idea of subtlety is using only one spirit beast instead of his usual three," Lanlan called from the other room.

Five minutes later, they were ready – more or less. James had managed proper clothes, though Sarah's idea of "decent" meant her tightest rash guard and a crop top. Lanlan had compromised between worlds with a modern qipao that Sarah had picked out during their shopping trip.

"I'll get him," James said, heading for the door. He could feel both women's amusement through their bond as he tried to act casual about letting in a guy with a fucking leopard.

Downstairs, Jun was still causing a scene. The spirit leopard had attracted an even bigger crowd of phone-wielding people.

"Is this for a movie?" someone asked.

"Nah, gotta be one of those TikTok influencer pranks," another replied.

Jun spotted James and struck what he probably thought was a subtle martial arts pose. "You! Mortal! Where is—"

"Keep it down," James interrupted in Mandarin, grabbing Jun's arm. "Unless you want to end up starting a cultivation fight TikTok."

The spirit leopard growled softly.

"It's cool, Xiao Bao," Jun patted the beast's head. "This mortal has the princess's qi signature all over... him..." His eyes widened as he processed what that meant.

James kept his grip firm. "Upstairs. Now. Before you blow your cover worse than you already have."

The leopard, showing more sense than its master, was already padding toward the building entrance, tail held high.

Upstairs, Sarah opened the door before they could knock. "Welcome to our humble cultivation abode," she said with a dangerous grin. "Shoes off, please. We just got the floors cleaned."

Jun's jaw dropped as he took in the scene—the remains of their shared breakfast, the obvious signs of cohabitation, and most importantly, his princess curled comfortably on their couch with distinctly un-princess-like casual intimacy.

"Your Highness!" He dropped to one knee. The leopard sat primly beside him. "I've come because—"

"Because you were worried," Lanlan finished, her tone fond but exasperated. "And you couldn't maintain the meditation cover story."

"The Serpent Sect is asking questions," Jun said earnestly. "And there are rumors about unauthorized cultivation bonds and... and..." He gestured helplessly at the domestic scene around him.

"And?" Sarah prompted, hands on her hips, clearly enjoying his discomfort.

"And mortal partners!" he finally burst out. "Your Highness, the ancient laws clearly state—"

"That Triumvirate bonds are perfectly acceptable," Lanlan cut in smoothly. "Elder Sister Yue Xia has already approved."

"The First Blade?" Jun's eyes somehow got wider. "But... but..." He looked between the three of them, finally noticing how they unconsciously moved in sync, the golden qi flowing between them. "You've already started the process?"

"Speaking of process," Sarah said innocently, "you kind of interrupted something this morning..."

James felt Lanlan's embarrassment and amusement flood their bond, while Sarah's mischievous energy made his skin tingle.

Jun made a strangled sound. Even the leopard looked scandalized.

"Perhaps," Lanlan said diplomatically, "you could help us maintain our cover? Since you're already here..."

"You want me to... to..." Jun seemed to be having trouble processing everything.

"To be our cultivation bodyguard," James supplied. "While we figure this out. It's your job, anyway, isn't it? Keep an eye on threats and help if it gets too dicey."

"Plus," Sarah added, "we could use someone to help keep an eye on the apartment properly. Those mercenaries last night ruined everything."

"Mercenaries?" Jun jumped to his feet. "Your Highness was attacked? Why didn't you send for me? I could have... wait." He paused. "You defeated them?"

The pride flowing through their bond was unanimous.

"We handled it," James said simply.

"Together," Sarah added.

Lanlan's tail curled contentedly as she felt their shared emotion. "You see, Jun? I'm quite well protected. You're help would be welcome, though."

The young guard looked between them again, taking in their obvious connection, the lingering golden qi, and most importantly, the quiet confidence in his princess's voice.

"I... I suppose..." he said slowly, then straightened. "Yes! I shall help maintain your cover and protect this abode! None shall know of your..." he coughed delicately, "Triumvirate."

"Great," Sarah clapped her hands. "Now that that's settled, who wants more breakfast? Jun, does your leopard friend eat congee?"

The spirit beast's ears perked up at the mention of food. Jun looked scandalized again.

"Xiao Bao is a noble spirit beast of the Jade Moon Clan! He doesn't eat mortal—"

The leopard was already padding into the kitchen, tail high, following the scent of James's cooking.

"Traitor," Jun muttered.

They ended up back around their makeshift dining area, the spirit beast purring contentedly over a bowl of fish and rice porridge while Jun tried very hard not to stare at how naturally they moved around each other. Every casual touch, every shared look, made him twitch.

"So," he said carefully, watching Sarah absently feed Lanlan a piece of youtiao, "the First Blade really approved this... arrangement?"

"Elder Sister thinks it's hilarious," Lanlan admitted. "She's always enjoyed challenging traditional views. And she's protecting me from the master of the Serpent Lord."

"But..." Jun's eyes followed James as he refilled everyone's tea, his hand lingering on both women's shoulders as he passed. "They're mortals!"

"Mortals who handled those mercenaries pretty well," Sarah pointed out, stretching in a way that showed off her fighter's physique.

"About that," James said, settling back between them, "can we expect worse? How dangerous are the people after us?"

Jun straightened, clearly relieved to discuss Spirit Realm business. "If the Jade Serpent Lord wants trouble, he can be really dangerous. He likes being the most powerful and is ready to squeeze any threat to his dominion."

"You don't say," Sarah deadpanned, stretching her hand, electricity coalescing into her fingers.

"The old ways aren't the only ways," Lanlan said. "How many mortals have become immortal throughout history?"

"A few thousand, perhaps," Jun said with a shrug.

"Besides," Sarah grinned, "you have to admit we make it look good."

Jun watched their casual display of power. "Even if it's legally allowed, and if you let me guess, your highness, as a loophole, mind you, your two partners might be talented, but they’re still in the Foundation rank. The Elders will never accept—"

"They might," Lanlan interrupted, "once they see the results. Why do you think Elder Sister is helping us?"

"And if they don't," James added quietly, his grip tightening protectively around both women, "well, we handled those mercenaries pretty well."

The threat was subtle but clear. Jun's eyes widened. James was willing to give his best. They had to tread carefully and keep training. This was a new world for him, of course, but the way it had started gave him confidence.

"I... see." Jun looked between them again, seeming reluctant. Even Xiao Bao seemed convinced, having moved to lay across all three of their feet like a furry seal of approval.

"So," Sarah said brightly, "are you on our side? We could even spar together. After we finish breakfast, of course."

"And perhaps," Lanlan added with a mischievous glint in her eye, "you could help us pick out a new bed? The last one suffered a cultivation-related accident."

Jun choked on his tea. "Your Highness!"

It wasn't an accurate account of what happened, but Lanlan seemed to enjoy teasing the guard. Their combined laughter filled the apartment with golden light, their qi harmonizing naturally. Even Jun had to smile, though he tried to hide it.

The spirit beast just purred, clearly having decided that any cultivation arrangement that involved fish was fine by him.

"The apartment's current wards are... interesting," Jun said diplomatically, examining Lanlan's protection array. "Very... modern."

"You mean unorthodox," Lanlan translated, watching him circle the living room with Xiao Bao. The spirit leopard was sniffing at each daoist coin, whiskers twitching as if the smell was off-putting. "Some are part of the ritual, some are just wards."

"I mean," Jun gestured at their TV setup, "and these devices create quite the energy flow, huh? It’s disconcerting."

"You’ll get used to it," Lanlan said. "It’s very different from the Spirit Realm, where it's just living things and powerful cultivators... All these technological things feel more stable in a way, like a river, whereas living beings have a less static flow."

Jun took a deep breath. "Is that why you chose this realm? There were other places to hide, Your Highness. This... and these configurations are strange. You always had a great sense for qi resonances, but what you’ve done here with all the talismans and the mortal devices... You’re keeping the energy in and recirculating."

"I have no idea what that means," Sarah said. "But I know Lanlan is cool. Not that I know much of feng shui, but it’s helped us, I guess. New world, new techniques."

Jun looked around the room, eyes wide open. "And you too, mortal lady. The qi synchronization between you is remarkable," he admitted. "I've never seen a cultivation bond form so quickly, even with mutual cultivation."

"Or maybe," James said, catching Sarah's hand and pulling her close while reaching for Lanlan with his other arm, "Some things are just meant to work."

Jun looked away, blushing again. "Yes, well... perhaps we should discuss the outer defensive array? It’s definitely working, but it might have weaknesses. We could add a good lightning curse for trespassers."

"After we finish the bedroom wards," Lanlan said innocently, "Since that's where our combined energy will be most... concentrated."

The young guard made a strangled sound. Even Xiao Bao seemed to snicker.

"Princess," Sarah's grin was wicked, "I think you're enjoying scandalizing your poor guard."

Jun ignored the quip.

"The Elders always said mortal connections were weak," he said quietly. "That they couldn't support true cultivation. But this..."

The golden light of their combined qi filled the room, warm and strong and undeniable.

"Maybe," Lanlan suggested gently, "it's time for change?"

Jun straightened, coming to a decision. "Right! First, we'll need to modify the traditional Eight Trigrams formation to account for the subway lines below. Then perhaps some spirit beast sentries... Xiao Bao, stop purring at them; you're supposed to be intimidating!"

The leopard, now sprawled on his back getting belly rubs from Sarah, just purred louder.

"No need for beasts," James said. "They’re gonna draw attention. Unless it's dogs. I'm not fond of pitbulls, though."

"Why? Sarah asked. They're adorable!"

"No beasts?" Jun said. "I could bring a team of fighters to keep around, just in case."

"Be our guest, James said. If only Yue Xia pays for your accommodation."

"We have a bit of gold. Might need to exchange it, though."

"Then it's settled."

That previous night had changed them, and seeing Jun’s reaction and amazement, James couldn't help but smile. They'd gone from awkward first kisses to a damn telepathic bond in less than a day. He could summon qi at his will and make his fists glow with power.

At this rate, his mother's dinner might actually be survivable.

Maybe.

Probably.

...they were definitely going to train if more cultivation triads showed up.

He looked at his watch.

He was late for work.


Chapter 12 – Nine to Five Cultivation

James went back to work. The office was stuck with the usual energy. Cutthroat as hell. He sat down to revise the code for the company’s payment gateway, but he felt anything but usual. Qi thrummed through his system like the world's most potent energy drink.

And then there was that fuzzy feeling in the edge of his mind. That very vivid awareness of two people whose emotions he could perceive.

"Dude," Dave said, staring at him over their shared desk partition, "are you... glowing?"

James froze, glancing at his hands. A faint, golden shimmer radiated from his fingertips. His heart sank, getting paranoid, thinking that an immortal cultivator might be watching.

He had been so absorbed in the task that he’d let his control slip. He took a deep breath, trying to set the energy back across his body. It helped a bit, but if anyone looked closer they’d surely notice something was off.

"It's a new soap," he said. "Girlfriend’s soap, mine was finished."

"Right..." Dave squinted. "And is it also why you're smiling at your monitor?"

Before James could answer, his phone buzzed with messages from their group chat:

Sarah: Just had a customer with a Pai Mei bun —and by that I mean that hairstyle— try to order in Chinese. Pretty sure he's one of Jun's "Subtle" surveillance team 🐆

Lanlan: Recommend him the fusion spring rolls in sweet chili sauce 😊

Also, I miss you both. The apartment feels empty.

James felt their shared longing through the bond. His screen's reflection showed him glowing brighter.

"Seriously man," Dave leaned closer, "what are you on and can I have some?"

"Just... in a good mood."

"A good mood that makes your eyes flash gold?"

James froze. "My eyes are doing what now?"

James: Girls, people are noticing. I'm glowing. WTF?

Another message buzzed:

Sarah: Sorry babe, that's probably my fault. Got excited thinking about last night's *cof* training session 😈

Lanlan: Sarah! You're making James's qi spike at work!

James: Not funny! I'm not interested in drawing attention.

***

Sarah's food truck had never been busier. Turns out, as Lanlan had explained, good food naturally enhanced qi energy, it made everything, especially humans, aware and curious – in other words, qi energy attracted hungry people. The line stretched down the block, winding past buskers and chess players, and new customers joined every minute.

"Your aura is most impressive for a mortal," said her current customer, another of Jun's undercover surveillance team. His modern clothes couldn't quite hide his martial arts stance. And that silly hairstyle. Their hair was incredibly silky, especially for a guy, and always tucked in those high buns. "The spring rolls especially," he continued. "They’re impressive."

"Secret family recipe," Sarah winked. She could now see the faint traces of qi around certain customers – particularly the ones who moved too gracefully and kept using words like 'impressive' and 'resonance.'

Her phone buzzed:

James: Still glowing. This is your fault somehow.

Lanlan: Still missing you two. 🐱

But my sister recommended this thing called "Netflix"... It’s quite addictive.

She smiled at the messages, a warm flutter in her chest as she felt their presence, their love and their emotions. Her qi must have flared outward again, because another customer in line gave her a double take.

"Thank you for the food," he said cautiously, taking his tacos. "Your vibe is... unique."

"You’re welcome," Sarah replied, giving him her best customer-service smile.

The lunch rush kicked into overdrive. Orders came flying in, but instead of feeling stressed, Sarah felt fulfilled. Every slice, every flip, every plate felt just right. The bulgogi tacos were selling like crazy.

"Girl," Maya, her employee, said during a brief lull, "whatever new workout you're doing, it's working. You're like... gliding."

"BJJ's really clicking lately," Sarah deflected.

Then, her phone buzzed again:

James: Just had to hide in the server room because my eyes started glowing during a meeting.

How are we going to survive a full workday like this?

Sarah typed a response.

Sarah: At least you're inside. I just accidentally enhanced a taco with qi. Customer said it was "transcendent" and bowed. He said it was almost as life-changing as his last ayahuasca trip.

Lanlan: That's actually impressive! Remembered I mentioned culinary cultivation? (Also, Netflix has something called "Great British Bake Off" and I'm fascinated)

Sarah giggled out loud, preparing another taco.

Until something tinkled in her mind.

It felt as if something was wrong. Like a presence coming from her left, darker, more aggressive.

A cold wind started blowing, hissing through the trees. The sky darkened suddenly, as if a storm were gathering over the park.

And then she heard a rumble —distant, not thunder, but something akin. A gasp and electric currents echoing in the distance, then screams and people scrambling out of the street, as if a shootout were going on.

She tightened the spatula on her left hand and stepped out of the truck. The air made her hair billow wildly.

Jun’s agents, who had been stationed nearby to keep an eye on Sarah, staggered into view. One of them, the first one he’d seen, now had a battered face and a torn jacket. He crawled out into the road, people making way, and stumbled up to the truck. His steps faltered, and he leaned heavily on the counter.

"Miss Sarah," he panted, blood streaking his forehead. His voice was strained, each word forced out. "They’re... they’re coming."

Sarah’s heart sank. She set her spatula down, wiping her hands on her apron. "What happened?"

"They knew," he gasped. "They knew we were here. We tried to hold them off, but—" His voice cut off as a deep, echoing crash sounded in the distance. His knees buckled, and Sarah reached out to steady him. "Please find a place to hide."

Maya poked her head out of the truck, her eyes wide. "Is he okay? What’s going on?"

Before Sarah could answer, another of Jun’s agents limped into view, this time, a woman in a qipao, her arm hanging stiff at her side, trailing blood. "We bought you time," she said, her voice hard despite the pain in her expression. "They’re after her. After Princess Lanlan. Warn her please, to stay hidden."

The crowd around the truck began to back away, uneasy murmurs rippling through it.

But she wouldn’t leave. She had to protect her truck. What if they attacked Maya to blackmail her? She stood her ground.

A man in a tailored suit and a ponytail, emerged from that road, shades shielding his eyes. He wore a jade-green tie and a black shirt. He adjusted his jade cufflinks, a faint smirk on his face. "So much effort to protect a food truck. It’s almost touching."

Sarah stepped in front of the injured warriors. She took a deep breath, qi coalescing in the base of her spine, moving, radiating down to her legs and shoulders,flickering faintly at her hands. She tilted her head, eyes narrowing. "And what do you want?"

"I heard," he said in perfectly accent-less English, "that this establishment has quite a bit of an aura."

Her trained muscles remained relaxed, ready to close in and deal damage. Through their bond, she felt James’ anxiety raising. She felt Lanlan too. They were closing in, she could tell.

Sarah’s phone buzzed again on the counter. She didn’t need to look to know it was James or Lanlan. She felt their worry and urgency through the bond. But for now, she was alone.

"Well," Sarah said, cracking her knuckles as she stepped forward, "you’ve got the wrong address. But since you’re here, care for a bite? The kimchi quesadillas are a hit."

The man's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Perhaps. Though I'm more interested in... other flavors. The kind that might attract a certain runaway cat."

Two more suits appeared behind him, a green vapor wafting from their shoulders, warping the air.

Sarah's phone buzzed rapidly. She cast a quick glance.

James: 10 minutes away. Don't engage.

But Sarah Martinez hadn't built the most popular fusion food truck in lower Manhattan by backing down from challenges. Plus, she didn’t care how dangerous these guys were. She’d never back down from a fight, and she was eager to try her new powers.

"Sorry boys," she said, channeling qi into her forearms, "cat's not on the menu."

The lead suit's smile turned predatory. He lunged, his hand darting out, a kung fu leopard fist aiming at her neck with his fore-knuckles. Sarah pivoted smoothly, ducked under his arm, hooked it, and twisted into an underhook, driving him into the counter with a crash.

The man hissed, his eyes wide as she infused more qi into her hands, holding his wrists in place.

"Sarah," Maya called from the truck, peeking out nervously, "should I call the cops?"

"Not yet," Sarah said, her grip steady. She glanced at the sizzling bulgogi. "Just don’t let lunch burn. That’s the real emergency."

The other two suits stepped forward, green energy crackling at their hands. Phones lit up as the crowd pulled back, some recording the scene like it was a street performance.

"Tell us where the princess is," the pinned man growled, struggling against Sarah’s hold. He heaved his entire body, turning, releasing himself from her grip and delivering a powerful kick to her stomach.

Luckily, she’d held some qi around her core. The strike was painful but not lethal.

The man hopped, taking a fighting stance, then struck with a roundhouse kick, as fast as a whip. Sarah closed in, trying to grab his heel to throw him, but he slipped, instead, turning around and throwing a spinning hook kick.

Sarah ducked, his shoe passing dangerously close to her face.

Sarah smiled dangerously as he stepped forward, using some sort of kung fu with a low stance and leaping into a flurry of palm strikes, going for her face and neck.

That was exactly what she wanted.

"You want to know where the princess is?" she said, slipping from a punch and coming even closer. "She’s on the way. Too bad you won’t get to see her."

"And why’s that?" he growled.

"Because you’re taking a nap."

The man raised an eyebrow.

She crouched and lunged, closing the distance, grasping his jacket. Using his momentum against him, she twisted into a flawless judo throw. The suit’s body slammed into the pavement with a sickening crack.

Before he could recover, Sarah drove her knee into his back, pinning him. Her hand pressed against his shoulder blade, her legs locked in, her arms wrapping him in a backpack position, then a rear-naked-choke, her qi-enhanced strength locking him down completely. The crowd gasped, the murmurs growing louder.

"Good night," she whispered in his ear. The suit groaned, his head tilting forward, unconscious.

The other two advanced, their eyes gleaming with green eyes. Sarah rolled off the first man in one smooth motion, rising to her feet with her center of gravity low, her stance steady.

"Next?" she asked, her fingers crackling with golden energy.

The two remaining suits hesitated, their earlier confidence faltering as they reassessed their opponent. But it didn’t last long. One lunged, his fist glowing green with serpentine qi, aiming for her head with a haymaker.

Sarah sidestepped, her body moving with more speed she’d ever known. She caught his arm, pivoted, and redirected his momentum into another brutal throw. The suit’s body hit the pavement hard, his breath leaving him in a whoosh.

"Stay down," she warned, already spinning to face the third attacker.

At that moment, five more men in suits emerged from the alleys.

***

James and Lanlan arrived, running across the streets, and finding Lanlan surrounded by attackers.

He’d been worried for a moment, but the way she felt through the bond... It was like fearless fury ready to destroy. Although he doubted he’d fare so well against five attackers.

James jumped into action, stepping in with a sharp, qi-infused jab to the man's solar plexus that sent him skidding back. Lanlan moved like a cheetah, sweeping her leg in a spinning kick that disarmed the second man’s energy attack mid-cast. She then swung a hairpin, light from a lamppost jumping toward him like thunder, the lamppost burning as if in a short circuit, while the man’s body twisted in pain, his skeleton visible as lightning passed through his body.

James stepped back, dodging a fist, finding himself against the truck.

"This is insane," Maya muttered from the truck, facing James.

"Tell me about it," James said, sidestepping a wild, hammering palm strike from a fifth suit. The man’s stance screamed Hung Gar Kung Fu – a southern style he’d seen in movies, rooted, powerful, and calculated.

James feinted left, baiting the suit into committing to another wide strike. As the man's palm whistled past, James slipped inside his guard and delivered a crisp jab, snapping the suit’s head back. The impact sent shockwaves of pain through his knuckles, but James wasn’t about to let up.

The suit dropped low, flowing seamlessly into a tiger claw swipe, his fingers slicing through the air toward James’s ribs. James reacted on instinct, pivoting backward just enough to dodge, then launching a hard counter: a long, arcing Choy Li Fut haymaker that he’d learned since childhood, a punch that crashed into the man’s temple like a sledgehammer.

The suit grunted, regaining his footing with surprising speed.

They kept sending tougher guys.

His opponent’s stance shifted, more defensive now, as he unleashed a barrage of rapid-fire punches, each motion precise, his fists hammering like a hailstorm. James bobbed and weaved, staying light on his feet, and moving some qi into his mind for better precision.

"Why can’t I hit you!" his opponent snarled.

"It’s all in the reflexes," James quipped back.

Suddenly, light flared from the ground. James recognized the net technique from before, but he was able to slip from the attack on time, before his foe launched into another brawling session.

"Alright, Kung Fu Hustle," James muttered, slipping a straight punch aimed for his nose. He stepped in, crowding the suit’s space. James worked the angles, digging a hook into the man’s ribs before cracking an uppercut into his chin.

The opponent was still standing. He lunged forward with a double palm strike aimed at James’s chest, the move rippling with green qi.

James twisted, using the energy’s momentum against him. As the force skimmed past, James drove a short cross into the man’s jaw, then stepped back, launching another long haymaker. The blow landed clean, sending the suit finally sprawling onto the pavement.

"You better stay down," James said, standing over him. He rolled his shoulders, the faint hum of qi flowing through his limbs. "That’s just a taste of what happens when you mess with my girlfriends."

Sarah and Lanlan had finished the other guys. The last remaining suit didn't hesitate. With a roar, he leapt toward Sarah, his energy flaring in a reckless surge of power. He aimed high, clearly intending to overpower her with a loaded punch.

Sarah stepped into his trajectory. As quick as a spring, she wrapped one arm around his neck, securing with her other. Her legs braced, grounding her with qi-enhanced strength.

The attacker flailed, his momentum working against him as she cinched the guillotine choke tighter. His wild strikes grew weaker, his energy flickering erratically.

"Bad move," she said, her voice steady despite the strain. She shifted slightly, applying just enough pressure to bring the man to his knees. "Tap out, or this gets worse."

The suit's hands clawed at her arms, but he couldn't break free. His struggles turned frantic, then sluggish, until finally, he tapped her leg weakly. Sarah released him, letting him crumple to the ground gasping for air.

"Anyone else?" she asked, turning to find half a dozen suit-clad thugs aching and groaning on the ground.

The crowd, now larger than when she last checked, erupted in murmurs and cheers, phones out.

Sarah dusted off her apron and looked at Maya. "Crisis handled. How’s the bulgogi?"

"Safe," Maya said faintly, staring at the wreckage. "Also, when were you going to tell me you’re basically living in an action movie?"

Sarah shrugged, a disarming smile on her face. James had to finally admit that he loved that woman. "That’s a recent development."

The suits retreated, their cultivation dignity thoroughly bruised. The crowd dispersed. This... was gonna affect the reputation of her truck.

"So," Sarah said brightly, "lunch break?"

They ran away from the scene and ended up in the quiet corner of a nearby Vietnamese place, Sarah still in her food truck apron, James loosening his startup-casual tie, and Lanlan trying to keep her ears from twitching every time someone walked past. Jun stationed himself and Xiao Bao, muzzled and properly collared, at a discrete distance, pretending to be fascinated by his phở. Jun apologized for the failure of his team, and promised he’d train them and bring higher level recruits. Sarah admitted, however, that they’d been quite brave and it had been her decision not to leave.

"A choke enhanced by qi," Lanlan said, still sounding impressed. "The Elders would have heart attacks if they knew mortals could adapt cultivation energy like that."

"Speaking of adaptation," James grabbed Sarah's hand under the table, checking for injuries. "You okay?"

"Please," Sarah snorted, though she didn't pull away from his touch. "Those suits telegraphed worse than trial class white belts. Though," she admitted, "my new qi powers make a big difference."

Their hands stayed linked, energy flowing freely.

"So... I was telling you. My coworkers definitely noticed something was off," James said, absently tracing patterns on Sarah's palm that felt somehow electrical. "I don’t know if we can keep this up."

"Rookie mistake," Jun called from his table. "You need to cycle the excess qi through your dantian to prevent visible manifestation. Though... I admit, it might not be easy for a beginner."

"Thanks Jun," James and Sarah said in unison, then shared a look that made the young guard quickly return to his noodles.

"The bond is getting insanely strong," Lanlan observed, watching their linked hands with obvious pleasure. "That’s why Triumvirate unions are so powerful."

"Maybe because we're not overthinking it," Sarah suggested, stealing a spring roll from James's plate with her free hand. "No offense, princess, but your realm seems to complicate everything."

"None taken." Lanlan replied. "Though you two should probably practice... not glowing. Consciously."

"And before my food truck becomes known as the place for enlightenment and kung fu fighting," Sarah added. "Though honestly, that could be a great marketing angle... Unless they call the cops on us."

"We should head back," James said reluctantly. "I've got a project deadline, and Sarah's lunch rush... We don’t want you to lose profit."

"And I need to help Jun and company to adjust the apartment's wards," Lanlan sighed. "After today, we clearly need stronger defenses. Even stronger."

None of them moved to leave. The thought of separating, even for a few hours, felt somehow wrong now that their qi was so intertwined.

"Tonight," Sarah said firmly, "we're practicing those control exercises. I refuse to let the Serpent Sect interrupt my business hours again."

"And then movie night?" Lanlan's ears perked up hopefully.

"And then movie night," James agreed, squeezing both their hands. "And more."

Their shared laughter, and the fact that the three of them were holding hands, drew curious looks from other diners, but none of them cared.

***

Finally, to James’ contentment, and everyone else, Jun was finally gone. He was a nice lad, but they needed to focus on their training, and their cooking, and their life together, basically. And what training it was! James was looking forward to it with every cell of his body.

Evening found their apartment filled with the scent of Sarah's cooking. Steam rose from pots of pozole rojo while homemade tortillas warmed on the comal.

"So it’s confirmed that your cooking is already infused with qi," Lanlan observed from her perch on the counter, tail swishing as she watched Sarah work. "You’re a natural."

"And they’re made with love," Sarah replied, chopping cilantro. "Though the enhancement doesn't hurt."

James looked up from where he was setting their newly-acquired dining table, fresh from IKEA. "Speaking of enhancement, we should probably practice those control exercises before I accidentally go super saiyan during tomorrow's meeting."

"First," Sarah pointed her knife at him, "we eat. Then we can work on your cultivation glow problem."

"It's not just my problem," James protested. "Yours too, remember?"

"And whose fault is that?" Sarah grinned. "Pretty sure my cooking didn't literally glow before I started kissing certain people. Anyway, don’t be so paranoid, James."

James and Lanlan set out to prepare the table, bringing the new crockery and cutlery.

"Food's ready!" Sarah finally said. "James, grab the tortillas. Princess, there's crema in the fridge."

They moved around the kitchen in sync. Everything they did ended up looking like a choreographed dance."So," Sarah said as they settled around the table, "about those control exercises..."

"After food," Lanlan insisted. Her ears perked forward with interest as Sarah placed the steaming bowl in front of her.

James sighed. She was always too adorable. Despite her royal upbringing, there was something cat-like about how she leaned closer to inspect new food.

"Careful, it's hot," James warned, but Lanlan had already taken a bite. She didn’t even flinch.

"Mmm," she purred – actually purred – making both Sarah and James pause mid-motion. Her enjoyment vibrated through their bond, carrying pure contentment.

"That's not fair," Sarah complained, though her smile was fond. "How am I supposed to concentrate on qi control when you make adorable sounds like that? Makes me want to eat you instead."

Eating. What a word, James thought.

Lanlan's tail curled mischievously as she placed the spoon to her mouth again, clearly aware of the effect she was having. Her usual formal demeanor had softened. She’d always been playful at heart, James could tell. but now, it felt like this was the real her.

James forced himself to focus on his food. "Maybe we should start with breathing exercises," he suggested, trying to sound professional despite the way Lanlan was now deliberately purring between bites.

"Pretty sure breathing isn't the problem," Sarah said, watching as their cat girl princess licked crema off her spoon with decidedly un-princess-like enthusiasm. "Though I'm starting to understand why the spirit realm has all those strict rules about cultivation partners."

"Their loss," Lanlan said simply, stretching in a way that reminded them she wasn't just a cultivation expert but also very much a cat spirit. Her tail found its way around James's waist while her foot nudged Sarah under the table.

"Okay," James admitted, "we definitely need those control exercises."

"After dessert," both women said in unison.

"What’s for dessert?" James asked. "You still have ice-cream?"

No. He could feel it. That wasn’t what they meant.

"Nuh-oh," they both said, exchanging glances. "You should know, James, that you’re our dessert."

Oh. Again. Jamas felt a reaction.

That would never get old.

This training session was going to be anything but traditional.

He couldn't wait. Another night of magic.


Chapter 13 - Boba

A few days later, James breathed in, leaning back, bubble tea in hand. The tea shop, in the middle of Flushing, always smelled amazing. They did this thing where they charred a bit of sugar on top, and that gave off a scent of caramel that filled up the place.

Wooden counters held jars of tea leaves, and shelves full of tiny potted plants lined the walls. Students huddled over homework, couples shared drinks, and groups of friends squeezed together at small tables

James took a sip of his milk tea, his straw rattling as he caught a stray tapioca pearl. "Okay, real question," he said, gesturing with his cup. "Does bubble tea count as dessert or a snack?"

Sarah didn’t even glance up from her drink. "Snack, obviously. Dessert needs to have toppings, and be more solid. Bubble tea is just fun liquid calories."

"Fun liquid calories," James repeated. "Does that make starbucks coffee a snack, too? If they add ice cream or whipped cream?"

Sarah leaned back in her chair, her cup in hand, and raised an eyebrow at James. "Depends. Are you talking about actual coffee with sugar, or one of those frappuccinos that’s 90% whipped cream and syrup?"

Lanlan chuckled softly as she stirred her drink, the tapioca pearls moving softly to the sides of her cup. She took a sip and smiled.

"So," Sarah said, poking her straw into her slushie and taking a sip. "What’s the verdict, Lanlan? Best bubble tea in Flushing, or are we still searching?"

"All of them are celestial," she said, pulling pearls through her straw. "This is nice," she continued, her voice quieter than usual. "After everything we’ve been through lately, it’s good to just... relax. You know? Enjoy something simple."

James and Sarah both nodded. It had only been a few days since the battle near Sarah’s food truck, and they'd had a lot going on.

James had been working until late, and aside from that, they were frankly, enjoying their time together too much. They had finished most of the IKEA pieces, and after work they just gave in to food and mind blowing, addictive sex.

James stretched out his arms, groaning a little. "I still can’t believe we beat those guys so easily. I mean, we’re just... us. And they were actual cultivators with years of experience. I can’t help feeling that something's really wrong."

Sarah smirked, swirling the last of her mango slush with her straw. "Correction: we’re not just ‘us’ anymore. You saw how freaked out they got when we fought back. We’re legit now. We just need to figure out the glow."

James chuckled, but his grin faltered when he noticed Lanlan staring off into space, her golden eyes unfocused. "Hey," he said gently, leaning forward. "What’s up? You’ve been quiet."

Lanlan blinked as if waking up from a dream. She looked at James, then at Sarah, and smiled faintly. "Oh, it’s nothing. I was just... thinking about how different everything is now. A few months ago, I was frightened. Desperate to escape. And now... I’m here. With you guys. Drinking... whatever this concoction of transcendent sweetness might be. "

James raised his cup, a crooked smile on his face, feeling the love through her bond.

"To our bond," he said softly. "And to whatever force brought us together."

Sarah clinked her cup against his with a grin. "And to kicking ancient jerks in suits where it hurts."

Lanlan laughed, her face lighting up as she raised her own cup. "I’ll drink to that."

"This place really is something," Lanlan said, almost to herself.

James glanced at her, curious. "You mean the shop?"

"No," she said, shaking her head. "The mortal realm. It’s completely different. It’s chaotic."

"You say that like the spirit realm isn’t," Sarah said, raising an eyebrow.

"It is," Lanlan said quickly. "It’s just... different. Everything there feels so neatly arranged. It all has to be perfect. Here, I love the chaos. Up there, qi, and energy, really, it all flows through everything in ways you can see and feel all the time. Here, it’s more subtle, like a faint undercurrent instead of a rushing river."

James tilted his head. "What’s it really like there? The spirit realm, I mean."

Lanlan’s expression softened. "It’s hard to describe. Imagine dozens of different worlds, each with distinct races and cultures, all living together in this huge, patchwork world. Fox clans like mine, dragon families, celestial birds, cloud walkers, rock spirits... everyone has their own place, their own way of life. There are massive cities with golden pagodas, peaceful villages hidden in forests, floating islands where the air feels like silk. And the magic... it’s everywhere. You don’t just see it—you breathe it, feel it in your bones."

"Okay, that sounds like a dream," Sarah said, her tone almost reverent. "It’s like a fantasy world. Is it even real?"

"Of course," Lanlan said. "But it’s also... big. Bigger than you can imagine. And, there’s been wars and unsavory things happening through the millennia. There are hundreds of realms, each one different. Some are fully explored, ruled by the Jade Emperor or one of his governors. Others are wild and untamed, places no one’s set foot in for centuries—if ever."

James’s eyes widened. "Unexplored realms, huh? And... If I understood correctly it’s not even in outer space or this earth. It’s basically another dimension."

Lanlan nodded. "There’s so much we don’t know about it, even now."

James leaned back. "Now this is the important question. Do you think I could ever visit? Like, is that even allowed?"

Lanlan hesitated. "Technically, humans aren’t banned. But there are... rules. You’d need permission from the officials, and even then, there’d be limits. For example, you could visit my domain, or Yue Xia’s domain, but you wouldn’t be able to join me in certain rituals or gatherings. The laws are strict about humans interacting with spirit beings in certain contexts. Even higher ups in governments here have limited access. If not, all hell would break loose."

"That sucks," James said, frowning. "But at least getting a glimpse of it. That'd be fun."

Lanlan smiled. "I’d want that too. And who knows? Maybe we could find a way. If anyone can bend the rules, it’s Yue Xia."

"Sounds like a plan," James said, grinning.

But then, as he sipped his drink, a new thought popped into his head. He hesitated, glancing between Lanlan and Sarah.

It was a weird thought. Unruly, even. He wasn’t actually thinking of anyone in particular, just out of curiosity.

"So, is Triumvirate cultivation the only... configuration there is? Is there like quadruple cultivation? Hexagram cultivation?"

The girls almost dropped the drinks, their eyes swinging toward him in shock.

"Oh my god," Sarah said, grinning wickedly. "You’re already thinking about adding someone else? Huh, boy, you’re never satisfied, huh?"

"No, no, it’s not like that!" James said quickly, waving his hands. "I was just curious. That’s all."

Lanlan’s eyes gleamed with mischief. "Hypothetically curious, huh?"

"Theoretically," he said, his voice firm. "It was just a thought that popped in my mind."

Sarah smirked. "You better not. I like being special. And Lanlan is special too."

Lanlan laughed, her voice light and musical. "Don’t worry, Sarah. I think James has his hands full with just us."

Sarah narrowed her eyes. "And what’s that I’m feeling? You’re a curious boy. You’re curious about something, aren’t you. Now you spill it out. I’ve got a lie detector in my mind that came with our union."

"It’s nothing, really. Listen, it’s just my mind doing things on its own. I haven’t eyed anyone else."

"Aha!" Sarah said. "So the prospect of going out on an adventure to the spirit realm, checking out all types of monster girls tickles your fancy, huh?"

James shrugged. "Hypothetical, I said."

"And, yeah. You’re not allowed," Sarah said. "Unless... She passes my inspection, of course. I have to agree, and Lanlan too."

"Told you," James replied with an apologetic grin. "Just a hypothetical."

Sarah shook her head, but then chuckled, taking a last sip from her slushie. "Now don’t get me wrong, I’m all about commitment. But a pentagram, hexagram sounds... whoo... cozy."

James didn’t say anything, but the thought itself was enticing. He cleared his throat and leaned forward, determined to change the topic.

"Okay, I’ve got another question, Lanlan, and this one’s serious. Can you explain the whole cultivation rank thing again? Like, where do we even stand after that ritual? You’ve talked about Jade-rank, and stuff. You’re Spirit-rank, huh?"

"Yup. I’m Spirit-rank You’re at Foundation Rank now," Lanlan explained. "That’s where you start building your base. Before that, there’s Qi Aware—where you learn to sense qi—and Unitiated, which is where everyone begins. It’s confusing because those first three ranks are still mortal beings and you might technically be immortal with a Jade Rank, but the Immortal Rank is something else."

Sarah tilted her head. "Wait. You say we’re both in Foundation now. So we skipped a step?"

"Yeah. Normally, people spend years—or decades—getting from Qi Aware to Foundation. But because of the ritual and our bond, you both kind of... leapfrogged."

James raised an eyebrow. "We barely did anything. It can’t be that difficult"

Lanlan smirked. "It’s not something you’d find in the textbooks or manuals, that’s for sure. But it worked because, well, you were already martial artists and our connection was already so strong. Maybe from past lives, like Yue Xing said. It’s rare, though. Most people who try something like this fail spectacularly."

"Good to know we’re the exception," Sarah said, crossing her arms. "What happens after Foundation?"

Lanlan continued, her voice steady. "Next is Jade Rank. That’s when you start refining your qi and using it in ways that really set you apart—techniques, abilities, powers, things like that. Most of those guards are in Jade Rank. After Jade is Spirit Rank. That’s where I am right now. At that level, you’re not just using qi; you’re connected to it on a deeper level. It becomes part of who you are, and you gain what’s called a spirit core. It makes everything you do more powerful, and you can infuse... people. Like I did."

"And after Spirit Rank?" James asked, intrigued. It all sounded so alien, and he couldn’t even believe he’d already stepped into that world.

"Immortal Rank," Lanlan said, her tone dropping slightly. "Those are the great masters. At that level, you transcend mortality. Your body and soul are infused with eternal qi, and you’re nearly impossible to kill."

James let out a low whistle. "Sounds intense."

"It is. But even Immortal Rank isn’t the peak."

"There’s more?" Sarah asked, leaning closer.

Lanlan nodded. "The Heavenly Rank. That’s the ultimate point. Heavenly cultivators are practically gods. They can manipulate reality itself, reshape realms, wield unimaginable power. But almost no one ever makes it there. Even in the spirit realm, there are maybe a handful of Heavenly cultivators."

Sarah frowned slightly. "If it’s so rare, what’s the point of trying?"

"It’s not just about reaching the top," Lanlan said softly. "Cultivation is about the journey. Growing stronger, understanding yourself, and finding balance. People who rush through the ranks usually end up unstable—or worse. Like the Serpent Lord."

James shook his head. "I still can’t believe someone like him never made it past Spirit Rank."

Lanlan shrugged. "Power doesn’t equal wisdom. He was too focused on controlling others to truly grow. That’s why he hit his ceiling."

James leaned back, his eyes thoughtful. "So... what do we do now? To move up, I mean."

"For now, just practice," Lanlan said. "Meditate, refine your qi, and focus on balance. Our Triumvirate rituals are the most effective thing, but we’ll start plateauing soon. Sparring helps too, but don’t push yourselves too hard. Foundation is all about building a solid base. If you rush, it’ll only hurt you later."

James nodded slowly, taking it in. "When do people start extending their lives?"

Lanlan shrugged. "You could start noticing longevity and improved health  now , but it takes a Jade Rank to really go beyond normal human limitations and live... centuries."

"Sounds like quite a long adventure," James said, grinning.

"Or a death sentence," Sarah muttered, but she was smiling too. "I love it."

James tapped his fingers on the table, then glanced at Lanlan. "Okay, one last question. If we make it to Immortal Rank, what happens then?"

She set her bubble tea down, folding her hands thoughtfully. "At Immortal Rank, you don’t just become stronger—you transcend the boundaries of life and death, of time and space. It’s not about being a warrior or a ruler anymore. They’re Bodhisattvas, people in charge of dispensing wisdom and compassion to the world. Some are evil... That can happen too, demons with insatiable appetites for destruction. Most of them, thank the Heavens, have been locked away."

Sarah raised an eyebrow, intrigued despite herself. "That sounds... intense."

"It is," Lanlan said, nodding. "At that level, you don’t just live forever. You gain a deeper understanding of existence, a connection to the flow of everything. You’re not bound by the mortal concepts of beginning or end. Time becomes... well, irrelevant. You can see the threads of fate, shape them if you wish, or choose to let them be."

James grinned at Sarah, who raised her cup in agreement.

"Epic," she said. "I don’t want to deal with that. It’s a vast universe out there."

"Humbling," James said with a nod. He’d felt extra powerful these days, but the world ahead was incredibly vast. And he couldn’t wait to explore it.

Sarah raised her almost empty cup, a small smile tugging at her lips. "Well, here’s to the journey, then."

James grinned, tapping his cup against hers. "To the journey. And if we make it to Immortal Rank, maybe we’ll come back as cosmic tour guides or something."

Lanlan chuckled. "If we make it that far, you might not want to come back. But if you do, I’ll be with you."


Chapter 14 – Learning Control

A week had flown by. And what a week!

The nights were epic, including movie nights. They’d gotten a new bed and new warm blankets. And it was heaven. He felt like an absolute king every time he woke up. And when Sarah and Lanlan woke up before him, they enjoyed waking him up in a very special way. Those double-good-mornings were the best way to start the day.

Their Triumvirate felt great. Basically reading each other’s minds and going out of each other’s way to make each other happy was wonderful. James loved to please his girls, and they loved making him happy in every way possible.

Sarah was scheduled for a BJJ competition in LA in a few months. She’d tapped every single person in the gym, including her coach. Everyone was mind-blown, so she decided to take it down a notch.

Work was great, and there had been no sign of Serpent Jade Assholes anywhere for the past couple of days.

But the greatest challenge was coming.

They had to do something about the glow. It was growing even more intense than before and people had started to ask deeper questions at work and on the street. Worst of all, James couldn’t help getting paranoid about Chinese New Year.

They needed training time.

That morning. Lanlan was sitting cross-legged, wearing an oversized white shirt and a pair of shorts as they meditated on their rooftop garden.

"Focus on your breathing," Lanlan instructed. Sarah and James sat cross-legged, back straight. "The energy should flow like... like..." Lanlan trailed off, distracted by a stray beam of light from passing traffic that danced across the terrace wall.

"Princess?" Sarah prompted, trying not to smile as Lanlan's eyes tracked the light like a predator's.

"Right! Sorry." Lanlan shook herself, ears twitching. "As I was saying, the energy should—" The light shifted again, and this time she actually leaned forward slightly before catching herself.

James, sitting between them, couldn't help but grin. "Maybe we should go back downstairs and close the curtains?"

"I am perfectly capable of maintaining concentration," Lanlan said with dignity, though her tail tip kept twitching toward the moving light. She reached for their hands. "Now, place your hands like this and—"

Sarah, because she was Sarah, chose that moment to pull out her phone's flashlight.

"Don't you dare," Lanlan warned, but her ears were already swiveling toward the light source.

"Dare what?" Sarah asked innocently, letting the beam dance across the floor. "It’s a bit dark in here, isn’t it?"

The princess of the Jade Moon Clan lasted exactly three seconds before pouncing at the light spot, her usual control transformed into pure feline instinct.

"I cannot believe," she said moments later, sprawled across both their laps while Sarah continued to torment her with the light, "that I'm being betrayed like this."

"Can't help it, it's hilarious," Sarah suggested, moving the light just out of Lanlan's reach. "If you can focus through this—"

She was cut off as Lanlan suddenly lunged, managing to somehow tackle them both to the floor. They landed in a tangle of limbs and laughter, their bond humming with shared joy.

"Did you just..." James started.

"Attack you by surprise? Of course." Lanlan smiled down at them, looking entirely too pleased with herself. "When you least expected it."

James sighed as the girls took the most natural position, each reclining their heads on his chest.

The sensation that followed was warm, cozy and electrifying. A faint light inevitably flared from their bodies, lighting up the room with golden warmth.

"You know," Sarah mused from her position, tracing circles on James’ chest, "this isn't exactly helping with our control problem."

James began circling the qi back into his dantian, reducing the glow.

Their laughter subsided into comfortable silence. James sat up first.

"Alright, but seriously - how do we control this without having to be conscious of every energy flow?" He raised his hand, letting golden energy flicker between his fingers. "I can't keep making excuses at work."

"Then let it become a fact of life," Sarah said. "They should just be aware of the fact that you glow, no questions asked."

He shook his head.

Lanlan shifted to a more composed posture, though she remained close to both of them. "Let’s try a practical example."

"Because it is hard to remain aware of it all the time," Sarah noted, moving to sit cross-legged beside them. "Maybe it will just take time."

"Maybe, but it’ll be hard for them to forget that I could glow." James examined his hands thoughtfully. "Muscle memory perhaps? Like any martial arts or activity that requires movement. I need for my control to become second nature. Especially during things that make me glow."

"Fighting is one," Sarah added. "Getting horny makes it even worse." She bumped his shoulder playfully.

"Says the woman who nearly lit up her entire food truck the other day," James countered.

"Hey, at least I handled those cultivators, didn't I? You helped, but I was doing well on my own."

Lanlan cocked her head. "By the way, Sarah... To be honest. I’m still impressed. You’ve trained for years. What, a decade? And you could beat Dragon Guards who might have been training for decades. That's something incredible. Besides, your styles actually complement each other perfectly."

"What about you?" James asked Lanlan. "How do you maintain control when..." He gestured between them, acknowledging the constant pull of their connection.

"Bold of you to assume I'm maintaining control," Lanlan admitted softly. "This bond is unlike anything I've experienced. The traditional methods aren't quite... sufficient."

James nodded, walking the center of the garden and falling naturally into his boxer's stance. "Show me again how to cycle the energy. Maybe if we approach it like combat training... With muscle memory and stuff."

"Now you're thinking," Sarah grinned, moving to mirror his position. "Best way to learn is by doing."

Lanlan rose gracefully, her presence anchoring them both. "Ready to try something unorthodox?"

"Princess," Sarah smirked, "everything about us is unorthodox."

"So," Lanlan nodded to him. "Begin."

James swallowed, got into a stance and began shadow-boxing. He’d been practicing, instead of just infusing qi into his fists, he cycled his qi through the entire trajectory of his punch, from the ground, from his pivoting hip, up into his fist. He hadn’t been able to test it, but felt more powerful than the alternative.

"You’re already showing better qi control," Lanlan said with a nod. "Now, this might not help in battle, but it could help control become more natural. Try channeling it like you would your regular punches, but hold it just before release. There are some martial arts techniques that perfect this, to generate internal damage for example, but we’re using it to make your qi flow stop from flaring."

James nodded, taking a deep breath and visualizing the energy as a tide, surging through his limbs and receding back to his chest. He threw another punch, golden light condensed around his fists, bright but contained. He then launched into a flurry of punches, recycling the energy just before the fist ended its trajectory.

It helped. The glow was much fainter, possibly invisible.

"I think I'm getting it—" The energy suddenly sparked, on his hand, making him jump.

"Almost," Sarah said from the edge of the mat, where she watched with an amused glint in her eye. "But you’re thinking about it too much. You’ve gotta let it flow."

"Flow, huh? Big talk from someone who hasn’t even tried yet," James shot back, his grin widening.

Sarah rolled her eyes, stepping onto the mat. "Fine. Let me show you how it’s done."

Sarah moved through a takedown sequence, her qi following her movements, across her legs and into her arms and back as she shadow wrestled, enacting a takedown. "Like this?"

"Almost," Lanlan said. Think about maintaining a continuous circuit, like when you flow through escapes and submissions."

She dropped into a grappler’s stance, her eyes drifting toward James.

"Alright, J," she said with a wink. "Let’s roll."

James cleared his throat.

"Of course I’m gonna tap you, silly, that’s a given," she said. "Just let me go at it. Besides, you can use your qi to TRY to keep me at bay."

"Let’s see," James said. Jiu jitsu. He thought it was cool, but he also hated it. Maybe because he wasn’t confident and everyone but trial class white belts always tapped him. And some of his home rolls with Sarah had ended up... well. It was normal now.

They tapped palms in the center of the mat, their gazes locked. Sarah’s eyes sparkled. But James knew. She was a machine, ready to kill, and even mock him in the process. James smirked, already feeling the faint hum of energy threatening to pulse through his chest.

"Ready?" she asked.

"Always," he replied.

Sarah initiated the roll, feinting high before darting low to grab a single-leg. James reacted quickly, sprawling hard, driving his hips downward to counter the takedown attempt. His weight pinned her to the mat for a moment, and he thought he’d successfully neutralized her move.

But Sarah was a purple belt for a reason. Purple belts were already like octopuses on the mat.

"Not so fast," she said with a confident grin.

With a quick pivot, she shifted her grip and transitioned seamlessly into a classic judo setup. Her arm wrapped around James’s waist from behind while she tripped him. Using the leverage of her hips and legs, she executed an Ogoshi throw. James felt the world tilt as Sarah’s sent him flipping over her hip and landing squarely on his back.

"Nice try," she said, already moving to establish control.

James groaned, more from pride than pain, and immediately rolled to the side to regain position, or as BJJ people called it, he "shrimped" out. His arms shot out to grab her legs, attempting to sweep her from her base, but Sarah sprawled effectively, flattening him back down, slipped into a side control position, one knee driving into his ribs for pressure.

"You’re glowing," she pointed out, her tone as teasing as it was triumphant.

James glanced at his chest and swore under his breath—the faint golden shimmer was already visible. He took a deep breath, trying to center himself.

"Can’t exactly help it," he replied, attempting to bridge and shrimp out of her control.

Sarah allowed just enough space for him to move, her grip loosening as if to invite him into a trap. When James twisted to face her, she was ready. She shifted her weight expertly, sliding her legs into rubber guard. Her shin pressed against his shoulder, her foot snaking behind his neck to tighten the hold.

"You’re tense," she observed. "You’re fighting the glow instead of flowing with it. You’ve gotta train more!"

"Hard to focus when you’re folding me in half," James grunted, trying to break free.

"You’re the one who said you wanted to get this glow in check, well now try now!" she reminded him, her grin widening as she transitioned from rubber guard to a slick armbar attempt.

James anticipated the move this time, powering out with a sudden surge of energy. The golden glow around him flared brighter, but he breathed in and cycled it back. He flexed his biceps with superhuman energy, then twisted to break free and scrambled back to his knees, breathing hard but grinning.

"Not bad," Sarah said, resetting her stance. "But you’re still relying on strength."

"And you’re relying on showing off," James shot back, the banter keeping them both sharp.

"Careful," Lanlan warned from the sidelines. "The more intense your emotions, the harder it is to control the flow. Focus on cycling it back to your center, no matter what happens."

But as the roll intensified, so did the glow. Every time James surged forward, the golden light around him grew brighter, threatening to spill outward. Sarah’s glow, in contrast, remained steady. This was her territory, anyway, and she was used to breathing slowly during rolls—until James caught her in a sweep and pinned her for a second. He was still the stronger opponent.

"Point for me," he said, smirking.

Sarah’s eyes narrowed playfully. "Oh, it’s on now."

She stepped back, then launched a counterattack, managing an arm-drag. But instead of going for a takedown, she leaned in close and kissed him in the lips.

James froze for a moment, his glow flaring brightly as he blinked in surprise. "What was that?"

"Point for me," Sarah said with a grin, slipping out of his guard.

"Wait, is that part of the drill now?" James asked, half-laughing, half-confused.

"It is if you want to really test your control," she replied. "Come on—if you can keep your glow steady while we’re rolling and while I’m kissing you, you’ll be ready for anything."

Lanlan groaned softly from the sidelines, but neither of them paid him any mind.

They resumed, this time with Sarah weaving in her "distractions" at key moments. The kisses threw James off just enough to flare his glow, forcing him to refocus and cycle his qi back to his chest.

"You’re not playing fair," he muttered as she dodged his attempt at a guard pass, pulled him down and planted another kiss on his lips.

"Fair’s overrated," she teased, circling him with a mischievous glint in her eye. "And besides, you’re getting better. That last glow didn’t even make it past your dantian."

James narrowed his eyes, determined now. He focused hard on keeping the glow contained. The game was working—he had to stay aware to control the flow more efficiently.

She countered his attempts to pass her guard with smooth transitions, her legs coiling like snakes into a tight guard before flipping him onto his back.

"Still glowing," she whispered, leaning in to plant a quick kiss on his forehead before slipping out of his reach again.

Sarah wasn’t letting up. She darted forward with a lightning-fast arm drag, pulling James into her guard before locking him into a triangle choke. But instead of tightening the hold, she leaned in close, her lips brushing against his.

"That’s another point for me," she murmured, her voice soft but triumphant.

James tapped the mat, more out of amusement than submission, and rolled to his knees.

Finally, they collapsed onto the mat, both of them breathing hard but laughing. James propped himself up on one elbow, his glow faint but steady, and looked down at Sarah, whose own light pulsed softly.

"Looks like I win," he said, his voice low and teasing.

Sarah tilted her head. "Oh yeah? How do you figure?"

"Because now I get to do this." He leaned down and kissed her, letting the energy hum between them, warm and steady, without flaring out of control.

Sarah let herself sink into the moment, her hands resting lightly on his shoulders, grounding them both as he gently pressed himself on top of her, hands on her sides, already soaked in sweat as he savoured her lips.

The kiss grew, like a crescendo, mouths opening, tongues meeting gently.

Of course, James tried to control his qi, to keep it flowing back to his center. He, naturally, lost control and let go, assuming he’d begun to shine again.

Lanlan groaned by their side.

"Huh?" James opened his eyes, then let go of the kiss, finding Sarah grinning, her eyes half closed.

"Not fair!" Lanlan said.

James sat crossed legged and wiggled a finger to call her closer.

"It’s alright, Lanlan. It’s your turn."

Lanlan pounced on him with a meow, arms around his neck, and began to lick his lips before melting with him into a kiss. The qi was out of control, casting so much light that it reflected on the walls of the room.

It’d take time to actually overcome that little problem.

"Hey," Sarah leaned in, massaging Lanlan’s head with her fingertips. "We’ve gotta keep training!"

"Pointless," James said. "Barely any progress."

"Keep trying!" Sarah exclaimed. "We’ve gotta push our limits! I’ve got a new idea. Have you ever imagined naked grappling?"

***

"The real test," James said finally, wiping sweat from his forehead, "will be maintaining this at work tomorrow."

"Or during my lunch rush," Sarah added.

Post-training found them piled on their pull-out couch, triple shower-fresh and tired in the best way. Sarah had claimed the middle spot this time, with James on her right and Lanlan curled against her left side, her tail draped contentedly across all their laps.

"Bastard Swordsman?" James queued up the movie. "Classic Shaw Brothers. Trust me, princess, you'll love this."

"The silkworm technique is completely inaccurate," Lanlan noted as the opening credits rolled, but she was already engrossed. Her head rested on Sarah's shoulder, silver hair still damp from the shower.

"That's half the fun," Sarah said, absently playing with Lanlan's hair.

James shifted closer, his arm around Sarah's waist. Their qi hummed softly between them, a gentle golden glow rather than the earlier light show. "At least we've got the random glowing under control."

"Mostly," Sarah corrected as sparks flickered where her fingers brushed Lanlan's ears.

They settled into comfortable silence, commenting occasionally on particularly outrageous fight scenes. Lanlan kept starting to explain how certain techniques would actually work, then getting distracted by the wild plot twists.

"So the silkworm style isn't real," James said during a scene of the hero training, "but what about—"

"Shh," both women cut him off, eyes fixed on the screen.

He smiled, feeling their shared contentment through the bond. Sarah's head had drifted to rest against his shoulder, while Lanlan's purring had gotten softer as she fought sleep.

The pull-out couch wasn't meant for three people, but somehow they fit perfectly, their combined qi creating a cocoon of warmth and safety.

"After all, we didn’t really need the bed," Sarah murmured, already half asleep between them.

"Some moments are perfect for the couch," James said, pulling the blanket higher.

Lanlan made a soft sound of agreement, her tail tightening around them protectively.


Chapter 15 – Managing Expectations

In the morning of Chinese New Year, James woke to his phone's alarm and two distinct reactions: Sarah burrowing deeper into the blankets with a string of Spanish curses, and Lanlan's tail bristling in surprise before wrapping more tightly around them both.

Another week passed, one left to complete the ritual, with the three of them adjusting to a fun routine that also included a bit of messiness. The most important thing now was figuring out chores. But the morning snuggles were his second favorite thing after the evening’s triple cultivation.

"Five more minutes," Sarah mumbled into his chest.

"You said that fifteen minutes ago," he pointed out, though he made no move to disturb their comfortable tangle of limbs.

His phone buzzed again, this time with a message. He groaned when he saw it.

"What?" Lanlan asked, golden eyes blinking sleepily.

"Mom. She's sending dinner menu plans. Apparently, she's invited half the family."

That got their attention. Sarah propped herself up on one elbow while Lanlan's ears perked forward with interest.

"Define 'half the family,'" Sarah said carefully.

"Let's see... Both grandmothers, three aunties, cousin Kevin and his new fiancée..." He scrolled through the message. "And apparently Uncle Wei is visiting from Hong Kong."

"Ah, that one likes to brag," Sarah remembered him.

"Damn," James sighed. "And both of you are invited. Can’t wait for them to voice that we’re degenerates."

Lanlan sat up fully now, cocking her head, her silver hair a tangled and adorable mess. "We mastered basic energy control. We defeated Jade rank goods. We can face any challenge!"

"Basic being the keyword," James pointed out. "Pretty sure dinner with the extended Wong family counts as advanced."

James's phone buzzed again. Mom had sent a message through WeChat: 'Don't forget to tell your special guests about proper dinner etiquette! No street clothes!'

All three stared at the message.

"So," Sarah said with a mischievous grin, "A bit late but, who's going shopping?"

"They’re gonna set us up," James said with a sigh. "I think there’s someone you two should meet."

Three hours later, they found themselves in a high-end boutique in Flushing, surrounded by racks of designer clothes that met the Wong family standards of dinner attire."

"Your aunt's giving me that look again," Sarah muttered, examining a sleek black dress. The saleswoman – who happened to be James's mother's youngest sister – circled them like a hawk.

"Auntie Doris just wants to make sure we're..." James searched for the right word.

"Presentable?" Lanlan suggested, looking perfectly composed even while hiding her ears under a designer beret. They’d tried to cover her ears with a traditional double bun, but the hair wasn’t enough, and her ears were too big for that, and wearing cat-ears like an Otaku would give off a bad impression.

The boutique's other customers kept stealing glances at her. She did kind of look like a K-drama star.

"Speaking of presentable," Sarah nodded toward where Jun was attempting to blend in by pretending to be fascinated by a rack of scarves. His spirit leopard, thankfully, had been convinced to stay home. "Again. Your bodyguard's not exactly subtle."

"Better than Uncle Wei's security detail," James said. "They always wear sunglasses. Indoors."

Since he was young, he always thought his uncle might have been in the Triads.

Auntie Doris approached with another armful of clothes. "James, your mother says the girl from the traditional family should try this red qipao. Very modern cut, very respectable."

Lanlan accepted the red garment with wide eyes and a grin, though her tail twitched slightly under her skirt. "It's beautiful."

James looked closer, examining the flowery patterns.

"And Sarah," Auntie Doris continued, "I remembered how good you looked in that blue dress at the cultural festival. We have something similar..."

Sarah's eyes widened. "You remember what I wore four years ago?"

"Of course! We always hoped you and James would..." She caught herself. "Well, anyway. Try these."

As his aunt steered them toward the fitting rooms, James's phone buzzed with another message from his mother: 'Don't forget to ask about food allergies! And whether they can use chopsticks properly!'

"Your mom does realize I'm your friend and I was born in Flushing?" Sarah called from behind the curtain. "I was born with a pair of chopsticks in my mouth."

"And I've been using them for several centuries," Lanlan added quietly.

"What was that, dear?" Auntie Doris asked.

"She said she's staying for several semesters," James covered quickly. "Exchange student program."

His aunt nodded approvingly. "Good background. Very traditional. Your mother will be pleased."

After a few minutes, Sarah emerged from the fitting room in a dress that made James's qi control slip noticeably. The lighting fixtures flickered.

"Power surge," he explained as his aunt looked up in confusion. "Happens all the time in these old buildings."

"My turn," Lanlan said, stepping out in the slit qipao, tastefully displaying her ivory leg. The design somehow managed to both satisfy traditional standards and accommodate her hidden tail. And be sexy as hell.

This time both James and Sarah's energy flared, causing all the displays to shimmer briefly.

"Must be Con Edison," Auntie Doris muttered. "Always problems with the grid these days."

Jun, still pretending to be fascinated by scarves, caught James's eye and made a gesture that clearly meant 'control your qi, you idiots.'

"Maybe we should practice those breathing exercises again," Sarah suggested innocently.

James's phone buzzed one more time: 'Don't forget to prepare proper gifts! No pears, or mirrors, clocks or anything that can imply bad fortune.'

They'd figured that out earlier on, and had prepared gift baskets with fruit and Baijiu, as well as cigarettes for the uncles.

He looked at his partners – Sarah radiating beauty in her perfectly chosen dress, Lanlan somehow maintaining elegant poise while hiding cat ears under a beret. A beret and a qipao. It looked better than it sounded, especially as they were both red. Proper gifts were the least of their challenges.

Back at the apartment, they held an impromptu strategy session about how to deal with nosy family members. Jun had finally been convinced to go patrol the perimeter, giving them space to plan.

"Okay," James said, holding a dumpling with his chopsticks "our control's definitely improved except in, let's say, heightened situations."

"Mostly," Lanlan agreed, her own movements perfectly measured as she poured tea. "Though family gatherings tend to heighten emotional responses. That may make you flare."

"Speaking of emotional responses," Sarah said, "how exactly are we explaining... this?" She gestured between the three of them.

"We could just focus on enjoying dinner," James suggested. "Mom's more likely to ask about career plans and marriage prospects than—"

"Marriage prospects?" both women said in unison.

"Right. Bad example." He winced. "But you know what I mean. Keep it simple. Sarah's an old friend who's finally giving me another chance, Lanlan's from a traditional family studying abroad..."

"And we all just happen to live together because of New York rent prices," Sarah finished. "Think they'll buy it?"

Lanlan's tail swished thoughtfully. "In my experience, people often see what they expect to see. Your family wants to see you settled with someone respectable..."

"Or two someones," Sarah muttered. "What's wrong with coming clean?  You can't hide stuff forever. That’s my point. We’re nice. They’re nice. Let them come to terms with it."

That was the part that pressed him with the most anxiety.

"They don't need to know about that part yet," James said quickly. "Let's just get through dinner without anyone noticing we're literally glowing. We’re living together, if they ask, it's expensive, we're good friends. I had an accident with my apartment. They will be nosy but not enough to ask if we’re a throuple. I guess. I hope."

They practiced for another hour – maintaining composure during nosy questions, controlling qi flares when touched or startled.

"You know," Sarah said, "we might actually pull that off."

"As long as no one asks why Lanlan's wearing a beret indoors," James agreed.

"Or if they’ve heard about the kung fu fights around Sarah’s food truck," Lanlan added.

"Or why you light up like Times Square whenever either of us kisses you," Sarah demonstrated, making James's careful control slip immediately. "Come on. You don’t need to stress over every little detail."

James let out a sigh, and at the end, they all laughed. They faced down cultivation mercenaries and mastered ancient esoteric techniques. Surely one traditional Chinese family dinner couldn't be that challenging.

Right?

The Uber ride to Manhattan was tense enough without supernatural complications. Sarah kept smoothing her dress, Lanlan adjusted her beret for the hundredth time, and James clutched a box full of gift baskets.

Although something was... off. There was surprisingly little traffic. Was it even possible?

"Remember," James said quietly, his voice steady, "just act natural, and—"

The car screeched to a halt, throwing them forward against their seatbelts.

"Whoa, what the—?" the driver muttered, eyes widening.

Through the windshield, they saw three black SUVs blocking the intersection.

"Man, I hate idiots like these," their driver sighed, reaching for his phone.

"Those are not just idiots,," Lanlan whispered, her ears flat against her head beneath the beret. "That's—"

A figure stepped out of the center SUV. A 6’4 man with white hair and a long ponytail. A goatee framed his chin and he looked, however, no older than 40. Even in a perfectly tailored Italian suit, there was something serpentine about his movement. Something even harmonious, as if every muscle of his body were under complete control.

"It’s Hong Yaoshi, Serpent Lord himself," Lanlan's voice held equal parts fear and anger.

James’s hands curled into fists as he took a deep breath, trying to keep calm. He focused on his qi, pulling it to his dantian, but the sight of the Serpent Lord made his anger flare.

This man. This man was the one who wanted to forcibly take Lanlan as a wife.

James didn’t care how powerful he was. He would teach him a lesson.

But those eyes, fixed on them, that glow, that aura. It was overpowering, like a tornado looming in the distance.

The Uber driver glanced at them nervously. "Uh, should I call 911 or something?"

"It’s fine," Sarah said.

"Sir," their increasingly nervous driver said, "the GPS is suggesting an alternate—"

"Just drop us here," James said, already reaching for his wallet. "And maybe take the rest of the night off."

James gave the driver a generous tip and stepped out onto the street, along with the girls, placing the gifts between his legs as they stared at Hong Yaoshi, the Jade Serpent Lord.

The man glared at Lanlan, eyes narrowed.

"Kitten, did you think you could hide in this mortal realm forever? You are my property now, and I have come here to claim you. So give yourself willingly or I’ll have to massacre your friends."

"Leave me alone!" Lanlan said. "Understand. No is no, and I won’t change my answer."

And then, the Serpent Lord laughed. A laugh that carried poison and even... sadism.

The other SUV doors opened and figures began pouring out. Others emerged from the bridge above them. James counted twenty cultivators, each of them rippling with green vapour, with jade-blue ties glowing faintly. Some held weapons—staffs, swords, and nunchakus that gleamed with energy. Their qi filled the air, crackling like static electricity.

"Well," Sarah said, checking her phone, "we've got twenty minutes until dinner starts."

"Mom's going to kill us if we're late," James sighed, loosening his tie. "And this was a new suit."

Lanlan removed her beret, her silver hair and cat ears free at last. "I'm sorry about this. I thought we had more time before—"

"We've got this," James took a fighting stance, then pointed a finger forward, raising his voice. "Who do you think you are?"

Then, the Serpent Lord began to cackle.

He didn’t need to give a signal, as the twenty cultivators charged against the three of them.


Chapter 16 - Legends

James channeled his qi into his legs, propelling himself toward the Serpent Lord. A green blur intercepted him – one of the guards. The man’s kick came like a lightning bolt, but James sidestepped and countered with a jab-cross combo. His fists crashed against a cultivator’s forearms, and James felt he had struck a wall.

"Fool," the elite sneered, catching James’s wrist and grasping it. He twisted, forcing James to pivot to avoid a dislocated arm. James reversed the grip, stepping in and delivering a brutal uppercut with his free hand.

The elite flinched but countered with a snapping punch aimed at James’s ribs.

It struck, sending James reeling and in pain. That strike would’ve broken him were it not for the qi lingering in his bones.

But James wouldn’t let that stop him. As the attacker came at him, James slipped a punch, bobbed, weaved, qi flowing into his muscles, increasing his speed and power.

He felt power surging from within, infusing more of it into his mind.

Time seemed to expand; the light-speed punches and palms of his opponent became a slow-motion reel. James flew like a butterfly, too quick to be touched.

And then, in that precise moment, he channeled qi across his body, starting at his feet, moving upward as he pivoted, charging his fist and slamming his qi-infused knuckles against his opponent’s lips.

It exploded in a blur of blood, and the man fell to the ground in a heap.

Lanlan, meanwhile, darted into the fray, her hands glowing with golden energy. Three suits cornered her, casting energy balls and magic nets. She dodged, leaping from side to side at an unnatural speed. She then loped on one, delivering an incredible hook kick that knocked her enemy to the ground.

Simultaneously, she lifted her hairpin. Electricity flared from the dim lampposts, coalescing into one of the cultivators like lightning.

Sarah sidestepped an incoming sword slash. She grabbed the attacker’s arm, twisting it and locking him into a shoulder throw. He hit the ground hard, but another cultivator was already moving in behind her.

"Lanlan, to your left!" Sarah shouted, dodging another strike and retaliating with a quick leg trip that sent her opponent stumbling.

The trio continued the fight; Sarah broke arms and cranked necks, while Lanlan made lightning strike her enemies. James dodged a nunchuck, kicked the man in the leg, and put him through a combination that left him in a heap.

But James found himself cornered; more cultivators sprang out of nowhere. From the corner of his eye, he saw four attacking Sarah simultaneously, one landing a hit while she was subduing another.

James had a lot to deal with, as one came at him with a large sword, swinging wildly and making him leap back.

He found himself unable to close the distance, and his qi... Was it running out? He found himself becoming increasingly tired, his limbs weighing heavier than before.

He pivoted, leaping with a qi-infused jump to avoid the slash. With a grunt, he drove both palms forward, unleashing a pulse of energy that knocked his opponent off balance.

Now that was badass. What even was that? A hadouken?

Sarah was back on her feet, her eyes blazing. She tackled one of the elites, locking him in a triangle choke. The man roared, his qi surging as he broke the hold with brute force. His counter-throw sent her spinning through the air, but she landed in a crouch, her breathing steady despite the blood trickling from her temple.

"You think mortal grappling can contain true cultivation?" the elite sneered, lunging forward.

"It worked well enough," Sarah shot back, stepping into his attack. She trapped his arm and pivoted, driving her knee into his solar plexus. The force sent him staggering, but his recovery was swift, and he countered with a sharp kick aimed at her side.

But the other three had caught up to her, circling her. For every attacker they took down, another seemed to take their place. There were just too many.

One of the cultivators stepped forward, raising his hands to summon a net of glowing green qi. It shimmered ominously, tendrils writhing like living snakes as it expanded between his outstretched fingers. With a swift motion, he hurled it toward Lanlan.

"Not today!" James bellowed, his voice cutting through the chaos. He surged forward, his body a blur of golden energy, attempting a superman punch. His fist connected with the cultivator’s chest, sending the man stumbling backward.

But the net didn’t stop. It twisted unnaturally in midair, homing in on Lanlan with predatory intent.

Lanlan darted to the side, her qi-enhanced reflexes sharp, but the net adjusted its trajectory, snaking toward her faster than any living being, snapping around her.

James felt fear through the bond, and he turned in anger, dashing toward the cultivator, but another one caught up to him, slamming a baseball bat into his ribs.

James grunted in pain as he rose to his feet. Three more enemies surrounded him while Lanlan was heaved into the air. He could reach her, but only after defeating the assholes in front of him. One enemy had his hands wrapped around James's ribs, while another had him in a full Nelson. He struggled, tried to headbutt the opponent behind him, but failed.

Suddenly, a streak of black and silver shot toward the cultivator who’d summoned the net. Xiao Bao leapt with a roar, baring his fangs. His weight and momentum sent the man crashing to the ground before leaning into his neck like a rabid dog. The man screamed in a panic, breaking his focus and the lingering remnants of his spell.

The net trembled, its tendrils writhing violently before dissolving into a cascade of green sparks. Lanlan fell, now free from her magic prison.

"Good boy, Xiao Bao!" Lanlan called out, her voice filled with both relief and pride before landing safely on one knee.

But the danger wasn’t over. Another cultivator lunged for her, his sword raised high. Before he could strike, a golden blur appeared between them.

Jun.

"Didn’t anyone ever teach you not to mess with someone half your size?" Jun said, his voice calm but deadly. His blade flashed as he parried the attack, then followed up with a sweeping strike that disarmed the cultivator in one move.

Jun’s gang wasn’t far behind. They appeared from the shadows, their own energy flaring as they joined the fight. With Jun leading the charge, the tide began to shift.

"Finally!" Sarah called out, flipping one of her attackers into a nearby lamppost. "I was starting to think we’d have to do this all ourselves."

"Don’t get too comfortable," Jun replied, spinning to deflect another blow. "The Serpent Lord isn’t going to sit back forever."

With the help of the gang, within minutes, the twenty followers of the Jade Dragon Sect were sprawled on the ground, either unconscious or too wounded to continue.

The Serpent Lord stepped forward, undeterred, but his grin had been replaced with something else: pure anger.

James shouted and charged at the man, only to find that his two lovers had done the same.

But the Serpent Lord dismissed them with contemptuous swipes of his qi. His strikes sent shockwaves rippling through the air, pushing them all with relentless energy and sending them rolling against the pavement.

James heaved himself up with a grunt, trying to regulate his qi. His suit was dirty and wet with the thawed snow, and scratches burned across his arms.

"Your time among mortals has dulled your edge," he taunted, eyes fixed on Lanlan, who’d managed to land safely. "True refinement eludes you."

Lanlan leapt toward him, preparing a palm strike. He jumped, hovering briefly as he batted away her attack with a burst of energy. The impact sent her skidding back, muddying her dress.

The Serpent Lord raised his arms, and green energy coiled around all three of them like living chains. "Observe," he said, his voice resonating with cruel authority. "This is the price of defiance. True power lies in discipline, not recklessness."

Coils of energy snapped around them, around James, Sarah, Jun, and the others.

He gritted his teeth, trying to break free. Lanlan had gotten caught, her arm pointing upward, hairpin in hand.

James’s mind raced. Their individual strength wasn’t enough, but their bond pulsed with a power he couldn’t ignore.

Suddenly, he felt a vibration under his feet. He looked at his partners and grinned.

He knew their bond wasn’t telepathy. He couldn’t translate words, but he hoped Lanlan and he had the same idea.

"Hey, Confucius," James hissed. "Your train is here; don’t wanna miss it."

The Serpent Lord frowned, confusion flickering across his face. Then the ground beneath them rumbled – the unmistakable approach of a subway train.

Lanlan’s voice rang out in a yelp as her hairpin began to glow.

The energy from the subway line surged upward, power moving across the ground, linked to every lamppost in the area, all coalescing like lightning from the sky, moving toward the Serpent Lord’s body.

He tried to dodge, but it seemed to follow him, tracking him like a magnet and striking.

The attack pushed him forward; the magic chains flickered and dissolved. James lowered his arms, feeling free.

The Serpent Lord had fallen to one knee but quickly straightened himself and turned around, tendrils of smoke wafting from his shoulders, fists clenched and rage in his eyes.

And the man roared, his eyes blazing with green fire. Energy erupted from him in chaotic waves, ripping through the air. "Enough! Your tricks will not defy my power!" He surged forward, his fist pulled back and rippling with energy, as if he were about to summon an ultimate attack. "And you puny fools can’t face the power of a true immortal!"

Lanlan’s voice cut through the chaos. "Stolen power," she said, stepping into his path. Her golden qi flared, forming intricate patterns in the air. She met his strike head-on, casting a golden shield of energy. Not enough to overwhelm his attack, but enough to unravel his energy.

The attack died out.

The three of them exchanged glances.

Maybe they couldn’t beat him on their own. But they could. Together.

"True power adapts," Lanlan said simply, her tail flicking as she deflected another surge.

Hong Yaoshi staggered, his composure slipping as his glowing green aura flickered. "I will destroy you all!"

Lanlan’s gold binds surged from the ground, locking the Serpent Lord’s wrists and ankles.

The man was about to laugh when Sarah didn’t give him a chance to finish. She’d managed to get close, the clever girl. She shot forward, ducking under his arm and securing a guillotine choke. Her forearm tightened around his neck as she dropped her weight to anchor herself. The Serpent Lord thrashed, his qi flaring wildly, but Sarah’s hold was unyielding, her own energy countering his attempts to break free.

"Calm down," she said, breathing hard but grinning. "You're only making this worse for yourself."

James moved in swiftly, his steps precise. The Serpent Lord’s movements were growing more frantic, his green energy sputtering from his hands, but he wasn’t done yet.

"Hold him steady!" James called, his tone sharp with focus.

"Yeah, because this is so easy," Sarah shot back, her voice strained as she tightened her grip.

James didn’t hesitate. His qi surged from his leg as he lined up his shot, stepping into a perfect angle. With one swift, controlled motion, qi rising across his body, he punched the Serpent Lord right in the liver, the impact landing with a sickening thud.

The Serpent Lord’s body jerked violently, a strangled sound escaping his lips as his strength crumbled. This had to be enough to rupture his liver.

His legs buckled, and his energy collapsed in on itself like a dying star. Sarah released her choke as he hit the ground, gasping for breath.

"You’re lucky I didn’t hold that any longer," she said, wiping her forehead. "But you’re done now."

James stepped back, flexing his fingers and rolling his shoulders.

The Serpent Lord’s eyes darted around, desperate to salvage his pride. "The Elders will hear of this," he growled, his tone dripping with venom.

"Oh, they already have," came a smooth, commanding voice from behind.

Everyone turned as Yue Xia, the First Blade, stepped out of a sleek black Tesla, her nine tails fanning out in elegant arcs.

"First Blade," the Serpent Lord actually paled. "This doesn't concern—"

"A legitimate Triumvirate bond in the mortal realm? An Elder going against a sanctioned union?" Yue Xia's smile showed fang. "I'd say that concerns us very much. I’ll take care of this man and all the laws he’s broken in here."

She waved a hand, and several more vehicles pulled up, disgorging spirit realm officials in sharp uniforms that wouldn’t look out of place in the Mortal Realm. "You’ve broken more rules than you can count, and now it’s time to answer for them."

"Now," Yue Xia turned to our trio, "don't you have somewhere to be?"

James checked his phone and cursed. "Mom's dinner! We're already ten minutes late!"

"Go," Yue Xia waved them off. "We'll handle the cleanup. Though..." she eyed their muddy and wet attire, already torn in places. "You might want to change first."

"No time," Sarah said, already fixing her hair. "Mrs. Wong's disappointment is scarier than any cultivation lord."

"True," James agreed. "But how do we explain—"

"Traffic accident," all three said in unison.

"Very bad traffic," Lanlan added solemnly, retrieving her beret from where it had fallen.

They could hear the Serpent Lord sputtering indignantly as spirit realm officers began hauling him through a portal, but they had bigger problems. They were late for a Wong family dinner, their clothes were torn, and they still hadn't figured out how to explain their relationship.

"At least," Sarah offered as they hurried toward the station, "we've got our qi control down."

A passing streetlight flickered as James caught himself watching how beautiful both his partners looked even after combat.

An Uber would take too long.

After a couple of stations, they weren't quite running, but it was close.

Now they just had to survive their biggest challenge yet.


Chapter 17 – Prosperity and Good Fortune

Mrs. Wong opened the door with an expression sharp enough to slice through steel. She always had that Michelle Yeoh look but with thick glasses and a severe gaze.

And that night it was extra severe.

"Traffic accident," James blurted out, forcing a smile. The words tumbled out before he could even think, but her eyes scanned all three of them, head to toe, lingering on every tear, scrape, and scuff.

James suddenly felt twelve years old again, fumbling to explain a bad grade. Anxiety prickled through his body.

He fought it off with a deep breath and something powerful he’d built in the past two weeks. It was there, ever present. They were in the back of his mind, holding his hand, reassuring him through the bond.

"Nothing serious!" he continued. "Just a little... fender bender."

Mrs. Wong’s eyes narrowed. Behind her, Auntie Doris, wearing a cream-colored silk cheongsam, leaned in with a raised eyebrow. Her gaze zeroed in on Sarah’s dress. The one she’d recommended, which now was torn at the hem and stained with what James desperately hoped didn’t look like blood.

"Must have been some fender bender," Auntie Doris quipped, her voice dry. "Did you roll the car?"

"Several times,"Sarah said under her breath. Then, as if flipping a switch, she plastered on her most dazzling smile. "Three idiots in SUVs. Honestly, I don’t know how they passed their driving tests. But we’re all fine now, and we brought gifts!"

James held up the battered gift box like a shield. Okay, they were starting to get nervous. Even Sarah, who usually played it cool.

At least their qi control was holding. Or the girls were holding it well because he hadn’t seen any glowing reflection.

Mrs. Wong’s eyes flicked to the box. Her expression softened—barely. "Fine," she said after a long pause, stepping aside with the air of a queen granting audience. "Come in, come in. Everyone’s waiting. Though..." She gave them a once-over that could have qualified as a spiritual attack. "Maybe freshen up first?"

The entryway was crowded with expensive shoes and the sound of relatives speaking rapid-fire Cantonese from the dining room.

It smelled good, though. A mixture of smells, steamed fish, garlicky. Someone was preparing pork belly. Somewhere deeper in the house, an old-fashioned Chinese soap opera blared on TV.

"James? Is that you?" his grandmother's voice carried from the kitchen. "Why do I hear you brought two girls? In my day..."

Sarah and Lanlan shared a worried look and nodded. The bond flashed with feelings of mutual reassurance.

This was going to be interesting.

But whatever happened, they were gonna be okay.

The living room was a minefield of relatives and eyes fixed on the three of them.

"James! Still so skinny!" Third Aunt descended upon them first. "And Sarah! We remember you from college. Such a shame you two didn't—" She paused, finally registering Lanlan's presence. "Oh? And who is this?"

"This is Lanlan," James began their rehearsed introduction. "She's from—"

"A traditional family," his mother cut in smoothly, appearing with suspicious timing. "Very respected background. Sarah, help me in the kitchen? Lanlan, dear, let me show you our family photos..."

Before anyone could protest, Mrs. Wong had expertly divided and conquered them. James found himself cornered by Uncle Wei, who had indeed brought a "nice young lady from the company" to introduce.

"Catherine here graduated from Harvard Business School," Uncle Wei said.

"How... nice," James managed, feeling Sarah's amused irritation through their bond as she was dragged into kitchen duty. From the living room, he sensed Lanlan's mounting anxiety as his mother broke out the baby photos.

From the living room, his mother’s voice carried like a whip crack. "James was such a chubby baby. Look at those cheeks!"

Their qi control was holding, but barely. Especially when Cousin Kevin's new fiancée asked Lanlan, "Is that beret Chanel? It looks so... unique. May I see it?"

"Family heirloom," Lanlan said smoothly, though her tail must have been going crazy under her dress.

Sarah. What was going on with Sarah? James leaned back, trying to overhear the conversation.

"You own a food truck now?" Grandma Wong asked. "Good business? Maybe ready to settle down, open a real restaurant?"

"And when did you and James reconnect?" Grandma Liu added. "Such a shame about college..."

James pretended to listen to Catherine’s explanation of market derivatives, but through their bond he could feel both his partners' growing stress.

"James?" Catherine waved her hand in front of his face. "Are you alright? You seemed to... glow for a moment."

"Just the lighting," he said quickly. "These new LED lights, you know? Speaking of energy, I should check on... the kitchen..."

Lanlan was now being pestered with questions. "So how did you get in contact with James?"

"So what do you mean?" The other grandma asked the catgirl. "You three live together? In the same house? How many rooms are there in the house? Is it like a student dorm?"

"We actually share it," she replied.

He swallowed.

But before he could move, his mother emerged with bowls of dumpling soup for everyone.

James paused.

He looked closer at his mother's graceful movements, the subtle glow in her eyes, the way she seemed to glide rather than walk...

What was the vibration that seemed to flow from her? So grounded, so...

Was she glowing?

Oh.

OH.

James felt like the floor had dropped out from under him. His mother – who had insisted on teaching him "traditional" breathing exercises during his boxing training, who had somehow always known when he was sneaking out as a teenager despite being three rooms away...

Memories cascaded: her always-perfect posture that his martial arts instructors had tried to replicate, her tea that could cure any illness, the way electronics mysteriously malfunctioned when he was in trouble...

His mother was a cultivator.

His MOTHER was a CULTIVATOR.

Through their bond, he felt Lanlan's diplomatic presence trying to steady him, while Sarah remained cheerfully oblivious in the kitchen, still fielding questions about her food truck business.

"James?" His mother's voice cut through his spiral. "You look pale. Perhaps some of my special tea..."

The same tea that had always made him feel better. Because it was literally magical.

"I... need some air," he managed.

"Nonsense," Mrs. Wong said smoothly. "Help me bring out the soup. Lanlan, dear, would you assist? Your qi control is quite impressive for someone so young."

James’s jaw dropped. Lanlan's ears definitely twitched under her beret.

"I'm sorry," his mother continued in perfect cultivation-realm classical Chinese, "did you think that beret was fooling anyone?"

From the kitchen came Sarah's voice: "Mrs. Wong, how much MSG... that... wait, is that qi energy?"

"Ah," his mother smiled serenely, "I see Sarah's spiritual sensitivity is developing nicely. Excellent choice, son. Both of them." She adjusted her jade bracelet. "Two wives, just like in the old days. Though next time you get into a cultivation battle before dinner, perhaps call ahead? I could have delayed serving."

James opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"Mom," he finally managed, "all those times you said 'mother knows best'..."

"I did know best," she replied simply. "Now, shall we tell your grandmothers about the Triumvirate bond, or would you prefer to wait until dessert?"

Before James could process this, Sarah emerged from the kitchen, her eyes wide. "Grandma Wong just chopped vegetables so fast I couldn’t see her," she announced in a whisper. "And I'm pretty sure your other grandma's jade pendant isn't just for show."

"Of course not," Grandma Liu called out. "Six hundred years old, that pendant. Family heirloom."

James felt his knees go weak. "Grandma too?"

"Both grandmas," his mother corrected.

"Alright,” James said, shaking his head. "You’re a cultivator. She’s a cultivator. Everyone’s a cultivator. Can anyone tell me what the hell’s going on?"

His mother let out a long sigh. "I did wonder how long it would take James to notice. And it took decades! Really, son, I practically glowed through your entire childhood. But you preferred to be locked in your room with your computer, never coming down to play mahjong with your uncles."

"I thought that was just... mom stuff," James said weakly.

"It was mom stuff," Mrs. Wong agreed. "Mom stuff enhanced by several centuries of cultivation practice."

"Centuries? Are you... an immortal?"

"Spirit-rank," she said. "Extended my life, but not quite immortal yet. Hope lady Lanlan has explained the ranks to you."

"I thought... you were born during the Cultural Revolution..."

"The new me was born that time."

Uncle Wei chose that moment to enter with Catherine, then stopped short at the sight of Lanlan's wiggling ears and the golden energy now flowing freely around the dinner table.

But Catherine didn’t even flinch.

"Sister," Wei said carefully, "I see we're doing this now?"

"This has to be a joke," James said. "Wait, I don’t get it, I thought...."

Uncle Wei’s voice echoed ominously: "You are not brought upon this world to get it..."

Then his uncle giggled.

"Sorry," Wei added. "I needed to say the line."

"Oh please," Mrs. Wong waved dismissively, "Catherine's from the Dragon Gate Sect. I could sense her qi the moment she walked in. Though," she added with a mother's devastating accuracy, "I don't think she's quite right for James. His energy clearly resonates better with... other arrangements."

Catherine had the grace to look embarrassed. "I did wonder about the cultivation signature I sensed... Triumvirate cultivation? I thought it was a myth."

Sarah raised her hand like she was in class. "Quick question: exactly how many people in this family are secret cultivators?"

"Most of us," Auntie Doris said, entering with more dishes. "Though some branches prefer to focus on business cultivation. Much more practical in today's economy."

James looked around the room with new eyes. His whole family... all this time...

"So," his mother said brightly, "about that 'traffic accident' that ruined your nice clothes – I assume you dealt with the Serpent Lord properly? Your father will be so disappointed he missed it. He still has a shift at the hospital but may show up later. He's heard a lot about that sect's cultivation techniques for centuries."

"He’s heard about them?" James squeaked. "Wait. Do you visit the spirit realm?"

"Do we visit? No, but they do have dealings here, and it’s interesting to keep up with all the fuss. And about my lifespan? How did you think I stayed looking so young? Good genes? We’re not centuries old, just a few decades more than you’d expect. Although your Grandmas... They’ll tell you eventually." She paused. "Though speaking of genes, about grandchildren..."

James felt both his partners' panic through their bond.

"Mom!"

"Just saying, triple cultivation bloodlines are very auspicious according to the ancient records."

"Perhaps," Grandma Liu interrupted, "we eat first, discuss great-grandchildren later?"

The tension broke as everyone laughed, even James, who was still processing the fact that his grandmother was apparently several centuries old. The golden energy flowing between him, Sarah, and Lanlan settled into a comfortable hum as they took their seats.

"I must say," Auntie Doris commented, diving into the pork dumplings, "your qi control is impressive for the Foundation level. Though Sarah, dear, I heard your Japanese martial techniques are flashy."

"You heard of the fight?" Sarah asked, then narrowed her eyes.

"The whole family was monitoring, of course," Mrs. Wong said proudly. "It caused quite a stir—many cultivator families. Why do you think the police didn't intervene? They know what’s best for them. James's father, unfortunately, couldn’t make it, but he had the hospital ready, just in case. You’re facing people from the spirit realm; anyway, you could get hurt."

"High praise from your father," Uncle Wei noted. "He's only said that about three other fighters in the last century."

James looked around the table—at his family casually discussing cultivation techniques between bites, at Sarah teaching his cousins how to enhance their martial arts, at Lanlan finally relaxed enough to let her tail show as she discussed spirit realm politics with his grandmothers.

"You know," his mother said softly, materializing beside him in that way he now realized he should have recognized years ago, "I always hoped you'd find partners who could match both your worlds. Though I admit, I didn't expect two at once."

"Mom..." he started, but she waved him off.

"Do you know why I never told you about our family's cultivation background?" She smiled fondly, more fondly than he’d ever seen. "Because some things need to be discovered naturally. Like love. Like power. Like finding your own path."

This felt like an invasion of privacy. He’d need to talk to his family about it.

But... he also felt safe. He felt welcome and could tell that his lovers did too. There was nothing to hide. There would be pressure, yes, but they all had the chance to share their opinions and respect each other’s choices.

Through their bond, James felt Lanlan and Sarah's warmth and agreement. They'd fought their way here—literally, in today's case—but somehow it had all led to this moment.

"Now then," his mother continued in a more normal tone, "about that apartment you three share... Do you have pictures of your setup? I’ll give you some suggestions on how to improve your feng shui."

"Mom!"

From across the table, Sarah and Lanlan caught his eye, their shared amusement flowing through their connection. They'd faced down cultivation lords, mastered ancient techniques, and survived a Chinese family dinner.

Together, they could handle anything.


Chapter 18 - Triple Harmony

The time had come.

Three weeks, six days, and six hours had passed since the night they’d performed the first ritual.

Jun and his team had spent hours helping them prepare the rooftop garden, arranging spirit stones in a perfect octagonal formation. Daoist coins and paper talismans fluttered like paper birds, hanging at specific locations, as well as chimes that hung attached to the walls.

Now, the boys had left, and only James, Lanlan, and Sarah remained to complete the ritual.

Lanlan stood in the center, her hair neatly arranged into a bun with a single hairpin passing through it. She wore a pink hanfu embroidered with light red blossoms. She looked like a heavenly goddess.

James felt out of place wearing his. They had fussed over him for nearly twenty minutes, teasing him mercilessly while smoothing the silk over his shoulders and tying the sash. Now, standing amidst the ritual space, he felt like he was about to join a cosplay convention. But the fact that this was so important made him treat the moment with reverence. Something in the wind, surprisingly warm for February, added to the excitement his lovers felt.

Lanlan began setting out three meditation cushions in a triangular pattern. Each cushion sat at the point of a smaller octagon drawn in shimmering spirit ink. Incense burned in bronze censers, the smoke curling in impossible patterns.

"Everything has to be precisely aligned," she said, nudging a spirit stone to the left. "We ascend a few steps together."

Sarah nodded from her spot to the side, dressed in a purple hanfu, her hair pulled back into a bun and held with non-magical hairpins.She looked stunning.

"The manual was specific about the resonance points," Lanlan said, checking the diagram one last time. "Three points of contact, three types of energy, all flowing in harmony."

They sat on the cushions, all within touching distance. James closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The crystal chimes began to ring on their own as their energy aligned. The ritual was beginning.

All of them breathed in perfect sync, just as they'd practiced, clasping each other’s hands. The first flow of qi was like a gentle current—Sarah's energy spiraled clockwise. Lanlan's refined spiritual power moved counter-clockwise. Their energies met in James. He felt power swirl through his body, which he centered through his dantian and circled back, refeeding the energy into his lovers.

The spirit stones brightened. Golden light traced the octagonal patterns on the ground, filling the spirit ink with living energy. Each breath they took strengthened their flow of qi, like water feeding into the ocean.

"Now," Lanlan whispered as the chimes reached a crescendo.

Sarah and Lanlan extended their hands, touching James’ shoulder, completing the circuit.

Yin energy flowed from both women, meeting James's yang in perfect harmony. The air itself seemed to crystallize around them, and a hum started to echo around them. Their individual qi signatures began to merge—Sarah's earthbound strength, Lanlan's spiritual refinement, James's passionate control—all coalescing into their bodies.

James kept breathing slowly, eyes closed, feeling tempted to alter his rhythm. But he couldn’t. This was the most important part. He felt as though he were a wandering boat under a thunderstorm, a powerful current threatening to wash away his existence. But he held on.

A weight solidified just below his dantian, in his lower meridians. He didn’t give in, breathing deeply, a storm raging deep beneath.

Suddenly,

colors bloomed behind their closed eyes—gold and silver and depths of blue. The spirit stones pulsed faster, resonating with their hearts. Each person's essence became visible.

The moment of completion hit like a thunderclap of joy. Their separate energies fused into something new, something stronger. Golden light erupted around them as three souls became one.

Bliss expanded through James’s entire body.

And he felt it. Power like he hadn’t experienced before. More control than he could ever get. With this, he knew he could punch through walls and summon way more energy than he had in that previous fight. New ideas popped into his mind. Dreams of things he could achieve with his power—casting energy, binding energy. Who knew what the possibilities were? All in order to protect others. To protect the ones he loved.

They moved together instinctively, drawn by forces older than cultivation itself. Sarah reached for James, pulling him into a warm embrace, while Lanlan wrapped her arms around them both.

One by one, they exchanged kisses—Sarah’s bold and teasing, Lanlan’s gentle and lingering.

"We did it!" Sarah said. "Did you feel it? It’s better than Ayahuasca! And no puking insanely."

"Guys," Lanlan said, on her knees, her golden eyes gleaming with joy. "I’m so glad I found you. It’s the best thing that’s happened in my life."

"Tell that to me," James said, fingers around Lanlan’s palm. He nudged her gently, and she leaned into James’s chest, giving him another tight hug and kissing his lips.

The spirit stones hummed with power. The protection dome shimmered with their combined essence. Everything they'd been through—fights, training, family dinners, quiet moments—had led to this.

"And now!" Sarah exclaimed. "The oral sex!"

Lanlan giggled. James laughed at the reference and hoped she was serious. She was.

Oh, yes. This never got old.

Suddenly, reality split with a sound like champagne popping.

A circle of flame appeared in front of them, and James sighed in disappointment.

Yue Xia stepped through her portal, wearing an expensive-looking puffer jacket, pink in color. Nine tails whirled behind her as if she were some sort of deity. In one hand, she carried a gift basket with fruit and cigarettes; in another, a bottle of Moët, which she opened without even touching it, the cap flying into the unknown and foam escaping.

Fireworks started flashing behind them, mixed with multi-colored confetti and Wong Fei Hung’s song, for whatever reason.

"Sister!" Lanlan yelped, her ear twitching and a deeper frown than James had ever seen, even while fighting the bad guys. "This was supposed to be private!"

"Oh, please," Yue Xia said. She flicked her long brown hair over her shoulder and conjured a spirit chair that looked like it had been swiped from a high-end showroom, along with a table already set with long champagne glasses. She set the gift basket on the table and began pouring the champagne. Smoothing the hem of her jacket, she added, "As if I’d miss my little sister completing the first successful triple cultivation bond in centuries."

Yue Xia’s lips curled into a mischievous grin, her fox-like features practically glowing with delight. "Besides," she said, leaning forward and handing each girl a glass, "someone had to document this. It’s history in the making."

She passed James a glass, poured herself one, and raised the glass high.

"For your Triumvirate!" she said. "May it last a thousand years. Gan bei!"

They all took a sip. As if on cue, she produced what looked like a sleek iPhone with a custom case made of white jade wrapped around its edges.

"Are you taking pictures?" Sarah asked, her voice still a little shaky. It seemed like she was still reeling from the ritual. Her cheeks turned pink, and she quickly checked her robe. "Of that?"

"Better!" Yue Xia said with a delighted laugh, her nine silver tails swishing behind her as if they were dancing. "Full documentation. This is IMPORTANT. The Elders are going to absolutely lose their minds when they see this." Her grin grew even sharper. "We did it! You, my friends, did it."

Were they just Yue Xia’s little experiment? A little something to disrupt the Spirit Realm’s customs? She seemed to have that vibe. However, she did protect Lanlan, and them. If anything, it was a win-win situation.

But Sarah let out a groan, pressing a hand to her face. "Please, for the love of everything sacred, tell me this isn’t going into some kind of bureaucratic file..."

"Oh, it’s going in all the files," Yue Xia replied cheerfully, flipping through the glowing photos on her iPhone. "Not to mention the archives, the ancestral libraries, and probably the annual cultivation techniques conference." With a flourish, she conjured two golden scrolls and waved them at James. "Which is why Father is so excited to meet his new son-in-law and daughter-in-law. Properly this time."

Lanlan’s ears shot straight up, and she whirled on her sister. "Father knows? I... thought you’d have an excuse for him. Or..."

"Darling," Yue Xia said with a grin, "everyone knows. Or they will once I finalize the paperwork. In triplicate, naturally." She examined her nails, her voice turning casual. "Although... I may have already started planning the formal reception at the summer palace. Just a small affair—immediate family, key allies, maybe a dragon or two."

Lanlan’s hands clenched at her sides as she took a steadying breath. "Yue Xia..."

"Fine, fine," Yue Xia said, waving her hand again. "Three dragons maximum. But... You two get to visit the Spirit Realm. No questions asked. It’s gonna be in the summer, though, a few months from now."

James shared a wide-eyed glance with Sarah, who looked equally stunned, though there was a growing spark of amusement in her expression.

"Wait," James shook his head. "Do you mean... that’s... supposed to be our wedding?"

"Of course. All the arrangements are made. Your families and ours are already in touch."

"We didn’t say anything about getting married."

"Boy," Yue Xia said with a sigh. "You’re already more than married. Don’t you realize? You can delay it, but it has to happen. It’s not legally binding in this world, at least in this country, where polygamy is not recognized, but... it’s just a formality," Yue Xia said. "And think of all the food."

Yue Xia’s voice turned suspiciously casual. "Oh, and by the way, I also may or may not have already started looking into traditional nursery designs. For your baby’s room. Just in case, you know, for the future."

"Yue Xia!" Lanlan shouted as her ears flattened in pure embarrassment.

Sarah sighed. "I don’t make any promises. We’ve gotta be settled and have my full restaurant first. Maybe investment proposals first?"

"I want a baby," Lanlan said with a grin.

James took a steadying breath. He’d have to talk to the girls first.

"Well," James said finally, turning to Sarah and Lanlan. "I guess the first thing we should do is find a way to put a bell on Yue Xia’s portals."

Sarah wiped a tear from her eye. "And hire a wedding planner."

"Sarah!" James blinked in shock.

"What?" Sarah said with a shrug. "Don’t break my dreams in two, lover boy."

James let out a long sigh.

"Good luck," Yue Xia said brightly, already opening another portal. "You’re going to need it."

James sighed, but his smile lingered. "We’re never going to have a quiet life, are we?"

"Probably not," Sarah said, looping an arm around his shoulders.

"And that’s okay," Lanlan added softly, her tail curling around her feet. "As long as we have each other."

They’d been through worse. Whatever came at them, they’d face it together.

"One more thing," James added, looking at her. "Any news from the Jade Serpent Lord? Is he in prison? Did he get fined at least?"

Yue Xia made a sour expression. "Ah, about that. The Serpent Sect's influence has... collapsed. Seems losing to a triumvirate of mortals and a runaway bride didn't play well with their allies."

Sarah's grin had an edge. "Couldn't happen to a nicer bunch of snakes."

"True, but..." Yue Xia said softly. Her tails came to a halt. "He's invoked his right of seclusion. We couldn’t really stop him. Bureaucracy, you know."

"Gone into seclusion?" James felt both women's tension through their new bond. "What exactly does that mean in cultivation terms?"

Yue Xia's nine tails moved in an agitated pattern. "It means he's abandoned his public positions, withdrawn to his inner sanctum. His allies are distancing themselves—no one wants to be associated with a sect leader who lost face to mortals."

"Which should be good news," Sarah noted, "but you're not looking relieved."

"Because," Lanlan's voice was quiet, "cultivation seclusion isn't retirement. It's preparation. The most dangerous techniques, the forbidden arts..." She shuddered. "They require isolation. Complete focus."

"The Serpent Sect has always been inclined to forbidden techniques, pushing the limits," Yue Xia added. "Now that he's lost everything? Those limits may become meaningless."

"So... you’re telling us he's got nothing left to lose," Sarah realized. "No reputation to maintain, no allies to please..."

"And a very particular grudge against a certain triumvirate who humiliated him." Yue Xia's businesslike tone was a bit off-putting. "That's why Father's mobilizing the clan. Why I'm expanding my surveillance network."

"Well, bring him on," James said, raising his fist. "We’re up for a challenge. This new full Triumvirate bond has to count for something, huh?"

"It counts for everything," Yue Xia's grin showed fang. "Why do you think he's so afraid? Three-way cultivation bonds were banned in certain ancient dynasties not because they were weak, but because they were too powerful. Too unpredictable. Plus, James, you come from a long line of cultivators. You’re a late bloomer, but you’re talented. And you were a good martial artist. I’ll be watching your career with great interest."

"This new bond... makes us either a symbol of hope," Lanlan said slowly, "or a threat to the old order too. That might mean that even if we deal with the Serpent Lord... more things might come up."

"Exactly," Yue Xia replied. "That's why you need to call me if something comes up. And maybe consider some more combat training? The traditional kind, now that you can properly channel energy. Some Iron Body Conditioning techniques for James, some awareness from Chinese-style grappling for Sarah. And more combat training for you, little sister..."

Through their bond, James felt Sarah's excitement.

"Let him plot," Sarah said firmly. "We'll be ready."

Whatever the Serpent Lord was planning in his seclusion, he'd find them stronger than ever.

"Now then," Yue Xia said brightly, clearly deciding they'd had enough serious talk. "About those nursery designs – red pandas sound cute, don't they?"

"Yue Xia!"

"Only kidding," she grinned. "I'll wait until you guys make it official. In the meantime, we'll be in touch."


EPILOGUE

Three Months Later...

April had come with a change in the air. The streets grew busier as the cold faded. People filled the sidewalks, flowers started to appear at stands, and trees began to bloom, with squirrels running up and down the trunks and branches.

Sarah's food truck had a line around the block. People didn’t come just for her kimchi quesadillas or spicy beef bao tacos, or the classic breakfast burritos. The secret family recipe disclaimer on the menu made much more sense now that she was actually learning centuries-old Wong family cultivation techniques.

"Your kimchi quesadillas are becoming too popular," James said, watching her flip them with the dexterity of a kung fu genius. They tasted way better than they sounded. Her engagement ring glittered on her finger, shaped like an octagon and 6 carats. "Mom's worried we're revealing too many secrets."

"Says the woman who's been spiritually enhancing her dim sum for forty years," Sarah shot back, but her grin was fond.

As if on cue, a customer handed over cash, praising Sarah's work. "These tacos are fire, miss!"

"No problem," she said with a grin, extending him the change with a smile.

James adjusted his tie, glancing at his reflection in a nearby shop window. He’d stepped out of the office for his lunch break. He’d been promoted recently. It felt good to be recognized for his hard work, even if the new role came with extra stress. This was the part of the day he looked forward to the most. The night, however, was in a whole different category.

He was damn proud of Sarah. She’d told him about her plans in passing a few weeks ago, but now it was clear she wasn’t just dreaming—she was building. Her restaurant dream was coming true.

A spot a few blocks over had caught her eye, and she was already working with local contractors and suppliers to transform it into something special. She wanted the place to feel like home, not just for her but for everyone who walked through the doors.

The details were coming together. Permits were in the works, the kitchen layout was being finalized, and ventilation plans were under review. Sarah had even discovered a neighborhood grant to help cover some of the renovation costs. The support from the local community amazed her, and she was determined to give something back.

Their new apartment—now with proper feng shui, under Mrs. Wong's exacting supervision—had become a gathering spot for both realms. Jun still dropped by for surveillance, though everyone knew he really came for the food, and Xiao Bao loved their roof garden.

Lanlan had settled into modern life, teaching cultivation at an internal martial arts studio. Her father sent letters and gifts every once in a while, especially after Mrs. Wong invited him over for a tea ceremony.

Their bond had only grown stronger. James no longer glowed during client meetings, Sarah's food truck hadn't accidentally enhanced any more food critics into spiritual awareness, and Lanlan had mastered the art of hiding her ears under fashionable berets, though she rarely bothered anymore.

The Wong family dinners had become weekly events, mixing cultivation politics with normal family drama. Cousin Kevin was dating a kitsune now, inspired by their example. Uncle Wei had finally admitted his investment firm was actually managing assets for several immortal clans.

"You know," Sarah said later that evening as they relaxed at home, her head in James's lap while Lanlan curled against his side, "when I reconnected with you, I just thought I was getting a second chance with my college crush."

"Instead you got superpowers and a cat-girl princess," Lanlan teased, her tail wrapping around them both.

"And my entire immortal family," James added.

"Worth it," they said in unison, and their bond hummed with shared joy.

Outside, New York continued its eternal bustle, unaware that among its millions of stories, three people had found their own path to cultivation.

Even if they occasionally still made the lights flicker when they kissed.

End of the First Book
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