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        To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag Episode 2 as:

      

        

      
        Ryuusen still does not know what to do about this. Alcrowe tries to help and maybe succeeds, a little. Maury has FEELS. Beaker is a good fluff. Ian is a confused rescue. Ryker’s Bane has a very active Gheyo Suite. VERY active. Mistakes were made. Fines were accrued.
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            An Alpha's Burden - Ryuusen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryuusen shut his office door and cast the usual barrage of spells to keep it sealed and well-warded against any possible attacks. There were various fail-safes set in place, so if anything should ever happen to Emerald Hollow, his work—and its secrets—would be properly destroyed. 

      That was the only way they could properly operate, after all. Some days he wondered whether classifying Ryker’s Bane as a Military Circle was the right choice.

      Except there was no other option for them, considering the natural Gheyic inclinations that led to expected levels of bloodthirstiness in addition to the excessive property damage.

      Right.

      He was supposed to be thinking things through and figuring out what to do about the whole mess, instead of thinking about the inevitable repair receipts that would grace his desk when his Bonded grew antsy indoors.

      It helped that things had thrown everyone off-guard, no matter how briefly, because it provided something of a pause. A good reset point that he could use to reorient them as a Circle.

      And a slight mental break from the recent strain of his Alpha duties. Ryuusen sighed. He tested the wards on the office door with a slight flick of his fingers, noting the way the green-gold spark of magic shriveled up into a little crooked spiral.

      That was good.

      His desk was vaguely welcoming with its dark cherry wood tones and serviceable sturdy surface, beveled edges making it easier for things to fall off the edge—and other more personal activities.

      A slight smirk settled on his face as he thought of the last encounter that ended up making use of the rather handy height of the desk. Eiron always was an adventurous sort, happy to enjoy Ryuusen’s appreciative attentions, even if it meant a desk over a comfortable bed.

      Fingers traced lightly over the smooth wood, a few quick neatening charms squared up the paperwork he had shuffled to the sides earlier in the week. A few ink sticks were rolled into a neat pyramid, stuck to the corner of the protective writing mat.

      The soft half-whistle had all the holographic screens flickering to life and illuminating the entire corner of the room where his desk took up one third of the entire space. Soft blue-and-white lights cast various shadowed shapes all along the corners of the walls, floor and ceiling.

      Instinctively, he relaxed.

      The more shadows that were in play, the more comfortable he would feel. It was simply part of being a Shadow elemental.

      In the privacy of his office, he could let his guard down just a little bit more. Showing a calm and centered front to his Circle after the crazy mission they’d just done through—was definitely important.

      But that didn’t mean it hadn’t affected him.

      A heaviness clung to him as he instinctively gave into the darkened draw on his bonds and followed the most unhappy strand. That had to be Maury, given his state from earlier. 

      It’d been years since he’d seen Maury react so obviously to something like that. Of course, he could understand the reason why—no sane dragel capable of recognizing what the youngling had suffered through, would’ve been able to remain entirely impassive for the entirety of the rescue.

      Even now, he could still see the small, emancipated body and the obvious signs of experimental use—they’d cleaned out one too many laboratories over the years, after all.

      It wasn’t hard to tell when someone had been forced into the horrific existence of being a test subject. The signs were all there, after all, considering the state of the underground compound, it was amazing that it’d lasted down there for so long.

      Though there was nothing left, Ryuusen could still feel the destructive urge to wreak havoc tearing around his agitated mind, urging him to seek an outlet for it.

      If he couldn’t calm himself, Maury was sure to suffer from it. Their bond was rather deep and Maury’s empathy only made that significantly deeper than a traditional Alpha-Submissive bond.

      He'd hoped that Alcrowe would've been able to take the edge off of Maury’s worry, but maybe that was expecting a bit much from everything. Normally, Maury didn’t accompany them for assignments like today’s own. He liked to help when he could, but often had no complaint about sitting outside of the wards and keeping the shields maintained.

      Something important and significant enough to keep his dual-nature content, but also to keep him out of harm’s way if his Circle chose to be a little reckless in terms of destructive spellwork and gleeful hacking and slashing through whatever was condemned that day.

      Ryuusen had expected something a bit dirty—it was underground, after all—and maybe, a little tedious, but nothing at all like the filth they’d found and horrors that had come to light.

      It was so innocent looking on the outside and yet, the dirty, half-drained tanks, the busted chemicals burning through reinforced walls and floors—a complete and utter mess.

      They weren't exactly short-handed in the raid today, but he still would've preferred to keep Maury out of it. 

      Even if it meant that today would've gone quite differently. 

      Ryuusen sighed. Maybe I should call the others back. It isn’t like they’re actually doing anything on assignment, they’re simply roaming and amusing themselves so they wouldn’t bring this entire estate down around our ears…

      He snorted. Maury would probably enjoy having all of them home. It’d been at least five years since every single one of them was under the same roof at the same time.

      It’d been amusing. Disastrous, but amusing.

      He’d made sure to split them up into triads and shifts from then on, if only to spare himself the headache of having to mediate between so many Jokers, Mages and Maury’s moods.

      After all, there was plenty to keep everyone occupied for the first couple of days of being back together. It was only when those days stretched into weeks, months and years, that problems surfaced.

      The kinds of problems that were easily solved by simply giving each individual Bonded enough space and time to sort themselves out—and stay sorted. There was an open invitation to return or remain at the main estate at any given time and that had made it infinitely easier for all of them involved.

      Lately though, he’d gotten the feeling that some of them were a bit homesick. Perhaps a mandatory recall would work on giving everyone a chance to readjust to each other again.

      It certainly couldn’t hurt.

      Ryuusen hummed softly, watching the shadows jump and dance around the office corners, unable to bring himself to sit directly in the comfortable, well-worn leather chair behind the desk.

      There was a soft lounge by one corner and his secondary collection of spell books and grimoires on the other end of the office, but none of it was particularly appealing to him just yet.

      His mind wanted him to listen to his instincts and his body was intent on moving restlessly until an invisible, unidentifiable itch was scratched.

      Calling a handful of shadows to him, Ryuusen left his office, warding it behind him and allowing the shadows to pull him towards the source of his discomfort.

      It didn’t take long for his element to sort things out in short order.

      The instinctive pull stopped directly in front of the shared baths and Ryuusen stifled a groan. He did not want to go in there. Especially not if Alcrowe happened to be in there as well. 

      That would not go over well at present.

      Maury would likely be in top-form with his usual fussing and right now, there was no way he was in the mood to handle any of that before he’d sorted himself out.

      His own worries were his headache to bear and they weren’t particularly productive worries either. Maury would only worry for him and that wasn’t helpful either, so it meant avoiding the shared baths for the moment, no matter how much he would’ve liked to indulge in his Bonded’s company.

      Ryuusen made a grumbling sound in his throat as he hurried on past the shared baths and towards the far end of the estate where he would have some privacy and quiet. 

      And where he could summon home the rest of their missing Circle. 
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      Beaker was the first one he called. The great big brain of a fluff answered with a chirp within seconds of the message bubble's connection. There was clear blue sky visible behind Beaker’s thin, gaunt face, his darkened hair falling thickly in front of his face.

      He was clearly somewhere up high and enjoying the wind ruffling his feathered hair and unbothered by the daylight, as his eyes were almost their normal shade. Curious clicking and clucking sounds spilled out of his mouth as he tried to speak in dragel and wound up speaking in avian instead.

      A reluctant smile graced Ryuusen's face as he parsed out the garbled message. His avian was a little rusty, but the heart of the message came through.

      He clicked back an answer, carefully.

      Only for Beaker to dissolve into huffs of laughter, clicking and chirping back in answer.

      Ryuusen shook his head, fondly. He’d only understood half of that, at most. “Come home," he said, simply. "Maury will need you." 

      Beaker gave another enthusiastic chirp, feathers beginning to overtake his face as his avian-shift began. Seconds later, his feathered face vanished from view.

      The message bubble blurred and popped, the connection dissolved. 

      Ryuusen spun another one on his hand and repeated the scene several times, until each of his wayward Jokers knew that he wanted them home. That Maury needed them and that maybe, something was brewing. 

      The Jokers were the wildcards of Ryker’s Bane he’d always taken care to give them as much space and support as they needed. A gesture that was repaid tenfold with their utmost loyalty and more.

      He’d only needed to message them. No explanation needed. They’d looked at him with eyes seeing more than words could ever explain, and agreed to be on their way.

      That was all he’d needed.
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      Satisfied that his missing Bonded would make their way back to Emerald Hollow within the week, Ryuusen retraced his steps to the shared bath. The instinctive restlessness had calmed significantly now that he’d seen to necessary reinforcements and taken some time to calm down.

      He could also tell that Maury was doing better, his bond a bit quiet, but significantly calmer than before. It seemed that Alcrowe’s presence had helped quite a bit.

      Ryuusen rounded the corner to see a surprising sight and it was only his shadows reaching out to pull him to a stop, that kept him from gracelessly interrupting the moment.

      Alcrowe and Mallex enjoying themselves outside of the door of the shared baths with the appropriate silencing spells—and nothing at all for privacy. From the way they were wrapped around each other, it was clear that they’d been there for quite some time.

      Long enough to more than indulge their instincts and whatever needs would’ve accompanied them.

      Ryuusen bristled, faintly even as his body responded to the lovely sight in front of him. Now is really not the time for this…is there ever really a good time? His brow furrowed in thought.

      Mallex was usually rather partial to Eiron, unless his Suite was particularly grumpy or needy.

      Which meant that Mallex wouldn't have gone to Alcrowe if Eiron was available.

      Odd, Ryuusen thought to himself. He should've been here and more than that, he should be with his Suite unless he’s—oh by the Shadows! Doesn't the man ever think through his impulses instead of—no, he is thinking. Otherwise, I'd have a bigger headache than this. Damn it, Eiron. You could just tell me what you’re going to meddle with so at least I have some idea of what kind of chaos I’m going to have to bribe away?

      He sighed and started towards the half-naked pair. "If you're going to do that right outside the shared baths, then at least use a better privacy spell? Silencing charms don’t exactly do much.” 

      Mallex smirked at him from where he was currently wrapped around Alcrowe, far too much scaled skin on display, his hair sticking up endearingly. “Where's the fun in that, Ryu? I don't mind an audience.” 

      "Eiron minds." Ryuusen folded his arms across his chest, his shadows playing about his feet.

      Mallex shrugged, unbothered. "He still watches—and Alcrowe’s not complaining.” 

      "Take it upstairs," Ryuusen muttered, trying not to notice just how far they’d gotten. He was supposed to be on his way to talk to Maury. Not—distracted by the very interesting moment taking place in front of him. "Now, please?" 

      "Since you asked so nicely," Mallex said, grinning. “I’m sure we can manage. You know, if you’re going to look that-”

      “Mallex,” he growled.

      Mallex snickered. He curled his arms around Alcrowe's neck and easily wrapped his legs around his waist. “Your room,” he said, amused. "And keep me there until morning.” 

      Alcrowe snorted. “Until morning? Do I want to know what you did for them to kick you out upstairs?” 

      “Nothing!” Mallex said with wide-eyed innocence. “I was just all on my own and I thought you would appreciate some company. If you don’t want me, I’m sure I could find some entertainment elsewhere-” 

      “You’re a terrible liar,” Alcrowe rumbled. One large hand curled possessively over Mallex’s bared hip. “And a devious little thing when you want to be—whatever you’re up to-”

      "Aww, you two have such little faith in me," Mallex purred. "I really should make you work for this. Both of you, actually." A considering look flickered across his face. "But that would actually mean more work for me right now and I don't want to move," he groaned, head thumping back against the wall. "Julian did well, so who do you think they're all fawning over?"

      "Oh?" Alcrowe cupped his ass, pressing him back a little harder into the wall to see him wince. "Is that all this is? And here I thought you’d be happy for your favorite”

      “I am!” Mallex said, eyes squeezing shut. “And he’s not my favorite.”

      “Sure, he isn’t.” Alcrowe said, shaking his head. “So is this just a little bit of jealousy or something else? Should I weasel that out of you?" 

      "Ugh. Don't." Mallex trembled, faintly. "Quit teasing. If you aren't going to act like an ACE and use me, then-" 

      Ryuusen rubbed his forehead, the first stirrings of a headache pressing at the forefront. "Do you two mind?” 

      "Clearly," Mallex grumbled. He began to untangle himself from Alcrowe’s arms, annoyed enough to pull away. “If neither of you are going to take me up on this, then I'll entertain myself elsewhere and leave you two to your grumpy-”

      "Here, hold this-" Alcrowe said. He switched from pinning Mallex to the wall, to half-dumping him in Ryuusen's surprised arms. "Hold him, don't drop him. Eiron would stab us both for that." 

      Mallex whined, squirming at the unexpected change of being pressed up against the wall to the surprisingly sturdy arms of his Alpha. "Hey!" 

      "Quiet," Alcrowe said, firmly. "You like to fuss and I have no idea why we let you get away with it so often.” 

      "Because I'm cute?" 

      "You're a cute pain in my ass," Alcrowe retorted. "Now behave.” A flick of his wrist brought a handful of shadows into a semi-solid form directly under Mallex. A makeshift platform of sorts to display the fussy Gheyo Queen with little ceremony. 

      Violet eyes fluxed even darker as Mallex squirmed on the soft, nearly solid bit of Shadow that now supported him in mid-air at a far too convenient height. He couldn’t get free of this without some effort and it left him hot and bothered.

      “Alcrowe, t-that's not fair-!" Mallex twisted even as the shadows curled around his wrists, tightening accordingly.

      Ryuusen perked up, considerably
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