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            Izolde

          

        

      

    

    
      Familiar relief flowed through Izolde as she stepped out of the portal and back into the assassin’s compound she called home. Between the comfort of being home and the satisfaction of another job well done, she was bursting with contentment.

      She quickly entered the room she shared with her siblings and showered off the day’s work.

      Dressed in a fresh set of clothes, Izolde strode through the hallways to the training compound.

      The training room was full of the usual activity as groups of assassins practiced their various deadly skill sets. Some worked with physical weapons. Others used their magic. A few groups she saw were combining the two.

      “Izzy!” Akari called out, waving her over to her family.

      Similar to her, they all had red hair and green eyes. Their fox tails were reddish-brown like hers, only her siblings all had four while she only had two, an indication of how much more powerful they were compared to her.

      Akari kept her hair shoulder length, but Hana liked hers long like Izolde’s. Unlike Izolde, Hana kept her hair braided. Akio and Kaito had short hair. Aside from Kaito’s slightly larger build, her brothers looked almost identical. Only Kaito was still missing from their family group.

      “Are you up for some training? Or are you too tired from your mission?” Hana asked.

      Izolde grinned. “I’m always ready to train.”

      “Good. We’re practicing with foxfire today,” Akio stated.

      Izolde was certain she imagined the cruel light in his eyes. Her brothers and sisters loved her as much as she did them. It was merely her own shame at her lack of foxfire that made her feel like they were teasing her for it.

      Whether the slight was real or imagined, it stung all the same. Izolde felt the earlier satisfaction and contentment drain out of her, leaving her feeling small and insignificant.

      “I still don’t have any,” Izolde admitted, her voice hardly above a whisper.

      Concern was mirrored on all three faces in front of her.

      “That’s the most essential skill for a Kitsune,” Akio stated unnecessarily. “Are you sure you haven’t even found a spark?”

      Tears pricked at her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. The foxfire just didn’t seem to be an ability she possessed, even though most Kitsune were born with at least the basic form of it. She infused more optimism than she felt into her response. “I’m sure, but I’ll keep trying.”

      Her siblings gave each other a look she couldn’t decipher before simultaneously launching foxfire at her. She narrowly dodged each, the flames from Hana and Akio being the most tricky coming from nearly opposite directions.

      They gave her no time to catch her breath before launching their next attacks. The fight escalated to include physical weapons, all of them covered in foxfire. Izolde knew they hoped the stress of the battle would trigger her own abilities, but they’d had various versions of this same fight over the years.

      Deep down, Izolde knew this would never be the way to coax her own foxfire out, assuming she ever developed it. Giving up on trying to futilely summon what she didn’t have, she tapped into the one ability that she was skilled in.

      With the illusion of a dozen copies of herself, she was able to gain a small amount of breathing room as her siblings attacked illusions more often than they got through. Using this reprieve, she managed to sneak up behind Akari and tap her throat with a dagger.

      Akari, stepped aside to watch, acknowledging the win. But Izolde still had her other two siblings to fight, so their practice battle raged on.

      By the time she’d taken out Akio, she was starting to flag. She knew she needed to end it fast if she hoped to win. Right as she was about to get in position to end it, foxfire surrounded her.

      Izolde spun around and faced Kaito.

      “Looks like I win this time, 1Z0LD3.” He smirked, deliberately using her alphanumeric designation instead of the name she felt fit her better. Izolde preferred to ignore it, but there were some strange things about her home, like the fact that nobody had a real name that they didn’t give themselves or each other.

      “I was unaware that you were even playing.”

      “Always remember to pay attention to your surroundings. If this was a real fight, you’d bed dead.” As if she needed his words to verify what the heat of his fire already told her. If he wanted it to, it would be hot enough to burn, not just increase the rate of her sweating.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Still no foxfire of your own?” he asked.

      She barely restrained the groan of frustration bubbling up. “Unless you want an illusion of it, then no.”

      Finally, his flame  extinguished, allowing her to put up her weapons.

      Her siblings suddenly tensed up and she turned her head to see what they were looking at. Their handler, J9 approached with a younger man who looked like a younger version of himself.

      The young man was perhaps a couple inches taller than Izolde. His brown hair fell just shy of his eyes. It looked soft, making her inexplicably want to pet it. His eyes were a shade darker than his hair, but when his gaze fell on her, she looked away. Although he was attractive, she was confused by the intense pull she felt toward him. It took all her willpower to keep her eyes on her own feet rather than stare.

      Izolde was so distracted first by his appearance, then by trying to avoid seeing him, that she missed what J9 said and nearly missed her siblings’ responses.

      “Isn’t it early for you to retire?” Kaito asked.

      “Will T7 manage us differently than you have?” The concern in Hana’s voice was understandable. Izolde didn’t know much about the other handlers and their assassins that she lived with, but she knew they seemed to manage things differently than J9.

      “I trust you’ll be happy with my replacement,” was all J9 said before walking away.

      Izolde knew she shouldn’t be disappointed. There were rules about behavior and conduct and she knew J9 had bent at least most of them over the years. But she didn’t expect him to just leave without any sign of the affection she was used to.

      She schooled her face, masking her feelings. The lack of warmth had to mean they were being watched. Which made sense if she thought about it. The director would never allow for a transition of handlers without making sure the process went smoothly and according to the rules. Especially after some of the recent drama involving one of the other assassins and the dome.

      Izolde locked eyes with her new handler and it took every bit of willpower to keep the stoic expression on her face and stay put. Without self-control, she might be guilty of drooling over him. Or worse, she may give in to the fox instinct that was telling her to nuzzle him. As if random acts of affection to a complete stranger could ever go over well.

      Fortunately, Hana seemed to have her head in the right place. “We were just practicing. I assume you’ll want a demonstration of our abilities,” she said, letting her voice hang in the air almost like a question, though she didn’t wait for his answer before running through her proposed demonstration.

      One by one, they showed off their individual skills and then proceeded to demonstrate some joint ones. Once her eye contact was broken, Izolde didn’t allow herself to look anywhere near his face again. Instead, she kept her eyes trained on his feet when she needed to look in his direction.

      She wasn’t sure what the problem was or why her soul seemed to recognize him as someone familiar. What she did know was that those types of thoughts would only lead to trouble, so she needed to shut them down immediately. Izolde dreaded the consequences if she couldn’t figure out a way.
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            Tristan

          

        

      

    

    
      Tristan found his mind wandering once again to Izolde and the dangerous game he was playing. Ever since the first time he met her when they were both children, he knew what she was to him. Knew on some level that it would eventually come to this point. If anyone ever found out, he wouldn’t be the only one paying the price.

      But what choice did he really have? No matter how many times he’d thought about it over the years, it all came back to the fact that there wasn’t a choice. Fate and circumstances left him with this being his only real way to try moving forward in life.

      Right now, he needed to control his every move. Take no risks while he was new and still being watched closely. Hopefully, he’d find an opportunity for something once they weren’t as vigilant in observing him.

      Just what the opportunity would be or how it would look, he had no idea. But he wasn’t lying when he told his dad that he hoped for help. Regardless of whether his dad could do anything to help him or not, he would do everything in his power to win this deadly game.

      His phone buzzed, drawing Tristan out of his thoughts. The blood drained from Tristan’s face as he read the message waiting for him. Despite knowing Izolde was an assassin,  and that the job he signed up for was to send her on missions, he hated the idea of it.

      If there was ever a time to stop mooning over Izolde and focus, it was now. How he handled the delivery of this mission would set the tone for how much the League trusted him.

      He wasted no time going to pick up the file from his supervisor. When he looked inside the file, he about lost his lunch as he scanned the mission details.

      “This can’t be right,” he protested. “I was told my assassins wouldn’t receive this type of mission.

      His supervisor sneered. “Your father’s experiment is over. They are assassins, not children. It’s time to stop coddling them and put the experiment to the test. Can they perform as well or better than the other assassins? Or do we need to ship them out to a different facility?”

      Only the dire nature of the stakes kept Tristan from showing the fury that bubbled beneath the surface. Using his magic now against his supervisor wouldn’t free Izolde, it would only result in tragedy. The man was clearly threatening to send Isolde and her siblings to the reject center if he stepped out of line.

      Endeavoring to stay calm, he tried again, “There is no need for such drastic measures. But I disagree that selecting a mission that is this far removed from their normal really tests my father’s experiment. I don’t think—”

      “You aren’t paid to think, T7. Just shut your mouth and give 1Z0LD3 her mission.”

      Swallowing his anger, Tristan accepted the folder and left, wondering how he was going to break the news to Izolde. And the more important question was how would he live with himself afterward?
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            Izolde

          

        

      

    

    
      Exhausted from the training and her confusing thoughts about their new handler, Izolde was happy to slip back into her room while her siblings were otherwise occupied. She had almost closed the door when she heard her name.

      Despite only meeting him today, she recognized his voice.

      “T7,” she greeted him, wishing she knew his real name, even though she shouldn’t use it. But he had used her name rather than her designation. Throwing caution to the wind as she widened the opening to her door, she said, “It’s unfair that you know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

      Only after she spotted the hint of red creeping up his face did she realize how flirty she sounded. Perhaps the biggest realization of all was she didn’t even care that it was wildly inappropriate for her to flirt with her new handler.

      Nobody in the compound was supposed to behave in such a way. The only knowledge she really had of it came from her times out in the realms when she was given a mission.

      “Tristan.” His voice was a mere whisper.

      It took her a moment to realize he was sharing his name.

      She wondered how he’d react if she closed the distance between them and kissed him. Izolde had never kissed anyone before, never even been interested. But something about Tristan called to her, making her want to break the rules and see what happened. Biting her lip, as butterflies twisted her insides, she playfully asked, “What brings you here?”

      She thought he’d been responsive to her flirting, but her question seemed akin to dousing him in ice water given how quickly he paled.

      “I have a mission for you.”

      He couldn’t seem to meet her eyes and she hated how much the rejection stung.

      “Of course.” All business, she took the file from his hands and sat on her bed, one of 5 in the room.

      Her stomach soured as she read through the file. Surely there had to be some mistake. Her missions were never like this. She may be a killer, but she’d only ever killed people who deserved to die. The type whose death made the world a better place.

      But this…

      Her gaze lifted to find him standing beside her. She searched his face, hoping to find answers that would make this all seem sensible again.

      “What did they do to deserve death?” She couldn’t imagine how a valid answer existed, but there had to be one. The assassins only killed for good reason.

      “Nothing.” His voice broke and he refused to meet her eyes.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The compound—nothing here—is like you believe. My father sheltered you, convinced the director to only give you certain types of missions, as an experiment. He meant well, but…”

      She shook her head. If what he said was true, then her whole life had been a lie. What she thought she was doing was a lie. She couldn’t believe it, but she also couldn’t make sense of her mission file.

      “There are children,” she said.

      A tear slipped from Tristan’s right eye, but he stayed silent. She felt an overwhelming urge to comfort him, but stayed where she was. It wasn’t her place. Despite her shameless flirting earlier, they didn’t know each other.

      “When do I need to leave?” There was nothing else to say. Her own voice sounded strange and distant to her. She seemed to be drifting separate from the girl on the bed. The one who had received orders to murder an entire family. Including the children.

      “First thing in the morning.” His answer was irrelevant. Merely a detail she needed to perform her duty. One she’d enjoyed when she innocently believed her job was to help others. But now she was uncertain.

      She wasn’t sure how much time passed, but soon she heard her siblings in the hallway and Tristan left. Rather than be subjected to their questioning, she lay down and closed her eyes pretending to be asleep.

      She feigned sleep well beyond the point her brothers and sisters found their own rest. Her thoughts were tortured. Surely there must be an explanation. The family must have done something awful to earn the death sentence she was expected to deliver.

      Izolde knew she should ask one of her siblings for help. Given the gruesome manner in which she was expected to perform this particular job, she didn’t have the correct skillset to actually do it right on her own.

      But it didn’t matter. She would simply use her illusion magic to make everything look the way she needed it to. Nobody would notice the difference.

      Tristan had to be wrong. There had to be a valid reason for this mission. But in case there wasn’t, she didn’t want to bring her siblings into it.  She needed to spare them, even if they’d likely end up with similar rude awakenings.

      Despite needing the rest to properly function the next day, Izolde lay awake most of the night torturing herself with the details of her upcoming mission.

      

      Agony tore through Izolde as she left the compound through the portal. Portals were terrifying in their own right, but the way she felt had nothing to do with that. She didn’t know why, but she’d felt this way every time she’d left the compound.

      Between her instincts screaming at her that this mission was all wrong and the pain of leaving home, Izolde was glad she’d skipped breakfast. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to have kept anything down this morning.

      She’d traveled to the realm of Earth a few times before for missions. The assignments she’d been given here were always the most rewarding. Her human targets here had worse backgrounds than even the majority of the demons she’d killed in Shoulgrim.

      This family had to be similar. Not that they were human. The file said they were all Mages. But they must have done something unspeakable that just wasn’t in the file for some reason.

      Tapping into her illusion magic, Izolde made herself nearly invisible. She still needed to be quiet and she couldn’t move quickly without being noticed. But if someone looked in her direction, they were only likely to see whatever was on the opposite side of her.

      As she walked down the decrepit street toward her target’s house, she gained confidence in her steps. Tristan had to be wrong. The compound was a force of good, eliminating evil in the world. She wouldn’t be given a mission to harm innocents.

      Her previous unease faded away with her self-reassurance, leaving only the pain that was her constant companion on every mission she’d ever been on. The ache was familiar enough that she kept it in the back of her mind and focused as though it were not there. The very fact that leaving the compound hurt her had to be a reason to believe it was a good place.

      The house where her targets lived seemed slightly nicer than the surrounding ones, as though someone had spent a lot of time caring for it, despite a lack of funds.

      Giggles drifted on the air to her ears and she let her eyes follow the sound. A tire swing hung from a tree and the dad pushed the two children on it while the mom stood by smiling. The scene was so picturesque it made her doubts come back with a vengeance.

      This family didn’t look like the sort of people who deserved death. They appeared to be a little down on their luck, given the neighborhood and the evidence of multiple holes mended on all their clothes. But nothing about the scene made it appear as though they were bad people.

      She crept along toward the family, knowing her mission. She didn’t have much time to complete it.

      She’d start with the children so they wouldn’t have to watch their parents die. It was the only kindness she could give them. It would all be over in a matter of minutes.

      Her stomach churned at the very thought of what she had to do. She’d never hurt an innocent person before, much less children. There had to be a valid reason for the mission that she just didn’t see.

      If she could summon her foxfire like her siblings, then this would be over much quicker, and in the way that she was supposed to actually complete it. But there was no use dwelling on that thought.

      “Daddy,” the youngest girl said. “Why can’t we go back to school with the other kids?”

      Izolde halted in her tracks, curious to hear his answer. Or maybe she just wanted to delay the inevitable.

      The father’s face was tense, but she saw nothing but love and regret on his face. “Some very bad people are looking for us. I’m sorry, Sweetie, it’s not safe to go back.”

      “Did you do something to make them mad?” The older girl asked.

      The dad let out a humorless laugh. “I suppose you could say that. I wasn’t willing to help them hurt others, so they are very angry with me. So we must stay hidden.”

      Izolde saw the desire to ask more questions on the children’s faces and she wanted the answers as well. But the mother called to the kids, encouraging them to play inside for a while.

      Indecision warred within Izolde. With the father isolated, it would be the easiest time to take on her strongest target. Dagger at the ready, Izolde kept approaching, prepared to strike.
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            Tristan

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite having experienced the pain of his soul mate leaving each time over the years, it seemed worse this time than before. Perhaps it had something to do with how much closer he’d been to her yesterday than he’d been since they were children. They had nearly been touching when he handed her that cursed file.

      When she’d flirted with him, his resolve to keep his distance almost shattered. He needed to keep a professional distance. Letting anyone in the compound know about their connection, even incomplete as it was, would be suicidal.

      He needed advice. It was unlikely his dad had any answers yet, but he wanted to check in with him. Resolved in that course of action, he still needed to wait for the day to be over. Izolde may be on a mission, but he had her four siblings to train and a surprising amount of paperwork to complete.

      Leaving the paperwork for later, he walked over to the training room to check on his other assassins.

      Though they had been professionally distant the previous day, Tristan didn’t expect the hostility that Izolde’s siblings greeted him with.

      The fire burning in each of their eyes as they stopped training to watch him approach was enough to convince him they wanted him dead.

      Where did you send her? One of the girls spoke into his mind, he wasn’t sure if it was 4K4R1 who went by Akari, or H4N4, who went by Hana.

      He thought about the mission and knew they got their answers as their anger only seemed to grow. To other observers, they would seem to be just practicing their foxfire skills, but he took it for what it was—a threat to him should any harm come to their sister. If she were harmed, he’d welcome any punishment they dished out.

      AK10, Akio, cocked his head to the side curiously, his eyes widening.

      You feel her emotions too, don’t you? He asked mentally.

      As her soul mate, of course, he sensed her emotions, especially when trying to tune into them. He’d felt her warring senses of guilt, dread, indecision, and denial ever since he’d delivered her mission.

      Tristan picked up a staff to make their interactions seem more natural. If they were going to have a private conversation in their minds, then they didn’t want to appear as though they were doing so.

      I wish you’d never met her. Despite Akio’s comment, they all seemed to relax their anger toward him, seeming to realize not only that he cared about their sister’s wellbeing, but why. It was dangerous knowledge to let four additional people know, but he didn’t choose to tell them, they figured it out. So he had to trust them and hope for the best.

      The sudden sense of grim determination mixed with nerves that hit him made him miss a step as one of the siblings knocked him down. She’d clearly made a decision, pushing past her doubts. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to find out if her choice was to complete the mission or if he’d need to help her cover things up if she didn’t do it. Either way, he’d do everything in his power to protect her.

      “I accept your order to assist my sister on her mission,” K41T0, Kaito said before leaving in a flash of foxfire, not needing the order or permission to go.

      Tristan hoped it would help and not make the situation even more difficult to navigate than it already was.
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            Izolde

          

        

      

    

    
      She couldn’t do it. These people were obviously innocents. But if she did nothing, a different assassin would complete the job. And Izolde wasn’t sure if she even wanted to know what consequences she would face for failing her mission.

      So she decided to do what was perhaps the dumbest move of her life. After looking around to see that nobody else on the street was watching, she dropped the illusion magic hiding her. The father didn’t immediately spot her, even though she was nearly close enough to touch him. She cleared her throat to get his attention.

      Panic washed over his face. His eyes darted first to her 2 tails, then to the dagger at her side.

      She should have guessed at his reaction, but she only realized it the moment he pulled the dagger from its sheath. She resisted the urge to reach for one of the others, hidden from view. Since she wanted to go against her orders, it would be counterproductive.

      Raising her hands in front of her, she spoke softly, “I mean you no harm.”

      “I know who you work for. You were sent here to kill me.” He slashed out at her with the dagger.

      Izolde dodged aside.

      “If I meant to kill you, you’d be dead already. Please, can we have a civil conversation somewhere we aren’t likely to attract attention? I am supposed to kill you and your entire family. I’d rather not give the people who sent me any reason to believe I’m offering you an alternative.”

      She didn’t bother to tell him that she was concealing their actions from any potentially prying neighbors.

      “Why?” Suspicion rang clear in his voice.

      “My reasons aren’t relevant and our time is short. The more important question is how can I make them believe you’re dead without killing you?”

      His expression remained wary, but she could smell the rising hope over the lingering fear on him. He wanted to believe her.

      After what felt like too long of a silence, he finally asked, “How?”

      “My strongest gift is illusion magic.” She flicked her wrist toward the tire swing to direct his attention as she conjured up the earlier image of the children playing with him.

      “Touch one of them,” she said.

      Shock was clear on his face as he reached for the arm of one of the illusory kids and realized they were solid.

      Wanting to conserve as much power as possible for her actual plan, she let the illusion fade as soon as she knew he had gotten her point.

      “You can make them believe we are dead?”

      Izolde nodded her head.

      “But where can we hide without them finding us again?”

      “Since they’ll believe you’re dead, nobody will be looking, so anywhere inconspicuous would work. But I’d suggest you go to Yara. The compound has much less influence in Yara than in most other realms. As mages, you should be comfortable.”

      “The League controls access to the portals. We’d never make it.”

      “You’ll want to be careful about how you travel and who you trust.” Futilely, Izolde attempted to activate her foxfire to make the travel simpler. But she still didn’t even have a spark. “Unfortunately, travel through realms isn’t a talent of mine.”

      She barely registered the disappointment on his face before his fear returned with a vengeance.

      “I can’t believe I trusted you!”

      Her arm stung with the bite of the blade she had forgotten he was holding.

      Before she could even process why he might have attacked or respond to his attack, he dropped the dagger as if it burned him.

      Izolde spun around to find Kaito with a ball of foxfire in each hand.

      “I’m not so sure I want to offer my help after you hurt my sister.” His smile was a thing of nightmares.

      “You came to help me? But how did you know?” Izolde realized it a moment after she asked. Because her foxfire refused to spark for her, she also missed out on the Kitsune abilities that were connected to it.

      “I can read your emotions better than anyone,” Kaito said. “So, have you changed your mind, Izzy?”

      Shaking her head, she responded, “No, I still wish to help them. Besides, it’s only a scratch. It’s nearly healed already.”

      The wound had been deep enough to soak her sleeve in blood, but the injury would likely be fully healed within mere minutes.

      “Very well. I can transport this ungrateful mage and his family. I assume you were going to conjure an illusion of a fiery death?”

      “Yes, though I came prepared to burn the house.” She pulled out the matchbook she’d stuffed in her pocket.

      “No need to do it the hard way. I can help with that part.”

      Shame washed through her at her inability to do it herself, but she merely thanked her brother.

      Her attention returned to the man who now looked remorseful.

      “How long do we have to pack?” he asked, handing her dagger back to her hilt first.

      “I can give you an hour at most. If I take much longer to return, they’ll be suspicious. So only take what you must.”

      While she waited for the family to prepare, she kept trying to summon her foxfire. For whatever reason, she was defective as a Kitsune because she couldn’t perform such a basic task.

      “We’re ready,” the father said, pulling her thoughts away from her failed efforts.

      Izolde started thinking of the gruesome details for the illusion she’d need to work. She couldn’t fully begin the magic portion before the house was actually on fire, but she would be prepared.

      A soft hand landed on her shoulder. The mother dropped her hand as Izolde turned. “Thank you. We owe you our lives. I want you to have this, it should bring you luck.” She held out a necklace with a jewel which looked like burning foxfire.

      “I couldn’t possibly accept something so precious,” Izolde protested.

      “I insist. It’s the only thing I can think to even partially repay you.”

      “If you want to go, now is the time,” Kaito said.

      Izolde reluctantly accepted the gift, stuffing it in her pocket for later. “Thank you.”

      “Be back in a flash,” Kaito said, before taking the family with him in a burst of foxfire.

      He returned shortly and they set to work on their scene. Kaito effortlessly burned down the house while Izolde worked her gruesome illusion. It would draw a little energy from her  constantly until the fake bodies were buried, but it would be worth it.

      Job completed, Izolde was drained. As Kaito took them both back to the compound, she hoped her illusion would pass the scrutiny of whoever had wanted to extinguish those innocent lives.
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            Tristan

          

        

      

    

    
      Relief  flowed over Tristan as the pain of his mate’s absence vanished. But he doesn’t let himself relax yet. Using the incomplete mating bond as a guide, he made his way to check on Izolde.

      Tristan couldn’t imagine relaxing until he found out how her mission went.

      “You’re hurt,” he said. His stomach rolled at the evidence of blood on her sleeve, the pattern too localized to be from her target.

      Izolde shot him a guarded glance. “I’m fine. Just a small mishap. It’s already healed.”

      “How did the mission go?”

      “Fine. Mission accomplished.” Her face tightened in a fake smile.

      Though there were no signs of it in her posture, voice, or face, Tristan knew she was lying. So she must have done something to cover her own actions.

      A glance at Kaito only revealed her brother’s smirk. At least someone was amused.

      Tristan knew he shouldn’t be too disappointed. Izolde couldn’t know what she was to him. Since he was new, she had no reason from her perspective to trust him with such a dangerous secret. And it would seem that her brother had opted to not fill her in on their previous conversation.

      Resigned to the fact that she was safer not knowing, Tristan hastily made excuses to retreat. Too much time near her would weaken his resolve to keep her in the dark. Once he figured everything out, then he would tell her what she meant to him and what he was to her.

      Tristan buried himself in finalizing the paperwork side of her mission while waiting for nightfall.

      Once he determined the hour was sufficiently late, Tristan picked up the inconspicuous rock his dad had given him. It looked like nothing more exciting than a stone found in a riverbed, but it was his ticket to pass through the wards on Yara to go straight to his parents’ house.

      Tristan pulled on his magic to step into the realm of Yara, trying to ignore the agony of going away from Izolde. Even though he’d felt pain every time she left throughout the years, he’d never been the one to leave before.

      “Tristan!” His mom instantly enveloped him in a warm embrace the moment he stepped into their living room.

      Despite the short time they’d been in their new home, Tristan already saw evidence of their settling in and making the place their own. Pictures of his childhood memories lined the walls. A haphazard pile of books lay on an end table by the sofa.

      “It hasn’t been that long, Mom.” He hugged her back enthusiastically, belying his words.

      His dad wore a grave expression when Tristan pulled away from his mom. “I’m sorry, Tristan, but I don’t have answers for you yet. The biggest obstacle to your plan will be getting the tracker out of Izolde. Until we can safely do so, your odds of escaping safely with your mate are slim.”

      “What about Treya?” he asked as he sat on the sofa.

      His mom bustled away muttering something about refreshments.

      “I found a few leads, but I’m still trying to figure out where she went. If you talk to Izolde, she’d likely be able to find the information faster. Nobody wants to talk to a former handler about this. Most of my time has been spent convincing them I’m not a spy for the Director and Ava.”

      The news was disappointing, but not completely unexpected. Tristan understood how dangerous it could be to trust the wrong person with secrets. But he still couldn’t tell Izolde.

      “I can’t risk her reaction giving everything away. And I definitely can’t trust myself to keep holding back if she knew. But we need to move soon. They’re already giving her missions that are way different than what you had bargained for.”

      His mom returned from the kitchen with a tray of cookies and some milk. She wordlessly set it in front of him.

      “I wish it were otherwise, but I don’t think my presence would have kept them from that decision.”

      “I’m worried about how she’ll cope with all the innocents she’s supposed to kill.”

      Tristan took a bite of one of his mom’s cookies more to make her happy than from any real desire to eat. The thought of Izolde suffering made him feel queasy.

      Despite his lack of appetite, his mom made the best chocolate chip cookies. They were the perfect blend of crispy and soft. As the flavor hit his tongue, he indulged a little in the urge to savor it.

      “Your mate is strong and clever. Izolde will manage. Give me a few more days. I’ll arrange something. Have you decided where you’ll go after it’s removed?”

      “I’m not sure. Yara may be the strongest mage presence, but it’s also too predictable. We might be able to go somewhere less civilized. Or if you find Treya, maybe we can hide wherever she went.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. You should get back before you’re missed.”

      “Take some cookies with you.” His mom quickly wrapped them up and shoved the bundle into his hands. “You should share some with your mate.”

      “How do I explain the gift?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand your insistence on keeping the bond from her. No one ever ends up better off for a lack of knowledge.”

      As he returned to the compound, Tristan couldn’t help but consider her words. His mom meant well, but clearly, she was wrong. Keeping the burden of their mating bond to himself was the only way to keep Izolde safe. He just worried that her safety might turn out to be an impossible task.
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      Izolde had been about to fall asleep when pain tore through her unexpectedly. Her cry of shock and agony was impossible to contain.

      “What happened?” Hana asked, the only one of her siblings not currently in fox form. The others had their ears flattened and mouths open with their teeth bared, searching for the threat.

      “I’m fine,” she lied. The pain felt exactly like when she left the compound. That very pain had been one of the reasons she’d always felt like this was the best home for her.

      But after the last mission was assigned, it seemed that everything was starting to unravel from her worldview. Izolde wasn’t sure what to make of it or how to handle the changes in how she saw her world.

      Don’t lie to us. Kaito spoke into her mind.

      “I’m not lying. I just…” She couldn’t explain it even if she wanted to. How could she explain something she didn’t understand herself? She’d never told them it hurt for her to leave. She’d always assumed it was something everyone experienced but didn’t talk about. Now, she wasn’t as certain.

      “I suddenly felt pain without knowing the reason.”

      Despite how confusing it was to her, her statement trying to explain the strange phenomenon seemed to make her siblings relax. Hana sprawled next to Izolde on her bed and her other sister and brothers hopped up and curled around her, no longer on alert.

      “What do you know?” Izolde asked. They knew something she didn’t if they were backing down so easily.

      “I’m not sure we should tell you,” Hana hedged.

      “This is something apparent to all of you know, but you don’t want to tell me? Something connected to the pain I just felt.”

      Hana winced and she felt the furry bodies of her other siblings stiffen. Izolde didn’t need to hear the answer. She already knew.

      “Why?” she asked before Hana could come up with an evasive answer to her previous question.

      “It’s safer for you.” Hana clearly believed what she was saying. There were no signs of doubt. Or sarcasm. Or anything else which would indicate deception of any sort.

      Still, the idea that they would make the choice for her really rubbed her wrong. Izolde’s anger bubbled up inside of her.

      They were hiding something big—something important. How dare they make decisions to protect her.

      “I’m not a child.” She glowered at all of them. “I don’t need you protecting me, especially in the form of secrets. Tell me what caused it.”

      Blue-green fire sprung to life in her hands, shocking Izolde. Her surprise doused the foxfire.

      “You did it!” Hana exclaimed. Similar sentiments sounded off inside her head from her other siblings.

      Momentarily willing to be distracted from her argument, Izolde attempted to summon her flame again. But she may as well have imagined the foxfire for all the good her efforts were. Not even a spark came.

      Izolde tried to fixate on the anger which had been her focus moments ago, but it wasn’t enough to bring her foxfire back.

      Defeated, Izolde said, “Please, I deserve to know whatever you’re hiding. I should be able to make decisions for myself about how to keep myself safe.”

      “You should talk to Tristan. It isn’t our place to say,” Hana said.

      “Tristan? What does he have to do with anything? He just started here.” Izolde stopped herself from saying more. She still hadn’t told them about her pain each time she left the compound. Now didn’t seem like the right time for her own revelations.

      Hana shook her head. “I can’t tell you, but trust me. He knows more than we do.”

      All of her siblings dispersed to their own beds. Even though she’d been prepared to sleep mere minutes ago, Izolde felt wired now.

      Questions swirled around in her head. And although she could ignore it to a degree, the same way she did every mission, the pain that had kept her from sleep in the first place hadn’t faded.

      If the compound and those she worked for weren’t as benevolent as she’d always believed, she needed to try to escape before anything truly terrible happened.

      She considered the idea of taking missions with the sole purpose of thwarting the League of Assassins. But she immediately rejected the thought. It wouldn’t work for long, if it worked at all.

      One miscalculation was all it would take to be discovered. No. She had to get out before then. Izolde wasn’t sure how to make it happen. But she’d definitely be looking for her opportunities from now on.

      A few weeks back, the dome had been destroyed. She had been off on a mission at the time, so she didn’t see anything herself. But rumor had it that it had been Treya and that she had escaped with her brother.

      Izolde wondered if she could find Treya, and if she did, if Treya would be willing to help her. But that might be the most unrealistic plan possible. Without the tracker, Treya would be practically impossible to find.

      Even if Izolde had the luxury of taking her time exploring the 52 realms in search of Treya, it would be improbable. What she needed to do was find her own solution. One way or another.

      Her only consolation was the stash of currency she’d hoarded after some of her previous missions. She never thought she might need it, she had simply liked the idea of all the unnecessary gems and coins that no one would miss. That form of currency would only work in the more primitive realms, but it was better than nothing.

      The money would help get her tracker removed, if she found someone to do it. Previously, she’d always thought the trackers were embedded for the safety of the assassins. As a way to keep  track of them if something went horribly wrong on a mission.

      Now she realized how naive it had been for her to believe that a group of killers was essentially good. The only part she still clung to was the idea that her missions had been about taking out bad guys. If she’d killed innocents who she only thought were guilty, she wasn’t sure if she could live with herself.
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      After a rough night of struggling with thoughts of what should be done, Tristan was exhausted. He’d tossed and turned and didn’t really sleep.

      Although his dad had made great points, he couldn’t let himself budge on the thought of protecting Izolde. If he told her, he didn’t think it would be long before they bonded as mates. And if that happened, their connection would be all too obvious to the wrong people. And that was only the tip of the iceberg for potential consequences.

      The biggest problem was that the more time he spent with her, the stronger the urge to tell her became. Somehow, he needed to stay strong.

      On the way to his office, Tristan bumped into the last person he wanted to talk to, given the turmoil of his thoughts.

      “Izolde, what are you doing here?” Despite wishing to avoid her, he couldn’t help the fact that just the sight of her made his heart race. But the realization that she was alone with him in an area not intended for assassins sped his heart up for an entirely different and less pleasant reason.

      “I was looking for you. I need to talk to you.”

      Options were limited. They couldn’t linger in the hallway where anyone might notice them. His room was the closest. The consequences if they were found there were much greater than out in the hallway, but it would also significantly decrease the odds of discovery.

      “This way.” He led her back to his room, carefully watching for anyone who might notice. Once they were behind his closed door, he let out a sigh of relief.

      Her expression seemed pensive as he turned to look at her. Even though she’d sought him out, she didn’t seem to be in a hurry to start the conversation she’d asked for. She fidgeted with her hands. Whatever she had to say, he didn’t think she was comfortable bringing it up.

      “What did you want to talk about?”

      Her piercing green eyes snapped up to his. “My siblings seemed to think you were the person to talk to about a problem I’ve had recently.” She shook her head. “Well, that’s not entirely true. In some ways, I guess it started around the time I came here.”

      She went on to describe the effects of their mating bond when they were far from one another and how it had happened every single time she’d left, but never outside of that pattern.

      “But last night was different,” she continued. “Last night, I was about to sleep when it happened. Why do my brothers and sisters think you not only know what that’s about, but also are a better person to explain such a thing to me than my own flesh and blood?”

      She leaned toward him, her eyes searching for answers in his face.

      His resolve crumbled. He shouldn’t keep it from her when she was specifically asking about it. But he wasn’t sure how to explain it.

      She licked her lips, waiting for his response.

      “I shouldn’t tell you,” he protested, attempting to reclaim his flagging willpower. Attempting to keep protecting her in the only way he could think of.

      Izolde huffed, arms akimbo. She moved closer until she stood right in front of him, so close, her breath tickled his skin as she spoke.

      “I have a right to know. You cannot keep this from me.”

      It would be so easy to claim her lips in a kiss. He wanted nothing more than to indulge in such a luxury. Her soul called to him in a siren song he was loathe to resist. It would be far easier to show her what she meant to him than to tell her.

      However, he respected her too much to just take what he wanted from her. If they ever managed to complete their bond, it would be because she wanted it too.

      Her breath hitched as she realized his eyes were focused on her oh-so-kissable lips.

      Tristan forced himself to take a step back before he trusted himself to talk.

      “You’re right. You deserve to know. I just wanted to keep you safe.”

      Her sudden laugh was like a bark. Or more accurately, the yip of a fox. Her ears and tails twitched with her amusement. “I’m an assassin. What about this life is ever safe?”

      The grin now on her face was contagious, causing him to form a matching smile.

      “The pain you felt has a very simple cause. Izolde, you are—“

      A knock on the door made him abruptly stop. Panicking, Tristan searched for a hiding place for Izolde. She couldn’t be found here.

      Izolde, however, winked at him before disappearing from view. It took him a couple seconds before he realized she was using her magic to be invisible.

      Steeling himself for whoever waited on the other side of the door, Tristan opened it. “New missions, all of them urgent,” one of his coworkers said, thrusting a stack of files into his hands before leaving.

      Dread pooled inside him as he closed the door again. Was Izolde about to be sent out again so soon?

      It only took a few minutes of looking at the files to see that none of them were for her. Considering her siblings were the ones needing to go out on these missions, Tristan knew he should feel guilty for the level of relief he felt at knowing she wasn’t getting sent out again yet. Hopefully, he’d get lucky and be able to free her before she had another assignment.

      “I suggest you use your handy invisibility trick to leave unnoticed. We’ll talk later. I need to hand out these missions.” As much as he wanted to see her and had been about to tell her everything, Tristan couldn’t help but think that the timing had been impeccable. Hopefully, he could think of something suitable to say which would still protect her.

      The longer he put off that conversation, the safer she would be.

      Tristan found her siblings in the training room. Grim faces surrounded him as he passed out their missions. Each of them accepted their files without comment before leaving to prepare.

      As he was trying to think of more ways to avoid talking to Izolde, his supervisor showed up. “Another mission for you.”

      Since everyone else had theirs already, Tristan knew this would be Izolde’s before he even opened it. Once he had looked inside, he struggled to keep the horror off his face.

      The last mission was bad, but this one made it look tame.

      “Do we have a problem, T7?”

      “It’s too soon for Iso—1Z0LD3 to be going out again.”

      “You were already told that we won’t be coddling your assassins anymore. They are killers, not children. If you can’t make sure they accomplish their missions, then we’ll find someone who can. Remember your place and how easily you can be replaced.”

      He couldn’t force himself to say any of the words he knew he should say, so he just nodded his head.

      When his supervisor walked away, he released the tears that had been threatening to fall. He couldn’t give her this mission. Even seeing what they expected of her was likely to cause significant trauma.

      “What did you say?” his supervisor’s voice was menacing.

      Tristan hadn’t realized he’d said anything aloud.

      “What is your relationship with this assassin? Fraternizing with the assassins is strictly forbidden.” He sniffed at Tristan

      “Impossible.” For a moment, his supervisor was simply stunned. But it didn’t take him long to recover. He quickly called security over to restrain Tristan. “I suspect the Director will want your head mounted on his wall for this,” he said as he slapped a bracelet onto Tristan’s wrist, cutting him off from the source of his magic.
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      Izolde knew she was supposed to have left his room, but she lingered instead. It didn’t take long to explore his room. It was tidy, unlike her shared room. But it was just as minimal in content. Aside from a few books stacked neatly on his nightstand, nothing in the room could give her insight about him.

      Why it mattered, Izolde couldn’t explain to herself, much less someone else.

      She sat on his bed and mused about their interrupted conversation. He’d been about to tell her. But would he find her later to finish the conversation? Probably not. Or at least that was the excuse she would stick to for why she hadn’t left his room yet.

      Even though she needed to know the cause of her pain every time she left the compound and the previous night, Izolde had to admit to herself that a large part of why she lingered was because she wanted to explore the strange connection she felt with him.

      Earlier, despite her irritation, she’d wanted to kiss him so badly that not doing so was its own form of pain and torture. She could have sworn there was a moment he was going to kiss her and it only made her desire stronger.

      Suddenly, something felt off. Izolde scanned her surroundings, trying to place the terrible sense of wrongness. After a minute, she realized it had nothing to do with the room she was in. Whatever the wrongness was, she was sensing it through her connection to him.

      Her breath hitched as she realized something was wrong with Tristan. She wasn’t certain, but she thought it was likely that she could trace this sense back to its source—to Tristan.

      Taking a second to ensure her magic still rendered her invisible, Izolde carefully opened the door and crept into the hallway. Once the door was closed, she moved as quickly as she dared, trying to reach Tristan before it was too late.

      Upon entering the training room, it took no time to find him. She spared a minute to catalogue her surroundings and determine her threats.

      Four security guards held Tristan as he struggled in their grip. One man looked on with a sneer, someone she recognized as being above the handlers, but didn’t know personally. Several assassins were in the room, pretending to practice. All eyes seemed to be on Tristan’s struggle, though some were more subtle about their interest than others.

      Carefully, Izolde made her way over toward Tristan. If she got close enough, then she could cloak him too. She should have enough power to render them both invisible and throw up a couple of diversions to help them escape. But with the constant drain on her magic from the illusion of the family she didn’t kill, Izolde wasn’t sure if she had enough power in reserve.

      Either way, she would free him. Where they would go after that, or how they would get out, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t even have any of her stashed money on her or a way out of the realm of Icarus.

      Ever so carefully, Izolde approached Tristan. With so many people involved, the likelihood of bumping into one of them or them bumping into her was too high. If they felt her, it wouldn’t matter that she was invisible. Her only real edge was the element of surprise. It was too bad her foxfire never worked. Having it would solve so many of her current problems.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity of waiting, Izolde managed to get close enough to touch him.

      The moment her fingers brushed his, the world erupted in fire. The blue-green flames must have been scorching hot, but she didn’t feel anything more than a gentle warmth. Once the flames cleared, she realized she wasn’t in the compound anymore.

      More than that, she’d left the compound without the pain that usually occurred.

      “What happened?” Tristan asked, only the barest hint of panic in his voice.

      His question made her consider the most astonishing part of the situation.

      “I’m not sure, but I think I used foxfire to teleport us here. Wherever here is.”

      She didn’t know which realm she accidentally brought them to, but it wasn’t anything like any of the places she’d been before. The tall trees looked similar to some she’d seen on human lawns on Earth, so maybe she’d landed in an unpopulated part of that realm. And the sun looked like it might be the same.

      Wherever they were, it seemed primitive and at least as far as she could see, it was unoccupied. They needed to keep moving to be safe. The tracker inside her was like a ticking time bomb. If they stayed still, they’d get trapped.

      Izolde attempted to use her foxfire again. If she could access it at will, it would make running much easier.

      But she still couldn’t do it. Like the night before, the fire had been a fluke and didn’t seem to be something she could repeat.

      “I thought you had two tails.”

      “It looks like I’ve gained another. It’s normal for Kitsune. I’m sure you’ve noticed that my siblings have more than me,” she said nonchalantly, shrugging her shoulders.

      Inside, she was in turmoil. Growing new tails was supposed to be a sign of gaining power for a Kitsune.  But aside from the random, uncontrolled use of foxfire, she wasn’t any better off than before. And if she couldn’t access the foxfire at will, it was useless.

      To make matters worse, she had no idea where in the 52 realms they were. She wondered if this realm had any portals and if she could find one if it existed.

      They seemed isolated enough that Izolde was willing to bet she’d taken them somewhere without a portal nearby. The only plus side to this was that if there wasn’t a portal, at least it limited the number of assassins who could be sent after them.

      But if she couldn’t use her foxfire, the lack of a portal also meant that they were sitting ducks. Her tracker would lead the assassins straight to them and they’d be dead.

      “Calm down,” Tristan said. His voice was soothing, but it only served to irritate her.

      She had every right to panic. How could anyone be calm at a time like this?

      “Calm? Do you have any idea just how bad our situation is? Let me enlighten you! We’re lost and trapped. There’s no sign of civilization, so seeking help might be impossible, especially with our timeline since they are likely to already be deciding who they’re going to send to kill us.”

      To his credit, Tristan only showed the slightest amount of surprise at her revelation. He didn’t ask the obvious question. Instead, he took it in stride.

      “Either way, panicking won’t help us. If we approach this with calm heads, we can figure something out.”

      “I don’t suppose you can teleport. Or a way to get rid of my tracker…” She didn’t really have any hope that he did, but he made a good point about panic. She should at least give a solid attempt  to calmly think this through.

      “Unfortunately not.”

      Even though his answer was about what she expected, she couldn’t help the disappointment the confirmation caused.

      “Fine. Then let’s change the topic. If we’re going to sit around and wait to die, I want answers. What were you going to tell me before everything went wrong?”

      Although he had been about to tell her right before they were interrupted, Tristan hesitated.

      “Seriously, what is there to lose? You claimed you held back to keep me safe. I don’t think either of us has even the remote possibility of safety anymore. You agreed; I deserve to know.”

      “Izolde, you’re my soul mate.”

      Izolde wasn’t sure how to respond. She had heard others mention mates before and even fated romance or love at first sight when she was out on missions before. But she couldn’t begin to guess how the idea of being a soul mate could cause her the pain she’d been feeling.

      Thinking about that pain, she realized this was the first time she’d left the compound without it. It took her a moment to connect what was different.

      “You’re with me this time. So it’s painful if I’m too far away from you?”

      “Yes.”

      The idea of it made her furious. She wasn’t even sure how she felt about the mate part. Her anger stemmed from his deception. He’d kept this from her, let her believe something completely different about the sensations. He’d left her in the dark, something he shouldn’t do if he truly cared about her.

      Having opened up to the topic, Tristan continued explaining things, either oblivious to her anger or ignoring it.

      “It started when we first met. You had just arrived at the compound.”

      She vaguely remembered that day. Most of her memories from before the compound and the early days were too hazy to be reliable. But she remembered being upset about the idea of training to kill. And about leaving what had been her home.

      She hadn’t found her siblings yet at the time, so she thought she was alone in a new and strange place. Pretty much everything about her situation had bothered her and she’d been crying, something that wasn’t tolerated in her new home.

      Tristan had shown up and comforted her right before she found her brothers and sisters. She had forgotten it with all the events that followed.

      “How long have you known?” she interrupted whatever he had been saying about mating bonds.

      “Since the first day I met you.”

      Betrayal scorched her. At this moment, she was glad she couldn’t summon her foxfire because she would definitely burn down everything around her if she could access it.

      Wordlessly, she stormed away.

      

      She couldn’t believe that Tristan and his father before him lied to her. He hadn’t mentioned his dad, but there was no way that he’d been unaware.

      The farther she walked, the angrier she became. She couldn’t stand the fact that he had kept something so life-changing from her.

      Her mind swirled with what-ifs. If she hadn’t had the bond, would his dad have helped her develop her powers more to be a better assassin? Would she have even wanted that anyway?

      In this moment, she hated the mating bond and what it meant for her. Why did she need to have a bond with someone who would lie about it?

      At some point, she managed to cover enough distance to start feeling pain. Unlike before, it started subtle, probably since she wasn’t crossing to another realm in a heartbeat.

      Another realization hit her. The more recent pain had happened when she was in the compound, which meant Tristan must have been the one who left. She wondered where he had gone, but told herself she didn’t care.

      After some time, she started to cool off. At least the bond explained the crazy attraction she felt toward Tristan. It made sense now that she had been drawn to him from the beginning.

      Having calmed down enough, Izolde turned around and began her way back to Tristan. Her pain eased marginally with every step.

      She may not have wanted a soul mate. Or asked for any of the complications Tristan brought to her. But from the beginning, she had been able to imagine a life so very different from what she knew. One where she and Tristan were together.

      If she somehow rid herself of the tracker before they were both killed, it may be fun to find out where life would take them. She would return and start over. Hopefully, everything would work out in the end.

      

      “You need to contact your brothers and sisters,” he said as he threw another log into the campfire.

      Izolde had lost count of how many times they’d had this same conversation in the past few days.

      “I might not be powerful enough and it’s too risky.” She didn’t bother looking up from cleaning blood off her dagger.

      They’d been trapped in this seemingly uninhabited realm for nine days and she’d been forced to kill just as many assassins in that time. So far, none of them had been anyone she knew well, but that could easily change. She wasn’t sure how she’d react if they sent someone close to her, like one of her siblings.

      No matter how far they walked, they didn’t find any signs of civilization or intelligent life here.

      “We can’t keep going as we are. We need to find a way to remove your tracker and disappear from notice.”

      “I know. But what if one of my siblings happens to be the next to receive the mission to kill me? If they choose to follow orders, we’d be pretty much handing ourselves over by contacting them.” She inspected her dagger, looking for any signs it wasn’t perfectly clean. Then she sheathed it.

      “They wouldn’t turn on you.” Despite his confident words, she detected a hint of doubt in his tone.

      “It’s unlikely,” she agreed, looking up into his face at the troubled expression. “But with the right presentation or the right incentive, they could. They know I’m the weakest of us.”

      He scowled and looked ready to protest.

      Izolde cut him off before he started. “I know you disagree, but I can’t use foxfire. It’s the most basic skill that any kit should be able to do around the time they start walking.”

      “But you used foxfire to bring us here.”

      “Not intentionally. And I haven’t been able to access that power ever since.”

      “If anyone would be willing to help, it would be your brothers and sisters. They won’t turn on you, not when they’re so protective of you.”

      Izolde barely held back her scoff. Her siblings cared about her, sure, but they constantly teamed up against her.

      “It’s too risky.”

      “What’s too risky is staying here. You were badly hurt yesterday when you blocked the assassin from getting to me.”

      “I was fine.”

      “If I hadn’t healed you with my magic, you’d have bled out. It’s a miracle that I was able to get a trickle of healing magic out around this bracelet. Think Izolde! Next time we might not be so lucky. Next time we could be the ones who die instead of whoever they send. We need to do something, and what you can do is reach out to your family for help! Your constant refusal is just going to get us killed.”

      “I’m not going to listen to this.” Izolde stood up and stormed off.

      She couldn’t believe he had to keep pushing her like this. It wasn’t right. If he hadn’t given away their connection to his supervisor rather than tell her about it, then they wouldn’t be in this mess.

      Likely they could have escaped the compound in a better way if he had trusted her with the knowledge to begin with.

      How dare he blame her when she was just trying to keep them safe.

      She didn’t know how long she’d walked, but the sun was now directly overhead, telling her she’d been gone for too long already. However far she’d walked, it was enough for the bond to be punishing her with agony just as bad as the pain she’d felt when she’d crossed realms.

      It was funny how naive she’d been to think that being away from the place she called home had been the cause of such pain. Now, she couldn’t imagine how she didn’t realize something was wrong with that way of thinking.

      As she walked, she pushed the pain to the back of her mind, focusing on moving forward.

      She remembered how hard it had been to move the first time she’d experienced it. Her mission was nearly a failure due to how debilitating it was. But it was her first mission, a test to find out if she belonged or not. If she didn’t succeed, she could end up in a much worse place. Before leaving, her siblings had fussed and fretted over her, overloading Izolde with advice.

      Back then, it had been the greatest challenge she’d ever faced, pushing the pain into a corner of her mind to allow herself to function. Now, it was second nature. She was always aware of its presence, but it was nearly effortless to ignore it after years of doing so.

      As she searched the horizon again, Izolde decided she should head back. She was still angry with Tristan and she wasn’t sure how she felt about their bond. Izolde definitely didn’t like the idea that she had no choice in the matter.

      Sure, she was attracted to him and she might have chosen him for herself if she’d been given a choice, but she’d been granted few options in her life. Was it wrong to want at least one thing to be what she wanted to choose rather than what was decided for her?

      But maybe her decision lay in accepting the bond and everything that came with it or not. Somehow, even that small option made her feel better about it. Of course, she would eventually get over her frustration and hurt and she’d want a future with Tristan. What she needed most was to remove her tracker so they could be free.

      The entire walk back she alternately attempted summoning foxfire and using foxfire to transport herself back to camp. But as usual, her efforts were futile.

      Regardless of whether she figured out what was going on with her power, Isolde decided she wanted to explore her connection to Tristan. Fate had already connected them. The circumstances weren’t ideal, but she didn’t want to keep letting everything get in the way of potential happiness.
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      Tristan regretted the way he spoke with Izolde. But he was right. Their only option was to seek help. He wished his own magic could work for this. Even without the magic-cancelling bracelet, his telportation magic had limitations. He’d attempted to use it anyway, considering his desperation to protect Izolde had allowed him to get a tiny bit of his healing power out. But so far the healing magic was all he’d managed and that wasn’t anywhere near his actual capacity for that type of ability and it had left him way more drained than it should.

      Pacing around camp while waiting for Izolde to return was driving him nuts. As the bond stretched, he knew by the rising pain level that she getting farther and farther away. He’d endured this every time she’d gone on a mission before, so it wasn’t as bad dealing with it now. It was the nagging feeling that something was going to go wrong that made going after Izolde the most tempting.

      Only his sheer willpower and the fact that he knew she needed the space to think kept him from pursuing her.

      Over the past few days, he’d tried almost everything he could think of to remove the bracelet. Izolde had attempted as well, but they were unsuccessful. The only thing he hadn’t tried was cutting off his own hand to do it. The idea was starting to become tempting, but he didn’t know enough about the bracelet. What if he went through with removing his hand just to find out that it didn’t return his power? Then he’d be even less capable than he was now.

      Izolde’s magic, on the other hand, was much more powerful than she realized. Tristan remembered his dad talking about it before. She innately didn’t really want to hurt anyone, which was a disadvantage for someone in her profession, even if her membership was involuntary. His dad thought she had placed her own mental restraint on her power, limiting her ability to cause harm. According to him, she would be stronger than all her siblings combined if she ever overcame it.

      Thinking about her mental block made him consider the bracelet in a new way. Acting on a sudden idea, Tristan attempted simply summoning as much of his power as possible, directing it into the bracelet. If he channeled enough power into it, he might overwhelm the device and break it.

      When his power was almost depleted, he felt success. He was tapped out of power until he recharged, but it wouldn’t be a problem any longer. As soon as Izolde returned, he would tell her the good news and they could keep finding new hiding places until they got her tracker removed.

      “Here I was looking for a fox, but I found a rat instead.” N455T1, a particularly brutal assassin said. Tristan didn’t know if the assassin had his own preferred name, but he commonly heard other assassins calling him Nasty behind his back

      Tristan had been so focused on disabling his bracelet, he hadn’t noticed the assassin zapping into the camp. Fortunately, Nasty seemed to be alone. Unfortunately, Tristan’s exertion had left him not only magically drained, but physically drained as well.

      However, he picked up one of the larger logs with the intent of using it as a club. If he could get a well-placed hit, he might still win, despite the odds stacked against him. Nasty was particularly cocky, so Tristan could use that to his advantage.

      Nasty laughed as he lunged for Tristan. “You think you can beat me with that? I could kill you in a heartbeat.”

      Barely managing to dodge out of the way, he swung his makeshift club at the assassin’s legs. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to do anything more than amuse the man. Between his inexperience in actual combat and his exhaustion, he wasn’t likely to do much damage unless he struck in a weak spot.

      “Why don’t you?” Tristan asked. It wasn’t that he wanted to die, but if he kept the brute talking, then it might provide him with a better opening.

      Instead of answering, Nasty pulled out a blade and began swinging. All Tristan could do was block feebly with the log and pray that he survived this. He didn’t dare hope for Izolde to come save him since he’d rather her stay safe.

      After several attacks, Nasty knocked Tristan down with an extra oomph to his strike. “Since I don’t see my target, I’m guessing she’s hiding, too afraid to fight me. No, I think you would be better off as bait. If I bring you back, she’ll follow.”

      Despite his precarious position, Tristan fought the urge to laugh. If they thought she could follow after they had been sitting ducks for a couple weeks, then they would be sorely disappointed. At least this poor excuse for a trap would buy Izolde time to hopefully find help and gain her freedom. In the meantime, he’d try to find a way out because once she was free, he had no idea whether she’d risk herself to save him or not and he didn’t want to find out.

      His only advantage was that they would still think his bracelet had his magic disabled. Once he had time to rest and recuperate his magic, he would try to find a way out. Since this was Izolde’s best chance, Tristan only put up a token effort in his remaining struggle. His body was so drained that it wasn’t much of an act to seem helpless. When he recovered, they wouldn’t know what hit them.
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      Something was wrong, she felt it in her gut. Izolde desperately and futilely reached for her foxfire, hoping to reach him in time to help. She didn’t know how many he was up against, but he was fighting one or more people and she’d left him alone.

      This didn’t fit the pattern. It was too soon for the compound to have sent more assassins. But the way she felt, she knew they had sent more.

      Shifting into her faster Kitsune form, Izolde kept trying to summon her foxfire as she sprinted the entire way back to camp. Her illusion magic was an afterthought as she approached the clearing. Usually, she kept a slower pace to keep her sounds from giving away her position despite the illusion. But time was running out.

      Either way, the noise of battle ahead should be sufficient to cover her, and her fox form was innately more stealthy than her human one.

      She was still too far away to help when she saw Tristan fall to the ground. Nasty was looming over him with a blade. Fury boiled up within Izolde. She couldn’t let anything happen to Tristan, but she had too much distance remaining to reach him. Desperately, Izolde again reached for her foxfire, flinging it toward the assassin.

      Her shock stopped her in her tracks as a ball of blue-green flame emerged, speeding toward her target. Unfortunately, he zapped out before the fire landed, taking Tristan with him.

      Izolde crumbled to the ground. She was too late. Now she was trapped here alone and she tortured herself with images of the kinds of things they might do to him to try to get to her. Sniffling, Izolde brushed away the tears streaming down her face, only then realizing she must have shifted back to her human form at some point.

      She reached for her foxfire, hoping to reach Tristan, but once again it wouldn’t come. Shifting  back into her Kitsune form didn’t help either. It was tempting to fall into despair, but she had to do something. Without any real access to her foxfire, Izolde knew she only had one option. Resigned, she knew what she had to do. She just hoped she wouldn’t end up getting them both killed in trying to save him.

      

      Hana had always seemed to be the most caring of her brothers and sisters. So if Izolde had to risk contacting someone, she may as well pick the sister least likely to betray her.

      Despite the distance between realms, it only took a thought to open the connection to Hana.

      Hana?

      Izolde, we’ve been so worried about you. Where are you? Hana sounded frenzied, making Izolde feel guilty she hadn’t tried reaching out when Tristan first suggested it.

      Through their mental link, Izolde filled her sister in on the details, leaving nothing out.

      I guess that explains why you’ve been ignoring us. We’ve been trying to reach you. Did you honestly think our loyalty would lie anywhere but our family?

      Izolde swiped a paw over her eyes. She should have known they would always be on her side.

      I’m sorry. I should have trusted you, but I was scared. I’m still scared.

      Hana sighed through their link. I suppose we push you too hard, but you have to know it all comes from a place of love. We’d never want to hurt you. Show me where you are and we’ll be there as soon as we can get away.

      It took less than five minutes for all four of her siblings to arrive. No sooner were they here than she was surrounded in a crushing hug by all of them.

      “How did you manage to get away so fast?” Izolde asked as soon as she could breathe again.

      Kaito smirked. “They think we’re on a mission.”

      “The irony is that we’re going to do the opposite of what they want.” Akio snickered.

      “I’m your mission.” Izolde blew out a breath. “So what’s the plan?”

      “Well…” Hana said, “we have three things we need to do. You need to start using your foxfire.”

      Izolde started to protest, considering that she’d been trying to make it work, but Hana spoke up louder to talk over her.

      “We need to change locations before they consider the possibility that we’re on your side. And we need to remove our trackers.”

      “I heard Treya knows someone who helped her remove hers before that incident with the dome,” Akio suggested.

      “It’s too risky,” Akari said. “Treya never really knew us. She’ll have no reason to trust us, much less want to help us out.”

      “Wasn’t your idea a greater risk?” Akio asked.

      “It could work.” The defensiveness in Akari’s tone told Izolde this wasn’t a new idea or a new argument for it.

      She couldn’t help the shred of hurt she felt that she hadn’t been included before now.

      “Don’t think like that,” Kaito whispered. He was the only one not focused on the current argument, his attention instead on her.

      “What do you mean?” She matched his voice level.

      “You’re feeling hurt that we’ve kept secrets from you. But we only wanted to protect you,” Kaito said, still keeping his voice low to avoid attention.

      “I can handle myself.”

      “You don’t understand.” He shook his head, his eyes pained. “You were too young to remember, but…” A tear slipped out of his eye, shocking her. Izolde couldn’t think of any time she’d seen her brother cry.

      He continued after taking a deep breath. “I know of three litters our mother had. Akari, Hana, Akio, and I were part of the second litter and you were part of the third. Right before we were taken from the starter facility to the compound, I saw our mother arguing with the Director. I stayed hidden and part of me wishes I ran away.

      “Her first litter all went to a different facility, one meant for those they consider ‘defective.’ The director told her that for her defiance, he had them all ‘put down’.” He used air quotes to emphasize his point.

      “Mother tried to attack him and she and the rest of your litter were killed for her efforts.  They killed the little ones one by one in front of her. I think the only thing that spared you was that you weren’t with your litter at the time. The next week, we sent to the compound for training. We’ve done what we needed to do to survive. When you arrived, we were relieved to see you, but also worried.

      “When you couldn’t manifest foxfire, we needed to make sure nobody saw that as a deficiency and sent you away. That’s why we push you so hard.”

      Izolde didn’t know what to say. She vaguely remembered the thought of having brothers and sisters her own age, but her memory that far back was foggy “I think I asked about them and you back then. They told me I had a vivid imagination to think I had others in my litter, but that if I worked hard I could join you in a few years.”

      “It’s settled then,” Hana said, making Izolde jump.

      She’d been so absorbed in her conversation with Kaito, she forgot about the argument. “What’s the plan?” she asked.

      “We think it’ll be worth the risk to try Akari’s idea. We’ll attempt removal of the trackers by foxfire. If we focus our efforts enough, it’ll hopefully work.

      Akio rolled his eyes. “While they are experimenting and hopefully not getting us all killed, Kaito and I are going to work with you on your foxfire.”

      “But I can’t control it.”

      “We think you can. It wasn’t until you shared your recent events with us, but we think we figured it out. You can’t control it because you don’t want to control it,” Akio explained.

      “Of course, I want to control it!” She felt her anger rise. She’d tried so hard to use her foxfire and now they were downplaying her efforts.

      “Consciously you want to control it, but subconsciously you are scared of hurting someone with it. Just as you’ve always clung to the idea that your assassinations had a purpose in making the world a better place. That way, you haven’t been hurting anyone,” Kaito said.

      Izolde crossed her arms, unconvinced. “Assuming this is true, that I have a subconscious block, how do I break it? I’m not saying I believe you.”

      “You burn it away. Let yourself realize that while your fire can harm, it can also protect. You’ll need every bit of power you can summon to get Tristan back. Besides, your foxfire was stronger than ours or any of your litter before we left for the compound,” Kaito said.

      Akio took a different approach, sitting down cross-legged on the ground. “Have you ever seen yourself right before you summon your illusion magic?”

      “No, why?”

      “Because, if you did, you’d notice the flames surrounding you right before you seemingly disappear.”

      Kaito said, “Think about it. And when you’re ready, we’ll spar. Summon your fire, Izzy.”

      Izolde sat in silence for a moment. “Alright, I’m ready.”
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      Nasty paced the room. “Why am I the one stuck babysitting you?” he whined yet again. Tristan had lost count around the thirteenth time.

      For whatever reason, they had allowed Tristan to be in his own bedroom, just under guard. His power was slowly building back up. It wouldn’t be long before he could make a move.

      A knock on the door sent Nasty rushing toward it.

      “Do you want the good news or the bad news first?” A somewhat familiar voice asked from outside the door.

      “Please tell me I’m getting out of here!” Nasty’s voice was somewhere between a growl and a whine.

      Laughter from multiple voices followed his comment. Tristan guessed there were at least half a dozen people right outside.

      “You did this to yourself, N455T1. Next time, don’t take prisoners.

      Nasty scowled, but refrained from commenting.

      “The good news is 1Z0LD3 is on the move. The bad news is your plan failed. She’s not coming here. Fortunately, we sent more competent assassins after her while waiting it out.”

      Silence stretched on long enough that Tristan thought the person delivering the news must have left. Tristan observed Nasty from the corner of his eye. He didn’t want to attract attention. The man looked like he was ready to burst in his anger. A vein pulsated on his temple and his fists were balled up so tight, his nails must be digging in.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” the same voice broke the silence. “Your prisoner should be relieved to know that the Director and Ava have taken a particular interest in this case. Apparently, your mating bond will make a useful experiment. So 1Z0LD3 is on the list to capture at any cost. They want her alive. If she’s killed, they’ll have that assassin’s head for it. Once she’s caught, you’ll be permitted to babysit two people instead of one.”

      Laughter echoed down the hall before fading away. Nasty punched a hole into the wall before turning toward Tristan.

      Nasty stalked toward Tristan. “I should just kill you now and be done with it.”

      “I doubt that would turn out well for you. You heard him, the Director and Ava want to keep us alive to see how they can use us. If you kill me, you’ll face their wrath.”

      His face paled and he went back to pacing the room, ignoring Tristan.

      Tristan nearly jumped when he heard a voice in his head.

      Tristan.

      Carefully keeping his face blank, Tristan thought back, K4—I mean, Kaito, I didn’t know you could mindlink outside of your family. He hoped he was doing this right since he’d never been in a mindlink before.

      Just because we don’t, doesn’t mean we can’t. It’s always safest to downplay our abilities to the point where we’re valuable enough to keep alive, but not enough to become a pet project. Disgust was clear in Kaito’s voice.

      Tristan had to admit he had a valid point.

      Where are they keeping you? Kaito asked.

      In my room. Nasty is guarding me inside. I heard about six voices outside recently, but I think most of them were there for the man delivering a message.

      Is your magic completely disabled?

      Tristan scratched his head, not wanting to appear too absorbed inside his own head. It was unnecessary since Nasty was still stewing and not paying attention.

      He also needed time to think. Was Kaito working with Izolde? Or was he trying to get information for the Director? Tristan wanted to believe the first option, but anything he said could be a risk. Either way, now was the time to decide if he trusted her siblings the way he’d told her he did. For better or worse, he was going to trust her brother.

      They did disable it before I escaped with Izolde, but right before they caught me, I managed to break the bracelet right before Nasty came. It left me drained of magic, but I have access. In a couple hours, I should be completely recharged.

      Good. You won’t be a liability. That should give us enough time to prepare. Lay low. We’re coming for you.
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      Could it be as easy as they made it sound? That she was her own obstacle to success? It sounded too good to be true. But if it was true, it would change everything.

      Izolde focused inward. She’d always clung to the idea that each mission would make the world a better place. Of course, she didn’t want to hurt anyone. Even the people she thought were the absolute worst types of monsters, she had never wanted to make them suffer. So maybe that was why she stopped herself from summoning foxfire.

      She tuned out the chatter of her siblings around her. Instead, she pictured her foxfire and imagined herself welcoming it. Sure, it had the potential to cause significant damage, but it was useful and it could also be used for good purposes. Foxfire was also friendly and cleansing. It gave her the ability to transport herself where she needed to go on a whim.

      Right now, she desperately needed to be able to remove her tracker and free Tristan.

      “Ouch!” Akari complained, jolting her out of her focus.

      Scorched fur permeated the air.

      “It worked,” Hana said, awe filling her voice as she stared at a smoking device on the ground.

      “You didn’t have to burn me in the process.”

      “I’ve never done anything like this. At least it worked You’ll heal,” said Akio. “Who’s next?”

      “Like we’ll trust you to do it again. Someone else should take a turn,” Kaito said.

      Akari seemed only minimally injured and the tracker was out. But for their plan to work, they needed to have functioning trackers. At least hers needed to work. If theirs were all destroyed, the Director and Ava may be fooled into thinking she wiped out her siblings.

      Inspiration struck. This was certainly the most foolish idea she’d ever had. She should try using foxfire for anything else first. In all likelihood, it wouldn’t even work. But if it did work, there were so many ways this may still go wrong.

      She didn’t say anything to her still bickering brothers and sisters. They could be at it for hours before they settled on who would remove the next tracker.

      Izolde gripped the foxfire necklace she’d kept in her pocket, figuring it could help her channel her power. Focusing inward, Izolde reached for the core of herself where she felt like her foxfire lived. If she thought about it, this is where her illusion magic came from as well.

      Just as it was pointed out to her that she had fire right before disappearing when using it. If she’d been unknowingly using her fire all along, she could greet it like an old friend and use it for a new purpose.

      Further, she found the link to Tristan. The invisible cord connecting her to him across all this distance. It was stretched so tightly that pain was inevitable, despite how used to it she’d grown over the years.

      She could use that bond to fuel and focus her now. Precision was what she needed most. She had to be perfect in her execution the first time. But this was no different from her training. She’d needed perfection plenty of times while hitting targets.

      Izolde imagined grabbing the tiniest bit of her foxfire and honing it with her bond to Tristan into a perfect firey blade. She pictured her tracker under the surface of her skin, and imagined cutting its connection to her without harm before holding it in her hand.

      The heat in her hand was uncomfortable, but not painful. She opened her eyes and there it was. Her tracker. As far as she could tell, the nanotech was undamaged. A feral grin spread across her face. If she could accomplish this, she could do anything. Getting Tristan back might even be fun. She knew she wouldn’t struggle with her foxfire again. They were right that it was all in her head.

      “Hey! Izolde grew two new tails!” Akio pointed out, envy in his voice. “How come I’ve never grown two at a time before?”

      Looking behind her, sure enough, she now had five tails, two more than before. It was unusual, but not surprising considering how much power she’d suppressed over the years. She could feel her power inside her and no longer doubted that she would access it at will.

      “You got your tracker out!” Hana said.

      “Why didn’t you tell us you were going to try that?” Akari asked.

      Her siblings were crowding around her, hounding her for answers. Previously, she would have felt attacked. Now, she saw it for what it was. They all cared about her and they wanted the best for her.

      “It looks intact. You should have practiced on one of us first, but you did a clean job,” Kaito somehow praised and scolded her at the same time.

      “That settles it. Two new tails and an undamaged tracker. Izolde should remove the rest.” Akio said.

      So she did the same thing with each of the trackers in turn.

      “Alright, now that they can’t find us through these. Where should we send Izolde’s tracker after we destroy ours?” Akari asked.

      “We want them to work hard to figure out that she’s free of it. We should attach it to something that will stay on the move,” Hana suggested.

      “It should go somewhere dangerous. Something that’ll take out as many of them as possible.” Kaito said.

      Izolde sat down on a log, feeling heavy with that comment. “Not all of them are bad. Some might be like me, deluding themselves into believing in the cause.”

      “Or like us, just following orders to survive while looking for a way out,” Hana said.

      “None of that matters in the long run. It’s them or us. We need to do whatever helps us the most. I suggest Earth. The population of humans and animals is pretty high, so we could give them a wild goose chase there. Literally, if we put it on a goose,” Akari said.

      Izolde disliked that idea. “Too much likelihood of collateral damage. Besides, if the goose flies, then it’ll look suspicious. We don’t know how precise these trackers are.”

      “Maybe they’ll just think you have a new and unique ability,” Hana suggested.

      “It’s better if they underestimate her, not overestimate. We should send it to Sorvafellen. At least less people would get hurt,” Akio said.

      “Shoulgrim would be better. Leave it with the demons. That would give them plenty of fight to distract them from the fact she’s not there. If we attach it to a rodent, it’ll have sufficient movement while still being near the populated areas. With the added bonus of being hard to find.” Kaito had a point.

      By the time everything was lined up and they are ready for action, Izolde was brimming with restless energy. The pain from her bond is a mere afterthought behind the anxiety and anticipation of the self-assigned mission. If the stakes weren’t so high, Izolde might be positively giddy from the idea of this kind of mission—a rescue mission.

      Izolde helped destroy the remaining trackers and Kaito took hers to Shoulgrim. Finally, they were ready for action and Izolde was confident she could do her part.

      Now that she’d gotten over her mental block, zapping into the compound would be almost too easy. Kaito shared the mental image of Tristan’s room with the rest of them so they could zap right into his room. It was time for battle.
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      Nasty looked over at Tristan. He seemed to be trying to decide whether he could get away with torture or if he’d be in trouble.

      “What the—” Nasty reached for his blades as Izolde and her siblings zapped in.

      But Izolde was too fast for him. Tiny balls of foxfire shot out of her hands and heated his weapons, making him drop them as they were too hot to be useable.

      “You don’t want to do this. I can offer you a way out. A way to get your freedom,” Izolde tried reasoning with him.

      Nasty laughed. “Why would I want to leave? Aside from babysitting duty,” he scowled, “this is everything I could ask for. I have all my needs taken care of. I get to hunt down targets, torture and kill them.”

      Focused on Izolde, Tristan saw her face turn a greenish hue. stomach turned. He was sure she’d heard of Nasty’s reputation the same way he had, but she probably hoped it wasn’t true. Or that he’d been the way he was to survive.

      He saw Izolde gather up her foxfire, likely ready to make his death more quick and painless than the ones he dished out.

      The four balls of foxfire that sped toward Nasty didn’t come from Izolde. A quick scream and he was nothing more than a burnt husk.

      “Sorry, Izzy, but you were taking too long. We had to do something,” Akio said.

      Izolde shot her brother an irritated look before rushing over to Tristan. “I’m sorry I left you. You were right.” She barely finished talking before her lips were on his in a frantic kiss.

      “No time for that now. We need to leave while we still can,” Akari said.

      “Too late,” Kaito said, readying his foxfire.

      Guards poured into the room. Tristan wanted to fight with them, but his magic wasn’t recovered. Instead, he watched and decided to keep his power in reserve in case they needed it.

      Izolde was magnificent as she flickered out of view only to appear somewhere else as she quickly dealt a firey death blow to her targets. Occasionally, she created duplicates of herself, all of them dancing around the battlefield. The only perceivable difference between the illusion and reality was that the duplicates didn’t do any damage. But they certainly confused and distracted her enemies.

      Her siblings were all skilled with their foxfire, but they didn’t even bother with the illusion magic she used.

      He saw one of the guards try to sneak up behind her while she was dealing with a couple others. Her siblings were all fighting their own targets. So Tristan sent out his own magic in the form of electricity to take out the guard.

      Finally, everyone seemed to be dealt with. “Now would be a good time to zap out of here,” Tristan said.

      “No, we have one more person to find first,” Akio said.

      “That would have been nice to know when we are planning everything.” Hana glared at him.

      “Who is it? And where in the compound do we need to go?” Izolde asked.

      “Nevermind, I’ve got this.” Akio zapped out.

      “How could he do this? Do any of you know who he’s after?”

      Nobody did.

      “Let’s find him.” Izolde strode out of the door. Tristan wanted to get her to safety, but he couldn’t fault her for going after her brother.

      “Let’s at least zap somewhere else in the compound so we’re less likely to run into trouble. I can’t believe Akio is ignoring us,” Akari complained.

      Tristan wasn’t sure who zapped him, but he found himself in their room.

      “Where do you think he’s most likely to have gone?” Kaito asked.

      “The person he wants to save is likely another assassin. So most likely, that person is on this floor or being held in confinement,” Hana said.

      “Let’s split up. We can cover more ground that way,” Akari suggested.

      “Fine, but keep your mental links open. Nobody goes silent like Akio,” Kaito said.

      “I’ll check in confinement with Tristan.” Izolde didn’t wait for a response before she’d zapped them down to the confinement cells.

      Signs of battle were everywhere. Bodies littered the floor. Tristan was about to suggest Izolde call her siblings as she pushed forward. But he didn’t get any sound out before they zapped in. Likely Izolde already called them. They only had to take out a handful of zombies before they found Akio carrying a dark-haired female dressed in tattered and bloody assassin clothes.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Akio suggested.

      “Do you have a plan about where to go?” Tristan asked.

      “Joustal might be an easy enough place to disappear.”

      “Why not Yara?” Tristan asked.

      “Too hard to get in,” Akari replied.

      “Not when I’m with you. I can go straight to my dad’s place, past the wards.”

      “That’s our safest bet. Let’s go there. We can always change our minds later,” Hana said.

      “Wait,” Izolde said. “We need to remove her tracker before we go to Yara.”

      “Fine, but do it fast and be careful.” Akio anxiously shifted the unconscious woman in his arms.
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      It wasn’t as awkward as Izolde thought it would be. Seeking haven with her previous handler, Tristan’s dad, the man who kept so much from her, yet shielded her for all those years. Izolde had thought it would be harder to face him. But he’d always treated her with kindness, despite everything, so it wasn’t as bad as she’d expected.

      When offered some time to rest, Izolde leapt at the chance and drug Tristan in with her. She wanted some alone time with her soul mate.

      Once the door was closed, leaving them alone in a bedroom, she pressed her lips to his, reveling in the luxury of just being here safe with him.

      “I take it you’ve accepted our bond?” Tristan asked when she pulled away.

      Izolde scoffed. “Like I really had a choice.” Seeing his face drop, she revised her statement. “How could I choose anything other than accepting you? You were right about my abilities and you were right about my siblings. There is no one I’d rather be my mate than you.”

      Tristan claimed her mouth in a much more passionate kiss than any they’d shared before.

      The door barged open and Izolde formed her foxfire into blades since she’d left all of her physical weapons in another room.

      “Ew. I didn’t need to see that,” Kaito whined.

      “You should try knocking first.” Izolde let her foxfire blade dissipate with the retort.

      Her siblings piled into the room.

      “What’s going on?” Tristan asked the same question Izolde was thinking.

      “We need to figure out our next steps,” Akari said.

      “What next steps? We’re fortunate enough to have escaped. What else do we need to do?” Tristan asked.

      “We need to find out if any of our siblings may still be alive. The reject center might still have some of Mother’s first litter. And there might be an entire litter we weren’t aware of. I was talking to Luna, the girl I rescued, and there may be hope. They may not have killed everyone,” Akio said.

      “But we don’t even know where any of those facilities are. We can’t just show up and infiltrate them.  And how would we even know if they were our siblings?”

      “So we have some things to figure out, but are we all agreed that we need to do something?” Akio asked.

      “Sure, as long as we can be sure of success. This place is nice. I don’t ever want to leave. It’s so convenient that Izzy’s mate is a mage, giving us easy access to Yara.” Hana sighed dreamily.

      “So are we trying to be heroes and free everyone? Or just our own?” Kaito asked.

      “Getting everyone out would be a big project. We’d need way more people and resources than we currently have. If we can in the future, we should. But for now, that’s too ambitious. We can help as many people as possible. Perhaps someday, if we free enough people, we’ll be able to reach that point.” Izolde hated that she couldn’t help everyone, but she couldn’t throw her life away. That wouldn’t help anyone.

      “Great, so now that you’ve sorted out what you’re next mission is, can I please have some alone time with my mate?” Tristan asked.

      Four sets of Kitsune eyes glared at him while Izolde giggled. The whole scene was ridiculous.

      “Either way, we all need some time to recharge. Let’s figure this out tomorrow,” she said.

      Reluctantly, they all agreed and left the room.

      Tomorrow she could risk her life to free others. For now, she wanted to enjoy her freedom and seal the bond with her mate. Either way, her life would never be the same, something she’d forever be grateful for.

    

  


  
    
      Dear reader,

      I hope you enjoyed reading The Fox Assassin. If you enjoyed it, you may be interested in my other books or more books in the League of Supernatural Assassins series, written by various talented authors.

      If you want to see more of my work, I encourage you to follow me on social media, or sign up for my newsletter.

      If you enjoyed this book—or even if you didn’t—please leave an honest review. Reviews are important for both authors and readers.

      If you found any typos, grammar issues, etc., please use this form or email me at amber@arsummersauthor.com with the details.
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      When given a target, you take the shot … 

      … or suffer the consequences.

      As genetically created beings raised to be assassins, they knew nothing of love or compassion. They were trained to fight, obey orders, and kill. Those that didn’t, never lasted long. 

      Yet despite their upbringing, some of them were given siblings which they learned to love and sought to protect. Those not given this opportunity found themselves either confused by their fellow assassins, in contempt of them, or outright jealous. 

      So, when one of the League’s top assassin’s escapes with her little brother, it leads to questions. Why did she leave the only place she knew? How did she pull it off?

      But when she returns with a mate, threatens the life of their creator if he doesn’t leave them alone, and he backs down, it leaves them all shocked. 

      Even if they wanted to gain their freedom, where would they go? More importantly, is there a mate out there for them, and if so, how will they know when they meet that person? 

      Get it now and join the league as they navigate the bloody waters of finding a new life. 
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