
	The final battle.

	 

	 

	When Kenneth and Thorn learn the planned coup by the Iris is imminent, they have no time to lose. They head to the capital city of Arktaine to find a way to foil the Iris’ plans. Since people have become aware of them as Enforcers, they are forced to hide in plain sight as a pair of talentless—no mean feat for Kenneth, accustomed as he is to presenting himself as a mage. He has long ago come to terms with Thorn’s dominance in their relationship, but now some of his most private secrets are laid bare in an unexpected way.

	Bad becomes worse with the discovery that Elesten has captured one of the Triumvirate, the leaders of the government. Kenneth and Thorn cannot rely on the other Enforcers, who are in as much danger as they are, so they turn to new allies—the talentless themselves.

	Both Kenneth and Thorn hope that talentless and mage can learn to fight together to eliminate the threat to all their lives. If they can, then maybe Thorn’s dreams of winning equality for the talentless will come to pass. And Kenneth and Thorn may finally get their happily ever after.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	As rain lashed against the field of magic that surrounded their makeshift tent, the intense hammering of the water made Kenneth grateful for the magical shield he’d created. The storm drained his energy, which was already depleted after hours of travel at magically-induced speeds he hadn’t been aware he was capable of generating. Their horses, the finest ones in the entire city of Elesborough according to Josefina, swayed where they stood, and Kenneth pitied them. If they hadn’t stopped when they had, he wasn’t sure the animals would have survived.

	But they needed a plan. He shifted his body, part of him still wondering if the slight twitch he felt in his shoulder was real or just his awareness that a bullet was still lodged in the bone, healed in place by the combined work of a talentless and a mage. At least there was no pain, despite the healing having taken place... Fires, had it really only been a day?

	“You don’t need to shield us from water,” Thorn said, smiling. He still looked beautiful, despite the bags under his eyes. He limped as he left the tent for a moment, hammering a loose tent stake farther into the ground with his metal hand. “Save your magic for when we enter the city. And get some rest—we need to be at our best.”

	Over the horizon, Arktaine glowed, its light visible even through the dimness and fog created by the storm.

	“I don’t want to risk letters getting wet,” Kenneth said. “We need to be aware of every message flame and note sent to us, and we have a lot of messages to send too.”

	Thorn sighed, wincing when he sat back down. “Right. Let me look through the ones from our spies.”

	“Are you in pain?” Kenneth eyed Thorn’s leg. Kenneth wasn’t the only one who’d been shot.

	“No.”

	Kenneth raised an eyebrow.

	“It’s not serious,” Thorn amended. “It can wait until this is over.”

	Kenneth hoped that would be soon. He wanted to touch Thorn, to see if he could take away some of his pain, but Thorn would probably get annoyed if Kenneth wasted his magic that way. It wasn’t a waste, not to Kenneth, but he wouldn’t push the issue.

	And it was true they had a lot of work to do.

	Emotion welled in Kenneth’s chest as he took out the satchel of letters. More text had appeared on the papers linked to their spies, undoubtedly replies to the information he and Thorn had given them. A simple message, but an important one, scrawled on every single paper for every spy.

	 

	Enforcers have been killed. Be careful. The Iris have likely set their plan in motion.

	 

	Thorn was going over them now, scanning the information and formulating a plan. Kenneth, meanwhile, waited for replies from the other Enforcers, responses to the letter he’d sent to every Enforcer he could think of.

	 

	Drop your current mission. Get to Arktaine. Be careful—Enforcers are targets.

	 

	He hadn’t been able to bring himself to write out the details to everyone—Ariel and Sasha, women he’d come to think of as mentors, had been killed.

	Sadness froze him for a moment, the task ahead of him suddenly insurmountable. The Iris had imprisoned and tortured Thorn. They’d nearly killed them both, and had killed his fellow Enforcers, some of the most powerful magi in the country—his friends. And he was going to... what? Arrest Elesten, the suspected leader, with no proof? Fight against who knew how many mages and talentless—who for all Kenneth knew were immune to the aether—with no one to help? Put Thorn in danger, in an unwinnable fight?

	He used to be so confident in his own strength. But now...

	“Kenneth,” Thorn said, and then his lover’s hands were on his. He’d been touching his neck again, Kenneth realized, something he did now whenever he was nervous, ever since his time spent being tortured in the basement.

	“Kenneth, look at me.”

	Thorn’s eyes were warm. He put his good hand on Kenneth’s face, stroking it, letting Kenneth rest his head on his hand. Thorn leaned forward, kissing Kenneth on the lips, Thorn’s lips soft and inviting. All Kenneth wanted in that moment was to sink into him, to lose himself in Thorn’s touch and love.

	He blinked heavy eyelids when Thorn drew back. “It’s going to be all right, Kenneth,” Thorn said. The rain pounded around them, growing heavier as thunder rumbled in the distance. Each drop made him want to lie down and rest even more, his magic and control over the aether growing flimsy in his exhaustion.

	Thorn could tell, Kenneth knew. He always could.

	“Come inside.” Thorn took the papers Kenneth held and guided him deeper into the tent. They hadn’t brought much with them, their departure from Elesborough too hasty. Johann had insisted they take a few of the potions Hana had made, the ones that let him see the aether more clearly. In a place like Arktaine, these would be invaluable. Other than that, they carried just the letters, more papers, some ink, three days worth of clothes, and their sleeping rolls.

	Kenneth certainly didn’t feel like the noble he was.

	“Kenneth, you’re exhausting yourself. Let the rain hit us. We need to rest, all right?” Thorn’s eyes drooped with mirrored fatigue, but he was right. Even more, his voice held the edge of command that Kenneth loved. Kenneth liked to have control when it came to magic, but he craved giving up that control to Thorn even more.

	“All right,” he said. He let go of the spell. Rain immediately struck their tent and sent water dripping in a small puddle. Thorn sighed, but he made no move to stop it. The water wasn’t hitting anything important.

	“Listen to me, Kenneth. We need to rest.” Thorn stroked Kenneth’s shoulders. “We can plan, but no more wasting your strength. All right?”

	Kenneth nodded.

	Thorn took his hand, kissing the fingers. “Now then,” Thorn said. “Our spies have a lot to report. Two of them say it’s dangerous to write anything down. I think we should meet with them outside the city before we decide anything else. Agreed?”

	Fires, he was so tired. He should be able to figure things out on his own, but he couldn’t. “What are the risks?”

	“That the spies are in danger or someone spots us.” Thorn shrugged. “I’m certain the Iris knows we aren’t dead. But at this point, we have little choice. The other option is we enter the city as we normally would, but I’m almost certain that would be exposing ourselves to danger.”

	It took Kenneth a moment to follow the logic. “So we enter the city in secret,” he said. “If only Ariel and Sasha...”

	He trailed off, their loss hitting him again. There would be no magical disguises, not from those two. Not ever again.

	Thorn blinked, his eyes red. Kenneth knew it wasn’t from exhaustion. He wished he hadn’t said their names, hadn’t brought back the pain when they both hadn’t fully processed it yet.

	They were on their own.

	“It’s all right, Kenneth,” Thorn said. “We can do this.”

	“Can we?” Kenneth hated how weak and uncertain his voice sounded. “We’re alone. We don’t know when our allies will get here. For all we know, other members of the organization are hunting us, or maybe hunting other Enforcers. And if they’re headquartered in Arktaine... I can’t... I can’t fight that many people, especially not in Arktaine. I’m strong, but not that strong, even with you.”

	Thorn put a finger to Kenneth’s lips. “Enough, Kenneth.” Thorn took a breath, his gaze distant. He was clearly thinking, trying to come up with a plan.

	Every plan Kenneth came up with felt like a dead end. They’d already lost so much. Or maybe it was just the exhaustion and the rain. Light flashed, and a clap of thunder rumbled overhead.

	“Our plan, for now, is to meet with our spies in the morning. That is all. We can plan from there once we have more information—not to mention after having slept and eaten. For now, that’s all we can do.” Thorn rolled his shoulders, stretching out his legs and wincing when mud from the soaked ground stained his shoes. “We have to take things one step at a time. Otherwise, we’ll get overwhelmed. Think of it like an alchemy project. One change at a time.”

	Kenneth quirked a tired smile. “That’s not how alchemy works,” he said. He lay down next to Thorn, resting his head on a rolled up bundle of clothes and trying to ignore the cloying mud. He could clean their clothes with magic tomorrow—along with everything else. Thorn was at least right about that.

	“Oh?” Thorn put a hand on Kenneth’s shoulder, massaging it. Kenneth expected pain where the bullet was lodged, but there wasn’t any, just the warm reassurance of his lover’s touch. “So how does it work then?”

	“When you speak to the aether, you have to keep in mind every aspect of what you want changed. If you don’t do it all at once, the magic won’t work. I mean... I suppose you can have steps. My senior project involved steps in a reaction. But to work magic, you have to keep in mind a lot of variables, or it won’t go the way you want.”

	Thorn propped himself up on one arm. “Is that why you always say it’s hard to write down spells or whatever it is you guys use? Why it was so odd that the Iris wrote down magic in books?”

	Kenneth nodded. “Part of it. A lot of it is instinct,” he said. “And so much needs to done at once with a spell, that writing things down step-by-step like a recipe, just feels... foreign. You need to be seeing and experiencing the aether to make it work. A spell without that would be... It would be like... taking apart the sounds of a word and putting them together without flow. It wouldn’t have the same meaning.”

	Thorn blinked. “That... almost made sense,” he said with a chuckle.

	Kenneth smiled at him. “I promise it does.”

	“Well, we can take our mission a step at a time,” Thorn said, and the light-hearted air that had filled the tent suddenly became weighted down. But it lifted again when Thorn leaned over and kissed him, his lips soft on Kenneth’s. “For now, it’s time to relax and rest.”

	Kenneth opened his mouth for the kiss, and Thorn read his desire, deepening it with his tongue. Strong hands, one warm and soft and one metal, swept up Kenneth’s body, maneuvering beneath the robes Kenneth wore.

	“We... we might get muddy,” Kenneth said.

	“I said relax,” Thorn said, his voice taking on a playful, dominant edge. “We can worry about that in the morning.”

	Kenneth nodded, lifting his chin and letting Thorn trail kisses up and down his neck. Goosebumps prickled on Kenneth’s skin in a combination of desire and cold from the wind and rain just outside their tent. Thorn’s metal hand was almost like ice as he trailed metal fingers down Kenneth’s thigh.

	“I... I could warm us up,” Kenneth offered when Thorn paused, raising an eyebrow at the goosebumps on Kenneth’s stomach when he pulled apart his robes. “Or... dry us off, I suppose.”

	Thorn shook his head. “Haven’t you ever had sex in a storm before?” He moved onto all fours and placed his hands on either side of Kenneth’s head. “The wet, the cold... that’s what makes it special. It’s what drives you together.” He put his warm, natural hand on Kenneth’s stomach, trailing down to his swelling erection. “Just think of it as being at the mercy of nature, as well as”—as he spoke, he fisted Kenneth’s erection hard, drawing out a moan—”mine.”

	Kenneth gasped, the heat of desire chasing away the cold. “O-oh.”

	“You mages think you can control nature and never experience discomfort.” Thorn fisted Kenneth’s erection hard. “You need to learn how to give it up and just let things happen.”

	Kenneth gasped. Thorn’s own need was evident in how rough he was, pulling fast and hard at Kenneth’s cock, driving him to match Thorn’s desire. He leaned down, stroking Kenneth’s cock with his good hand even while he connected their mouths. Thorn must be as exhausted as he was, lack of magic or not, but fires, Kenneth thought, they both needed this.

	Rain still poured outside, but inside the tent the chill lessened as Thorn and Kenneth kissed. Droplets of water sometimes fell from the tent ceiling or lashed in from the wind outside, but Kenneth no longer cared. Thorn was right. He needed to just let go of his worries, whether they be about the weather or even their mission. Just for now, he needed to relax.

	His cock certainly wasn’t relaxed, though, throbbing and surging with every bit of contact with his lover. Kenneth didn’t want to think. He just wanted to feel.

	Thorn guided their bodies together, ripping at Kenneth’s robes and exposing him completely to the cold air. Thorn was usually controlled, a perfect, domineering man, but now his control was more driven, fiercer. He knew what he wanted, and Kenneth was more than happy to give it to him.

	Thorn took off his own shirt last, revealing his well-sculpted torso. Straddling Kenneth, he was glorious in his power. He smiled at Kenneth, then spoke, his voice both tired and commanding as he moved off of him.

	“Get the lube,” he said. “No magic.”

	Kenneth nodded, rolling over and crawling across their small tent space to their bags. They hadn’t brought much with them. But they would never forget the lube.

	When he held it up, Thorn snatched it, somehow having come up behind him. “I like you like this,” Thorn said, leaning over Kenneth, who still knelt on his hands and knees. “Do you want me?”

	“Yes,” Kenneth said, his needy whisper almost lost in the sound of the rain just outside.

	He didn’t need much preparation. His knees dug into the muddy ground when Thorn entered him, but he didn’t care. He raised his head, moaning as he reveled in the sensation of being filled.

	“Yes,” Thorn growled in his ear, his weight on top of Kenneth. He snapped his hips, driving himself deeper into Kenneth, his body shaking and his cock throbbing. Kenneth groaned, his pleasure so great it edged on pain, his body vibrating with Thorn’s quick thrusts.

	Kenneth gave himself over to sensation. Thorn dug his hands into Kenneth’s shoulders, and his warm breath washed over Kenneth’s neck. Kenneth’s erection jumped with each thrust, his own breaths jolting out of him, matching Thorn’s movements. The sound of their breathing and the sound of sex mingled with the sounds of the storm from outside, sweat mixing with dripping rainwater.

	It was fast, and rough... .and Kenneth loved it.

	“Fires... Kenneth...” Thorn groaned above him. He grabbed Kenneth’s cock, stroking him with his good hand. His cock was squeezed even as he was filled, and Kenneth shuddered, completely at Thorn’s mercy.

	“Come for me, Kenneth,” Thorn said in his ear, a vicious demand. Pain flirted with pleasure as Thorn stroked him harder, faster, coaxing and commanding all at once.

	Then Kenneth erupted, his orgasm taking him by surprise as it was wrung out of him, his gasps for breath such that he couldn’t even moan. Pleasure washed over him, exhaustion making it sweeter and more immense, his body going limp and his legs weakening under Thorn’s weight. Above him, Thorn shuddered too, his good hand gripping Kenneth’s pulsing erection and the other digging into Kenneth’s shoulders for support.

	Kenneth took a deep breath, succumbing to his weakness and exhaustion. He collapsed on the ground, finally not caring about the mud and the damp from the storm just outside. Thorn settled next to him, his arm still thrown over Kenneth’s shoulders.

	“Sleep now,” Thorn said, still commanding even though the sex was over. “Just sleep.”

	Kenneth didn’t argue.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The end of the storm was what woke Thorn. The sound of the rain had soothed him all night and into the morning, but when the sun broke through the clouds and the rain stopped, the absence of noise brought him to alertness.

	He carefully disentangled himself from Kenneth, taking a moment to look down at his lover. Kenneth slept deeply, despite the cold that raised a few goosebumps on his skin when Thorn moved away. He found Kenneth’s robes and laid them over him like a blanket. Kenneth needed sleep and comfort while he could get it.

	They both did, but for all his words last night, Thorn couldn’t relax any more. They had a coup to prevent.

	He poked his head out of the tent, surveying their location. They were well away from the road, but their tent was likely still obvious out in the flat plains. The walls of the city of Arktaine were visible in the distance, a mere day’s ride—or likely a few minutes’ ride, if Kenneth used more of his magic. At least the city didn’t glow during the day.

	Grabbing a piece of the salted meat they’d been given from Josefina, along with the letters their spies had been sending, Thorn settled outside the tent to read in the sun. With this information, he could plan.

	Of course, the plan he’d thought of last night still seemed wise, even in the light of day. That only became more obvious as he read over the letters.

	 

	There are some who claim the talentless are attacking people, but I think those are lies. No one has died, as far as I can tell.

	 

	People say Elesten is preparing to meet with the Triumvirate. All three of them. One has been in the city for a while, though.

	 

	Thorn didn’t often follow politics, so he didn’t know if the head of the Council meeting with the Triumvirate was normal or not. Likely it was. But another letter, from a man working at the gates, gave him pause.

	 

	There are guns being delivered into the city.

	 

	Thorn had asked how many, but the only reply he’d gotten was We should talk outside the city.

	 

	Thorn didn’t like the answer he arrived at when he put two and two together—Elesten assassinating the Triumvirate and blaming talentless. Or perhaps Elesten working with them to assassinate the rest of the Council. Or working with one of them, like the one who’d been in the city for a while, killing the others. No matter which plan the Iris was pursuing, it all ended with talentless taking the blame.

	Thorn narrowed his eyes. Nothing was ever simple. But it only made his statement to the other Enforcers, a discussion that now felt like a distant memory, all the more important.

	Meeting outside the city was one thing. Sneaking in was another. But if they could gain agreement from their
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