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Mage’s Fugitive

 

By Saria Bryant

 

After fourteen years being forced to serve the Order, Rían Fáidh is finally sent on his last mission before gaining his freedom, only to find a trap waiting for him. Unwilling to let one of their most talented mages go, the Order sends their personal assassin, the Mage Reaper, to dispose of Rían.

Meanwhile, Toua is a healer on the run from the cartel the Order sold him to in order to pay off his brother’s debt. When he reunites with Rían again, pulled together by forces outside their control, they must learn to trust each other and the pack offering them sanctuary if they’re going to survive.


Dedication: To the aces.


Special thanks to Deianira for her patience in letting me pick her brain on Hmong culture and shamanism. Any mistakes in representation are my own, and some liberties were taken with the magical elements in order to fit the world. I hope you enjoy reading as much as I enjoyed writing this one.


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

IN LESS than twelve hours, Rían would finally be free of the Order.

One last mission. One final, questionably legal task for the people who had legally abducted him when he was ten. He counted himself lucky his magic hadn’t Sparked until after the laws were updated to prevent the Order from taking kids even younger than that. The fact they’d been able to secure their position as the sole authority for training and governing mages, outside of Japan and a few smaller countries, was the result of centuries of manipulation and countless billions of various currencies into corrupt channels.

He’d daydreamed hundreds of ways to make the Order’s empire crumble, but he wasn’t stupid enough to give voice to any of those plans, much less try to enact them alone.

He squinted at his laptop screen as he looked through apartments. After tonight, he’d officially be homeless. If he survived. Not that he was too worried about it; he did have a place he could use in the meantime.

No, he was more annoyed at the fact that all of his careful planning over the last year was now moot, courtesy of a certain shifter pack and their new mage.

Denver had been a magical dead zone for the last few decades, ever since the shifter massacre there fifty years ago. It didn’t seem to be common knowledge even among other mages, but there was a definite link between shifters inhabiting an area and the number of mages who Sparked there. No shifters meant no mages, but the moment Caius and his pack declared their intentions to claim territory there, boom. Magic.

Rían had been hoping to live there for years without needing to worry about the Order swooping in to kidnap young mages, as they were wont to do. Now he had to choose between dealing with the Order for the rest of his life and setting up shop in a major city with more mages for competition instead, or looking for another dead zone. The fact he’d already signed a lease for a building and hired a crew to put his tattoo shop together meant he’d lose a decent chunk of money if he went somewhere else, but the loss could be worth it.

Niamh, his sugar glider familiar, barked from her perch on the bed, letting him know it was time to go.

“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered as he shut his laptop and shoved it into its bag. Even after fourteen years stuck here, most of his everyday possessions fit into a few bags. His magical tools and supplies in one, his laptop in another, and a few changes of clothes and some knickknacks in another. The first was by far the largest.

He glanced around the small room, barely large enough for a bed and a desk, that he’d lived in for most of his life and resisted the urge to set it on fire. He wouldn’t be looking back, that was for certain, though he expected the Order to have some underhanded ploy ready when he finished this last mission. They weren’t ones for letting their mages go so easily, even after they’d served their time.

Apparently he was needed in a village in Brazil, where the last several months of unrest were threatening to turn into something bigger. The greed of the local village head, Manuel, was threatening to interrupt the Order’s supply of biolume shrooms, a fungus more commonly known as Satan’s jellyfish due to its volatile qualities that only grew within a small section of the rainforest. Ironic that the Order had put the man in place to begin with years ago to facilitate their access to the jellyfish.

Now Rían was being sent to clean up the mess, and he was allowed to solve the situation with extreme prejudice. Usually that would mean he was ordered to quell the locals, not that orders meant much when he couldn’t be forced, but as the villagers were the only ones with the knowledge and skills to quickly and efficiently harvest the Order’s precious fungus, Rían was able to finish his last mission on a high note.

He moved to the door of his closet and pressed his hand against it to call his “safe house.” Truthfully, it wasn’t exactly a house at all, but his Sidhe, one of the few fairy mounds left in existence. His grandmother had access to one that had served their family for generations, but this one had come to him in his first days after the Order abducted him. When he’d been angry and lost and wanting his mother. He’d run through the halls looking for an exit, only to step through a door and onto the rolling green hills of home.

He still remembered the cloying scent of sweet grasses and flowers and the warmth of his mother’s cooking. The relief hadn’t lasted long, before his family scolded him for running from the Order.

He hadn’t been home since, but occasionally he’d find spell components or a new grimoire in his Sidhe, and he knew they’d come from his grandmother.

With a quick glance inside to ensure nothing was out of place, he tossed all but his bag of casting supplies through and closed the door. Then, since he had no intention of stepping into this room ever again, he broke the decade-old link on the door that allowed him to call his Sidhe with a simple touch of his hand.

That done, he opened a portal to the location he’d been given, the outline of a door shimmering a translucent blue in the air. Then, for the first time since his first few solo missions, he hesitated. He wasn’t naive enough to think that the mages who disappeared after their last mission were living happily ever after. Far too many died tragically on what was to be their last mission for him to believe this wasn’t a trap, but he’d researched all the information as thoroughly as he could. He’d even hidden a few scrying mirrors in the forest around the village the moment he received what was supposed to be his final mission, but there’d been no suspicious movements. No traces of magic aside from what was there naturally.

Nothing was out of the ordinary, but then the final missions of others hadn’t been either.

He could only hope all his training paid off and he could handle whatever was waiting for him.

With a deep breath he stepped through into a hot, humid evening in the heart of the rainforest.

He was sweating within moments.

Niamh barked quietly as she landed on his shoulder, and he reflexively checked the pouch around his neck to ensure his other sugar glider had made it with him. The only male in the litter he’d rescued had a penchant for disappearing and making Rían’s life difficult. When he spotted the white fur of the albino inside, he breathed a soft sigh of relief and let the doorway vanish.

He turned around to get his bearings, but there was nothing but trees, trees, and more trees. With the time difference between Brazil and Austria, he stepped back in time from early morning to dead of night, and the only light came from the stars and full moon. As his lungs adjusted to the thick, heavy air of his new environment, he welcomed the respite that came with the void of nature. No electricity buzzing beneath his hearing. No press of other bodies nearby. Best of all, no living auras filling his vision. Only the quiet drone of night insects and the green-tinged darkness swallowing him.

Niamh chirped, and Rían turned again, catching the flicker of human auras in the distance.

“Right,” he muttered and headed towards the village. He didn’t have a plan—he rarely had time to put one together—but he’d figure it out when he got a better look at what he was dealing with. As he drew closer, he saw it was a small village, barely large enough for fifty people to live there, all residing in thatched houses raised off the ground.

Farther back was a small modern villa, and he could see why the villagers here were ready to riot. The audacity of the building itself, with its stone flooring, glass walls, and soft orange lights, was a stark and blatant middle finger to the other villagers living nearby.

He stepped into the village, meeting the startled gazes of the few villagers who saw him. All their auras were faded, with pale lines of stress and anger, most with signs of poor health. Overworked and underfed. He hated how often he saw those markers on his missions.

He motioned to the opulent house in the distance and asked in Portuguese, “Where is the one you want dead?”

A young woman made a startled noise and stepped closer, fear sparking in her aura as she raised a small hatchet covered with the blue bioluminescent glow of the fungus they harvested.

Rían lifted his palm before she could strike. “I’m here to take care of him for you.”

She stopped with a wary look, but she lowered her weapon. “He’s inside,” she said slowly with a jerk of her chin to the villa. “Most likely eating. Again.”

He shook his head and headed for the cleared path leading from the village, though he stopped when he passed a large crate full of Satan’s jellyfish. A single one was worth several thousand dollars, but he didn’t need the money. They were far more useful to him as ingredients. He’d stocked up on the rarer components as best he could over the past few months, knowing he’d lose the Order’s unlimited access to anything he could ever possibly need, but the jellyfish had such a small harvest area that the Order tended to monitor their supply more closely than others. He pulled out a pair of tongs and a large jar from his bag and stuffed seven mushrooms into it. That should last him months if not a year.

Then he continued on, picking his way along the footpath. He was nearing the villa’s door and in need of a plan when he felt a ripple of seeking magic. A familiar enough sensation, since the Order liked to keep an eye on all their mages, but this one gave him pause. Rarely did someone seek him out until a day or two after he started a mission.

The silver spiral amulet on his wrist flared, intercepting the spell and redirecting it to the small crystal left under the bed in his room. The crystal acted as a decoy, and whoever cast the seeking spell would be informed Rían was in the room and not the middle of the rainforest.

The basic wards on the home flared bright against his eyes as he approached, and he squinted as he studied them. When he didn’t see any hidden traps, he reached into his bag and pulled out his jar of twisted clover. He pinched his nose against the pungent odor and quickly whispered the words to coax the magic of the clover to pierce the ward.

Brown smoke oozed across the bright glow, eating through the protections like acid. When the hole was big enough for him to pass through, he hurried inside, sealed the jar, and shoved it back in his bag. The solid wood door was locked, but a simple spell removed the door entirely and dropped it several feet away.

Niamh leapt off his shoulder and glided across the room. When she reached the end to turn the corner, she chirped in surprise and rebounded off the wall before racing back to Rían.

He swore under his breath as he hurried to catch up, pulling ghost tongue and devil’s bittercress from his bag. But when he reached the corner, he came face-to-face with the glowing yellow eyes of a shifter.

“Naughty little mage. And here we thought you were a smart one.”

Adrenaline spiking and heart pounding, Rían chucked the jars with a frantic command that caused both to immediately shatter. A haze of white powder and red bubbles exploded into the air, and he called on the wind as he exhaled to blow the mixture in the wolf’s face. The man snarled as his skin blistered on contact.

Rían didn’t linger. He threw himself around the toxic cloud and ran for the kitchen ahead.

“Niamh, where’s the target?” He only had minutes before shifter healing combated his attack. What was a shifter even doing here? There’d been no mention of a bodyguard or hired gun. They were supposed to tell him these things.

Except they hadn’t. Which meant this bastard was likely there to kill him on behalf of the Order. Fecking bastards.

Fine. This was fine. He could handle a shifter. Once he found the target and finished the mission, he’d either take out the shifter or disappear through a portal. Part of him wanted to open a portal then and there, but he wouldn’t risk being labeled a deserter. He’d lose his freelance license and never find work anywhere again.

Niamh barked as she flew over the railing of the connected hallway and sailed down to the lower level.

Rían took one look over the edge, saw the glass table directly below, heard the shifter cursing from the kitchen, and threw himself over anyway. Another command word as he fell activated one of his amulets. A bright pure-silver bubble of light surrounded him, absorbing the impact as he crashed through the glass. Then he was racing after Niamh, to the top of a set of stairs in a narrow hallway leading down to yet another floor.

There was a loud crunch as the shifter landed in the shattered glass, and Rían swore. He grabbed a small jar full of a viscid black slime and threw it behind him as he started down the stairs. The jar shattered on impact, and the slime immediately spread across the floor, the top few stairs, and climbed up the entryway like a living web. It might not cause any damage, but at least shifter healing couldn’t do anything about a slime stronger than epoxy.

Rían thundered down the stairs that ended at a solid iron door and hissed. He didn’t have much fae blood, but he had enough that he could taste the iron in the air and fought the urge to sneeze. But iron was pervasive enough in the modern world that he knew how to deal with it.

From the top of the stairs came sudden disgusted cursing. “What the fuck is this shit?” the shifter howled.

Rían reached into his bag again, cursing this mission and the toll it was taking on his supplies as he pulled out a jar of blue-tinged silver liquid. Niamh chirped and swooped down to climb into her pouch with her brother, and Rían swiped a thumb over the triquetra amulet around his neck. Then he opened the jar and splashed the liquid on the door.

Absinthe of Winter, his own recipe, froze the door quickly enough that his breath frosted the air, but his amulet kept the sudden below-freezing temperature from affecting him. Another moment and the embrittled iron buckled and cracked.

The shifter snarled as he came into view, struggling down the stairs as the slime coating him kept sticking to the walls and steps. “Going to rip you apart, starting with your nails!”

Nope, nope, nope. He liked his nails right where they were.

Rían slammed his foot into the door, and it shattered as easily as the glass table. He shoved his hand into his bag again and rushed inside, eager to get this over with and leave before the shifter could make good on his threat. But the moment he crossed the threshold, he realized he’d walked from one trap right into another.

Manuel lay on the floor, his throat ripped out and his protruding belly slashed open.

Worse, the protective spells on all of Rían’s amulets fizzled out beneath a nullifying barrier targeting his unique magic signature. Dread sank like a suffocating weight in his chest. Null fields were difficult to put together and more expensive than was usually worth the trouble. It was almost flattering that the Order went to so much trouble rather than set him free.

Instinct told him to run, but with the null field up he couldn’t open a portal, and there was little chance of him getting back up the stairs. He took a slow step towards the nearest wall and glanced around. The space looked like some kind of panic room meets sex-torture dungeon. His skin crawled even as he deliberately refused to think about what a depraved man would have used it for.

Then his attention caught on the living shadows in the corner, before another shifter stepped out of them, and Rían’s dread morphed into terror.

He really wished his ring for calm and clear thinking was working, because the last thing he wanted was to give the Mage Reaper any satisfaction of smelling the fear on him.

“Rían Fáidh,” Reaper said. “I was hoping I would get the chance to add you to my collection.”

“Gabh suas,” Rían snarled, reflexively slipping into his mother tongue despite it not being as explicit as a succinct Fuck you. He pulled his aconite-coated dagger from his hip sheath. Even if he didn’t have much of a chance to survive without his magic, he only needed to last a few minutes.

Reaper’s aura was more black than silver, countless lines of violence and death running through it. “Ah ah ah, no need to be crude,” he said, drawing closer with a casual air.

Rían would have gone for the stairs if the other shifter hadn’t been nearing the bottom of them, still cursing and spitting threats. Instead he moved along the wall, farther into the room. He slipped in the blood spreading across the floor, his heart lurching at the thought that his own would soon be joining it.

Reaper chuckled as he stalked closer, drawing a slim dagger that glinted as dark as his aura. And then he moved, far faster than should have been possible, even for a shifter. Only shifters with mages bound to them could achieve those speeds.

Rían scrambled back, but he was no match for a shifter without his magic. His back hit the wall, his dagger knocked away with an expert twist, before a hand clamped around his throat.

“I’m going to take my time with you,” Reaper said, his voice a sinister caress. His breath was hot on Rían’s face, and it might have only been his imagination, but it smelled like cruelty and graves.

“Buinneach dhearg ort,” Rían hissed, clawing at the hand around his throat. This couldn’t be how he died, but wishing cancer on the bastard wasn’t going to work quickly enough to save him. He kicked and twisted, but he went still when the point of the dagger pressed against the corner of his eye. His breath shuddered in his lungs, a scream building in his throat from fiery hot pain as Reaper slowly sliced the side of his face. He closed his throat rather than let the scream escape.

Another minute. Maybe two. So long as Reaper didn’t slice an artery, Rían held out hope he could escape. His bag was full of volatile and questionably legal concoctions. All of them once securely sealed by the same magic that had fizzled out in his amulets. One in particular, a dual tube, one side filled with death nettle, the other with dragon sanguinary, was no longer separated by a spell.

“Whatever they’re paying you I can double,” Rían managed through gritted teeth.

Reaper laughed. “Taking you apart is half my payment.” He glanced down when the pouch around Rían’s neck shifted. He sliced through one of the straps, but Rían snagged the other before it could fall. He threw his shoulder into Reaper, ignoring the blade stabbing into his side as he ripped the pouch open with a harsh command to flee.

Both Niamh and her brother launched into the air, and Rían nearly choked on his relief when Niamh’s wind magic still functioned. Only when they’d reached the exit and dodged the shifter stuck in the doorway did he turn his attention back to Reaper.

“Find them!” Reaper snarled at the other shifter before turning an amused look on Rían. “When I get my hands on them, I’m going to skin them alive.”

Rían dropped his bag as he feigned defeat. The side facing him was burning red from intense heat, and an added kick to push it closer to Reaper ensured the ingredients mixed a bit faster. Even if he died in the resulting explosion, he could at least take the Order’s pet assassin with him.

“You’ll never lay a finger on them.” He might die here, but he’d trained Niamh too well to get caught. She’d keep herself and her brother safe. If they’d been in the States, she may have even found her way to her sister and the pack who’d fucked up his plans for Denver.

Reaper looked about to say something else, before he apparently noticed the burning nettle smell. “The fuck did you do?” he snarled, reaching for the bag, but it was too late. The moment he opened the bag, the fresh air ignited the components, and an explosion ripped the house apart.

 

 

RÍAN WOKE to a flickering bubble of silver around him. His amulets, their magic restored, valiantly worked to protect him from an inferno. Red-orange flames and black smoke surrounded him. A small pile of black ash was covered in bright blue flames, and he absently recognized it as a result of the Satan’s jellyfish he’d added to his bag.

He coughed and pushed himself upright, ash and debris slipping off him and revealing the large shaft of wood sticking out of his thigh. He stared at it a moment, dull panic pounding beneath the headache making itself known.

When he tried to stand, his leg erupted in scream-inducing agony, and he was left panting and choking on the smoke wisping through his protective bubble. He had to get out of here, but there was no way he could climb the stairs to find an exit.

A warm breeze stirred the flames, and he twisted enough to see the entire back wall was gone, bits still crumbling off it. He glanced around in vain for his bag, but he knew it would have been obliterated. Years of work gone, but at least he was alive. He saw no sign of Reaper and snarled softly, unwilling to believe the shifter could have survived that, but he couldn’t stick around to find out.

He crawled to the edge of the floor, his stomach swooping as he looked out at a very long drop.

“Niamh!” he called, coughing as his throat protested being used. His vision doubled and blackened at the edges as he struggled to stay conscious. If the Order had gone through all this trouble, he couldn’t risk going to a healer, and his Sidhe didn’t have any supplies that would keep him from dying. He’d gotten complacent, relying on the Order’s top-notch healers for too long, and he hadn’t anticipated being fatally injured and unable to access them.

Essentially, he was fucked.

He glanced up as Niamh glided down to him, her brother right behind. Once they were tucked safely into his shirt, he opened a doorway to the only option he feasibly had, no matter how badly he didn’t want to.

When he’d set the wards for Lukas’ pack, he’d added a backdoor for himself, just in case. He used that now, allowing himself to fall through the doorway he’d made and onto the living room floor of a shifter packhouse.

Lucky him, they were home.

There were a few shouts of alarm before he was surrounded by three shifters and their mage. “Sorry,” he said, choking on his first breath of clean air. He was sure he was bleeding out all over their nice hardwood floors.

Max, the pack’s promising new fire mage, dropped to his knees beside him, his expression pinched. “What the fuck? Who did this?”

Rían’s bitter laugh cut off in a pained whine when Quinn, a shifter with red hair and Irish blood, ripped apart the fabric of his pants leg. Fierce swearing and sharp orders followed, but Rían couldn’t focus on anything but the blinding pain as Quinn adjusted his leg.

He caught the single terrifying word of hospital and flailed his hand until he grabbed on to someone. “No,” he said. “Order.”

Lukas snarled from somewhere nearby. “They’re not gonna touch you.”

That might have been more reassuring if he knew he’d killed Reaper.

“There’s no way we can get this out without causing damage,” Quinn murmured.

Rían groaned, struggling to hold on to consciousness. If he passed out, he doubted he’d wake up again. “Burn it.”

“No way,” Max said. “You need an actual doctor.”

“Burn it,” he tried again, but he was fading fast.

Their words became a slurry of background noise, to the point he wasn’t sure who was saying what anymore.

“You can do it, Max.”

“This is insane.”

“Bring all the supplies you can.”

Everything went black, until a bright, blinding heat erupted in his leg, and he screamed. He fought briefly against the impossible weights holding him down, before he passed out completely.


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

RÍAN HAD brief moments of clarity or impressions of his surroundings. Flurries of activity and frustrated words. Scorching heat, like he was in the middle of a desert. Moments when his nightmares and shadows came alive and tried to swallow him whole. Reaper’s face, taunting him, carving him apart piece by piece, starting with his leg.

Finally the fever released its hold, and he woke to pale morning sunlight and Lukas slumped in a chair beside his bed. Even asleep the wolf looked terrible, with his mess of black hair and dark smudges under his eyes. He was propped up in an uncomfortable position against the nightstand, but he woke almost instantly when Rían tried to sit up.

Lukas blinked a few times before focusing on Rían with a wary frown. “If I give you a glass of water, are you going to try to smash it over my head again?”

He didn’t remember doing that, but he managed a croaked “Probably.”

Lukas shook his head with a snort and picked up a glass. “Glad to see you’ve regained your senses, squirrel.”

Rían was far too parched for a witty comeback. He latched on to the glass and drank, spilling some in his desperate need for water. When it was empty, he handed it back, glad when some of the fog clouding his head faded. “How long?”

“About four days. It was touch and go for a while. You’re lucky Caius’ ex’s fiancée is a trauma surgeon.”

Rían scrubbed the grit out of his eyes before finally noticing the bandages wrapped around his arms.

“Burns,” Lukas supplied when Rían stared at them in confusion.

He brushed his fingers over them with a soft grunt. The skin beneath felt tight and ached like a sunburn when he flexed his wrists. He blew out a slow breath and moved on, carefully tossing the covers back. He almost expected to find his leg missing, but it was there, wrapped up in a pound of gauze and white bandages. Even trying to activate the muscles sent sharp and dull aches through the entire limb, and he collapsed with a breathless groan.

If he’d had his bag, he could have fixed himself up in a few hours, but he had nothing. Not here anyway, but he wasn’t quite willing to summon his Sidhe to see what all he had tucked away until he was more mobile. At least he’d transferred the entirety of his assets from the last eight years of working for the Order into a secure account not owned by them the moment he’d gotten his freelance license.

“If I give you a list of supplies, can you get them for me?”

Lukas raised an eyebrow before shaking his head with a soft huff. “Sure, I’ll see what we can do.”

Rían grimaced and gritted his teeth as he pushed himself into a proper sitting position, his stiff muscles protesting every twitch and flex. He looked across the room to the bathroom with a stifled groan. The distance may as well have been the entire Sahara Desert. He wasn’t going to make it that far without magical aid, and his reserves were depleted.

Lukas stood and offered a hand, and as much as Rían hated to admit it, he needed the help.

Biting back a grumble, he grasped Lukas’ wrist and let the wolf pull him to his feet, then leaned all his weight on Lukas as he hobbled to the bathroom. They passed the large cage in the corner, and he caught a brief glimpse of a pile of sugar gliders before Lukas maneuvered them through the bathroom door.

He grabbed the side of the counter for balance when they reached the toilet. When Lukas lingered, he managed a somewhat scathing look. “Gonna hold it for me?”

Lukas huffed and backed out of the bathroom, pulling the door shut behind him.

Rían took a moment when he was finally alone to close his eyes and breathe. He and the sugar gliders were still alive, he wasn’t missing body parts, and he was technically free of the Order. Reaper would certainly come after him if—once—he learned Rían was still alive, but he wouldn’t be taken by surprise again. He had the money to replace most of the supplies he’d lost, and the contacts for the harder-to-obtain ones. Everything could be replaced eventually, even if it took months.

His leg was a different story. Without a healer, he was stuck healing the mundane way, and that would take time and energy he didn’t have to spare. The burns weren’t as bad, though when he looked in the mirror he saw the full extent of the damage for himself. His hair had been singed into uneven patches, and someone had tried to clean away the soot and dirt to tend his face. Stitches were a dark line down the side of his cheek, and butterfly bandages took care of the spots closer to his eye. Dark bruises stained his throat in the shape of fingers, and more burns were scattered across his face and neck, as if burning debris had fallen on him before going out.

He looked away and breathed out the frustration and fear rather than let them take hold. Neither would help him right now. He took care of business as quickly as he could, and when he limped out of the bathroom, Lukas was waiting for him.

“Hungry?” he asked, and Rían made a face.

His stomach growled despite knowing the paltry food choices available here. “Anything but the grilled cheese.”

Lukas laughed, and Rían was startled by how different it sounded from what he was used to. Not that he had heard the wolf laugh much, but he sounded happier. As Lukas half carried him down the stairs, Rían took a closer look at his aura. The connection from the binding Lukas had put on Max was still there, the bright pearlescence of a consensual binding. Beside it was the silvery twined mark of a fecking shifter claim.

No, two claims.

Fates above and below, what the feck was going on with this pack?

Lukas got him to the bottom of the stairs and carefully deposited him on the enormous sofa with his legs settled on the cushions.

Quinn was in the kitchen making what smelled like one of his weird grilled cheese sandwiches. He glanced over his shoulder with a grin. “Hey, you’re finally off Death’s door. You hungry?”

Rían stifled a whimper and glanced at Lukas, who looked far too amused. He narrowed his eyes as he noticed the dual claimings connected the two of them, on top of the bindings and claimings they both had with Max. He didn’t see consensual bindings on mages often, certainly not within the Order, but he could see the power feedback loop they were creating here, and he was amazed that Max was still alive and sane.

“I think we have some apples,” Lukas offered.

“Sure. Coffee?”

“How do you like it?” Quinn asked.

“Black.” He rolled his eyes when Quinn made gagging noises in response.

Lukas brought back a large mug of coffee, a glass of water, and an apple to Rían, then sank into a chair and pulled out his phone. “What’re the supplies you need?”

Rían had a list of a dozen of the more common items he needed, mage ivy first among them, as it was a staple for anyone skilled in alchemy, and he never kept surplus basics. The Order always had fresh components available, most grown in their greenhouses, but then he realized even his mortar and pestle were gone, along with all the jars and delicate tools he’d collected through the years.

His Sidhe still held his tomes, grimoires, and the rarer ingredients and items he’d gathered, and he still had the thirty-odd amulets and rings he always wore. Thankfully no one had removed them when tending his leg. He hadn’t had much beyond that to begin with, but that bag had been the core of his life for the past decade, and it was gone because the Order didn’t like to lose their hold on any mages. Especially not ones who’d excelled in every subject they’d offered.

“Squirrel?” Lukas asked.

Rían let out a humorless laugh because the alternative was to walk into the castle the Order called home and reduce it to rubble, which he was in no condition to do right then, even if he was pissed enough he thought he could pull it off. “Fine,” he muttered. As unconvincing as that was, Lukas didn’t press, merely typed out the ingredients Rían listed off.

By the time he’d finished his apple and coffee, he was in need of some serious painkillers, but he refused to touch modern pharmaceuticals. He preferred his own potions and their lack of serious side effects. He breathed through the pain as he found the small onyx orb on one of his necklaces and squeezed his hand around it. The relief was quick as the spells activated and deadened his sense of pain. That amulet had been useful more times than he liked to admit, considering he tended to skirt the edges of death when he had to use it.

He glanced up as Max came downstairs, a sugar glider on each shoulder and their albino brother on his head.

Rían raised an eyebrow. He couldn’t exactly call it cute with the amount of raw power Max was radiating, but it came pretty close. He squinted against the bright aura, the swirl of oranges and reds with a hint of white and blue at his center. He’d thought it was bad when he first came here and saw the bindings of three shifters on the mage, but the three claims made it exponentially worse. Max’s aura was bright enough to make Rían’s eyes water, and he had to murmur a quick spell to put a magical blanket over Max to dim the intense glow.

Max settled on the other end of the sofa and tilted his head. “What was that?”

“A shield of sorts,” he said, smiling faintly when Max stared at him in confusion. “You’re very bright. It hurts my eyes.”

“Oh, sorry.”

Rían flicked his fingers. “Not your fault,” he said with a pointed glare at Lukas. Then he noticed the way Quinn was leaning over the back of Lukas’ chair and running a hand through his hair. That was new too. Even though he’d seen the dual claims between them, he’d assumed it was some kind of side effect from the claims they’d put on Max. But now that he was a bit more aware of his surroundings, the awkward yearning and pining he’d seen between them last time he was here was gone.

Even Max seemed far more settled and comfortable in his own skin, despite the few strands of gray Rían could see with the shield muting the overwhelming light of his aura. Not quite premeditated murders, but he’d been responsible for deaths recently. Not that Rían could judge, or was surprised, considering the Order couldn’t take a hint unless it was bloody.

Caius came down the stairs a moment later, and it might have only been Rían’s imagination that his black hair had a bit more silver in it than last time he was here. When he glanced at Max, his own aura flared brighter with affection and pride, and all of them were sparking with the pale reds of lust and desire, to the point Rían put a shield over all of them with a soft “Jesus fecking Christ” under his breath.

If he’d had his bag, he could have put on the glasses he’d spelled specifically to shut out other people’s auras.

Caius poured himself a cup of coffee, then sat in the other oversized armchair. “So, should we be worried about the Order coming for us? Again,” he asked dryly.

Rían couldn’t help the faint twitch of his lips even if none of this was amusing. “Possibly,” he said slowly. “I was on my last mission in Brazil. I made them give me my official discharge documents the morning before I left, so I’m technically free, but they sent their pet assassin after me. And I didn’t see his corpse before I escaped. If he left me for dead, it might take them a while longer to realize I’m still alive.”

He curled his fingers through the worn strip of red cloth tied around his wrist, surprised but relieved it had survived the fire. A charm another mage had given him shortly after he’d arrived at the Order. One meant to bring good luck and protection from evil. He should have let it wear down and fall off years ago, but he’d learned how to use stasis enchantments specifically to protect it. Even now he had a habit of rubbing the cloth between his fingers when he was stressed.

The Order wasn’t likely to send anyone new after him, at least not right away, but Reaper wouldn’t give up easily, especially if he really wanted Rían as part of his collection. He had no idea what that meant, but he could guess. He’d heard whispers through the years as others wondered if Rían’s crimson eyes were the source of his abilities.
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