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	Lord Kenneth Victeni is the noble son of a powerful mage. But his life of privilege changes when he meets Thorn, a talentless who is studying at the inventor’s college, where those without magic develop steam-powered technology. The two men share a mutual attraction, and what’s more, Thorn discovers he is Kenneth’s lifemate. With just his presence, can double Kenneth’s magical power.
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Desire across class divides

	 

	 

	Lord Kenneth Victeni has every opportunity and every privilege. As the noble son of a powerful mage, he puts little thought into the lives of the talentless, the second class citizens who cannot use magic in a world ruled by mages.

	That changes when he meets Thorn, a talentless who is studying at the inventor’s college, where those without magic develop steam-powered technology. The two men share a mutual attraction, and what’s more, Thorn just might be Kenneth’s lifemate—the man who, with just his presence, can double Kenneth’s magical power.

	Kenneth’s ignorance of the lives of the talentless puts an obstacle in their budding relationship, however, and his life grows even worse when another mage at the collegium attacks and nearly kills him. Now Thorn and Kenneth must put aside their argument and find a way to put a stop to a mage who poses a threat to others—and along the way, Kenneth might even learn the sensitivity he needs to win over Thorn.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Kenneth Victeni ran a hand through his blond hair nervously as he perused the shop. He didn’t often come to the talentless slums, where those without magic lived and relied on their technology to survive. But if he wanted to work with the esteemed master of alchemy at the magi collegiate, he needed to bring steel, untouched by magic, to class the following morning. No other alloy was so malleable by the aether or conducted magic so well.

	He was less than a year away from graduating, and if he wanted to follow in his father Lord Victeni’s footsteps as a first class mage, he would maintain his perfect grades and work with the most respected professors. That meant getting the best ingredients for his spells. And he had to admit, those who couldn’t use magic kept their tools in very good shape.

	Unfortunately, he couldn’t quite make out what he wanted among the varieties of gears, wires, and wrenches that lay strewn around the dingy shop. The gaslight that illuminated the store flickered, tricking his eyes even further. He wished for the bright, unrelenting glow of magelight.

	“You don’t look like the type to be buying those, my lord,” the shopkeeper mumbled, the last two words dripping sarcasm. Kenneth took a step away from the grungy man as he approached. “Do you even know what you’re looking at?”

	“I... I require steel alloy,” Kenneth said with a sniff. He wouldn’t let this talentless intimidate him.

	The man raised an eyebrow. “Well then I require 20 gold. My lord.”

	Wishing dearly that the man would drop the sarcastic honorific, especially because the label was accurate, Kenneth reached into his green velvet robes, carefully selected to match the fancy halter on the horse that waited for him outside. He had taken off the golden wrist circlet that marked him as magi nobility, but he still doubted he was being charged a fair price.

	It didn’t matter. He wanted to get out of this area as soon as he could. “Very well. Just... find it for me.”

	The man opened up one of the glass cases, took out a thin slate gray bar that lay on top, and handed it to him.

	Face reddening, Kenneth counted out the money and lay it in the man’s palm. There was no way this price was fair.

	The war between the magi and the talentless, those who were blind to the aether and thus couldn’t use magic, had ended when he was a child, but he didn’t trust this man not to take out old grudges on him. A faded poster of the talentless revolutionary, Jaquin, stared at him as he paid.

	No thank yous were exchanged as he hurried from the store, the steel surprisingly heavy in his pocket. Outside, a group of grubby children were crowded around his horse, pulling at the hair on its tail. His horse stepped nervously, threatening to rear.

	“Go away!” he demanded, infusing his voice with strength from the aether to make it louder. The children scattered, his horse tossing its head.

	He mounted quickly, clicking his tongue, and his horse set off down the street. He looked straight ahead, ignoring the stares of the people around him, the dilapidated houses that shone with unnatural light, and the shops and stores that oozed black smoke, tainting the air and tightening his throat.

	His father had always told him to avoid the slums, and not to fraternize with the talentless. The magical had ruled for ages, but the talentless, outnumbering the magi five to one, had fought bitterly in the war, desperate for the right to live without the triumvirate determining what they could do and for the right to rule themselves.

	They had lost. Magic thrummed beneath every city, originating from wards set into the ground that would react at the first sign of violence against a mage. Kenneth could see them if he tried, shimmering bands of the aether that ran the length of the streets and scattered into a latticework of shimmering magical capillaries. They were strong here.

	The triumvirate had agreed on one thing, and that was to allow the talentless free reign to develop their own technologies to improve their quality of life. They were, however, required to defer to magi in every respect, hence the tendency for most of them to call magi my lord. Most of the time it was a thinly veiled insult. His father had warned Kenneth time and again to avoid the talentless, as their hatred for those lucky enough to be born with magic ran deep.

	Kenneth tended to follow his father’s advice, though at times he had to admit to a certain curiosity about their technology and their lives. A man on the side of the road caught his eye, a tall, comely brown haired man, who stared intently at something in the street.

	Kenneth’s thoughts were interrupted when something clattered under his horse’s feet. Then the animal tensed and began to rear, the reins falling from Kenneth’s hands.

	The blue sky twisted overhead as he flew head over heels. Then he saw nothing for a moment as his eyes slammed shut, his body jarring as it hit the ground.

	He lay still, too stunned to move, before swearing made him open his eyes.

	“I am so sorry!” The same man he had been staring at, clad in a tattered overcoat, reached down to help, then pulled his hand away as Kenneth just stared at it. “I didn’t mean to upset your horse, but my project got away, and I haven’t adjusted the amount of noise it makes or the speed it moves...”

	Kenneth got to his feet, wincing at the dirt that clung to his robes. “Who are you?” he demanded.

	“I’m Thorn.” He stuck his hand out to shake, and Kenneth raised an eyebrow before taking it. Thorn shook it heartily, his gloved grip crushingly strong. “I’m a student at the inventor’s college.” A tiny mechanical... thing, most likely the source of his horse’s sudden fear, rolled in circles on the street, belching smoke. Thorn picked it up out of the dirt and peered at it with a frown.

	Kenneth’s eyes widened, his father’s angry words coming back to him. “They built an inventor’s school near the collegium? Those are just places that take in anyone, trying and failing to make them equal to mages, relying on steam powered machines rather than inborn magical talent.” Pathetic or not, the brown haired man in front of him, tattered clothing streaked with grease, certainly looked like he belonged in such a place.

	“Look, why don’t I get you something to eat since I startled your horse?” the man asked. Kenneth looked around for his mount, which stood a few meters away, watching Thorn warily.

	“No, that’s quite alright—”

	“Come on, I insist!” Thorn said. “Let me make it up to you. I know a good place, and it will fit your tastes, I promise.”

	Kenneth almost refused again on principal. But something about the other man’s earnest blue eyes killed the protest. Besides, his legs did hurt from the fall, and it wasn’t often he would be spending time among the talentless. Perhaps a brief meal before getting out of here was in order, especially if this man paid. Kenneth’s pride still smarted from getting overcharged for the steel.

	“Very well.” He dusted off his robes, suddenly slightly self-conscious, even though the other man’s clothing looked far worse. “But quickly. I need to get back to my own studies.”

	“A college student, too?” Thorn brightened as he led Kenneth back to his horse, Kenneth grabbing the halter. “Fantastic. We can compare our studies. I’ve always wanted to talk to a mage.”

	“Sure,” Kenneth said without any real emotion, following Thorn’s lead. His father’s warnings from his childhood, about the grudge the talentless had for mages, echoed in his mind. He hoped he wasn’t making a mistake.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Kenneth led his horse by its halter, stonily glaring at anyone who dared get in his way. No one did.

	Thorn led him down narrow alleys, finally stopping outside of a shop where black smoke steamed out of the chimney. The creaking steel sign proclaimed it to be a deli, and a cartoonish image of a smiling baker was painted in the window.

	“Come on in. Just tie him up to the pole there.” Thorn pointed.

	“He’s not a dog,” Kenneth snapped, but followed Thorn’s advice. There were few horses in this area. He supposed most talentless couldn’t afford them.

	Inside, the deli smelled of grease, meat, and woodsmoke. It was radically different from the clean scent of the collegium cafeteria Kenneth was used to. Kenneth began to regret taking up Thorn’s offer as he sat down at a wooden table, a mechanical sign on the table spinning as he did.

	“Never mind those, they’re for letting the waiters know someone’s taken the table.” Thorn grinned as Kenneth looked up. “Kind of like my machine, they’re useful. One day they’ll be everywhere.”

	“Useful for scaring horses.” Kenneth regretted it when Thorn’s face fell.

	“I said I was sorry about that. Look, I’ll get you whatever you want—the steaks here are excellent. Always have been. You like meat?”

	“Well enough,” Kenneth replied.

	“Great, that’s what I’ll get you.” As he said it, a waitress came over with two glasses of water, and Thorn quickly gave their order—a steak for Kenneth and a salad for himself. “Not particularly hungry,” he shrugged as the waitress left.

	“Hm.” Kenneth looked around the room, the few other tables full of people dressed similarly to Thorn. One of them was tinkering with the sign at her table, not letting the contraption spin the way it should.

	“So what are you doing here?” Thorn asked, dragging Kenneth’s attention back to him. “We rarely see magi here, and if we do they usually... well, they aren’t dressed like you.” Thorn motioned to his velvet cloak. “You don’t seem like the poor student type we sometimes see.”

	“I came here to get a sample of steel. I respect your...” he eyed the woman poking at the sign at the next table over. “I respect some of what you inventors do. Creating metal alloys, at least.”

	“Steel? That’s rare in shops around here. Where’d you get it?” Thorn raised an eyebrow as he reached for his water glass.

	Kenneth shrugged. “Some store on the same road you saw me on.”

	Thorn frowned. “Can I see it?”

	“Why?” Kenneth’s eyes narrowed.

	“Well... that street isn’t known for having shops that carry particularly expensive things. Good things, sure, but not... rare ones.”

	An ugly feeling forming in the pit of his stomach, Kenneth took out the steel bar the man had given him. “I paid a lot for this.”

	Thorn took it, tapping it on the table. Then with one hand he snapped it in half between two gloved fingers.

	“What are you doing!” Kenneth stood and grabbed for it, Thorn relinquishing the pieces. The other patrons of the deli stared at Kenneth’s outburst with wide eyes, but he paid no mind to them.

	The steel bar was a dusky brown on the inside.

	“There’s getting ripped off, and then there’s getting ripped off.” Thorn said with a shake of his head. “What did you do, insult the guy?”

	“No.” Kenneth ground his teeth, muttering an aether oath. Electricity and heat had always been his skill, part of the reason he wanted to do so well in alchemy, and his magic came to the fore then, the useless item melting into a puddle on the table as electricity arced through his fingers.

	“Whoa.” Thorn’s eyes were huge. “Calm down. The coating was steel, at least.”

	Kenneth suppressed an urge to shout at the other man, but the frightened and wary eyes of the waitress and the other people in the deli took the edge off of his anger. Instead he slammed his fist on the table, discharging the electricity through the wood, wincing as he did. “Damnit.”

	“Relax. Look, the food’s here. Just eat and calm down.” Thorn’s eyes were wide, and he stared at Kenneth like a frightened animal.

	Face red, Kenneth started eating. He was no child to be throwing a temper tantrum in public. But his entire trip had been wasted, he would not have his materials for class the following morning, and he was out 20 gold. His father would be so disappointed. He was such an idiot!

	“Look,” Thorn spoke up as he ate his food. “I’m really sorry about your horse and your equipment. What did you need it for anyway?”

	“For class.” Kenneth sipped his water. “I wanted to learn a specific alchemical skill.”

	“You know...” Thorn’s eyes were still wide, but he relaxed a bit more, putting his gloved hands on the table and leaning forward. “I might be able to get you one. The college has materials for students, and I did kind of make your day worse. Where do you stay? I can deliver it to you.”

	Thorn flinched as Kenneth glared at him. “And I’m supposed to trust you?”

	“What’s the worst that could happen? The food’s good, right? I kept my promise there. And besides, I’ve always wanted to see the magi collegium, and learn about your magic. Now I have a chance.” He smiled winningly, blue eyes bright. Kenneth looked away, cheeks pinking slightly. He didn’t have time for this.

	But he also didn’t have enough money to risk getting overcharged for garbage again, and it would take time for his father to send more. It was a small chance, at least.

	“Fine. I’m staying at the magi collegium dorms—top floor, room three. If you’re bringing it, do it tonight.” Kenneth stood up then, throwing his napkin onto the table.

	“Wait, wait, wait—leaving already?” Thorn stood up too, placing a good amount of money on the table. “What’s your full name, in case I can’t find it?”

	“Kenneth Victeni.” Thorn sucked in a breath at the name, his face paling.

	Kenneth was used to that reaction. His father was one of the wealthiest and most powerful magi alive, and had been a celebrated general in the war. Any educated talentless would know the name.

	“O-okay. I’ll see you tonight, Ken.”

	“Kenneth,” he snapped.

	“Right.” Thorn suddenly seemed disinclined to follow him, and Kenneth left without another word. He would have to find out some other way of getting his supplies. Perhaps another student would be willing to part with some steel back at the collegium.

	As he mounted his horse, he tried to put Thorn’s bright blue eyes out of his mind. What he had seen today only reinforced his knowledge that the talentless hated magi. He didn’t anticipate seeing Thorn again, no matter his promises.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	“How’d it go, Kenneth?” Alder, a dark haired magi who lived on floor below him, waved to him lazily as he entered the hallway.

	Kenneth shook his head, his leg sore from the fall and from riding quickly back to the collegium. The air had grown cold during the ride back, and rain began pattering the windows as he took off his cloak and threw it on the bed with a sigh.

	Now Thorn definitely wouldn’t come. What a waste.

	“What happened?” Alder leaned against the wall of his room. “You get your pocket picked?”

	Kenneth’s eyes flew open wide, and he and he grabbed his cloak, checking the pockets. Relief flooded through him when he felt his money pouch and heard the telltale clink of his remaining coins as he hefted it.

	Alder burst into laughter, sagging against the doorframe. “Okay, so what happened then?”

	Kenneth just shook his head, unwilling to explain his embarrassment a second time. “It doesn’t matter. Do you have steel lying around anywhere I could use?”

	Alder spread his hands wide. “You know I don’t. I don’t do alchemy, and I don’t have the money that you nobles do.” Kenneth swore he heard bitterness in his tone. “And before you ask, I doubt anyone else here has anything to spare either. If anyone else is trying to work with the top level professors, they’re not going to share that kind of thing.”

	Kenneth sighed and sat down at his desk. He knew that better than anyone. The collegium thrived on competition, and if he couldn’t secure a place in advanced alchemy for lack of materials, someone else would eagerly take his spot. He had more magical strength than anyone else in the collegium, but a strong pair of lifemates could match him if they tried.

	Lifemate. He wondered if he would ever find one. Another mage, perfectly matched, their magic able to resonate to bring both to greater feats of magical strength.

	He doubted that would happen. Wind howled outside, rain pattering against the windows harder than before. So much for the chance to move to advanced studies his final year. The steel had been his last chance.

	“Don’t worry about it,” Alder said, turning to go back in the hallway. What was he doing up here anyway? “Every magi gets screwed by the talentless at least once in their life, especially you nobles. It could have been worse.”

	Kenneth didn’t see how. Now he had to ask his father for more money, and he knew exactly how the conversation would go.

	 

	“You paid how much?” The angry image of his father stared at him from the flames, and Kenneth winced. His father always made him feel like a child. He wished he could erase the sigil his father had put there to make it easy for them communicate, way back when Kenneth had first entered the collegium.

	“Twenty. It was foolish, I know—”

	“Certainly so,” his father boomed. “I respect your choice to pursue alchemy,” his tone undermined his words, and Kenneth’s stomach turned, “But interacting with the talentless? You know you are only asking for trouble. It was only fifteen years ago when we put down their attempt to build their weapons and drag our society into anarchy. You were a child, but it is history that must be remembered. I am not surprised they swindled you.”

	Kenneth sighed. He knew very well what his father thought of the talentless, a disdain borne from a combination of wariness and power. He didn’t like to think about the war. “I know. I will be more careful.”

	“If you would study war magics, you would be more prepared. I taught you to duel, but such things are not useful against the machines of the talentless.” Kenneth bit back a curse. Every time they talked, it came to this. “It’s in your blood—your magic is meant for battle. Alchemy is fine, but I’d hate to see you waste your real skills.”

	“The war is over, Father. Wait until it begins again before you recruit.” He fought to keep scorn out of his voice.

	“I fear it will,” his father said. “Their inventions grow more violent by the day.” Kenneth thought of Thorn’s utterly harmless tiny spinning contraption. “Just keep it in mind.”

	“I will. Now, the money...”

	His father rolled his eyes, the flames crackling. “Certainly. I will send it to your account. Try to be more responsible.”

	“I will. Goodbye.” Kenneth spoke the aether word that would end the connection, the buzzing in the back of his mind that maintained the magical link ceasing. The kindling settled, the image in the flames vanishing.

	Frustration tightened his stomach, and he disrobed and lay down on his bed, his hand over his eyes. The last thing he wanted was to fail at alchemy and give his father more of an excuse to make him into a battle mage—the son he really wanted, a noble killer.

	They were annoying, yes, but the talentless couldn’t be all that bad. Thorn certainly wasn’t.

	He wondered about the man. It must have been fear, he reasoned, fear that a powerful mage would harm him if he didn’t try to make up for the accident he had caused. That was probably the only reason.

	Warmth eased the frustration as he thought of Thorn, and he relaxed. He would never see the man again, of course, but a man so handsome had to take his place in Kenneth’s fantasies.

	 

	The sound of knocking at his door brought him out of his dreams, where a handsome man with blue eyes rubbed against him. Kenneth moaned, rolling over. He didn’t want to leave the dream. The rubbing grew faster, and hazy pleasure intensified.

	The knock came again, louder this time, breaking through the pleasurable dream. Kenneth cursed as he sat up in bed, his erection throbbing insistently. He palmed it once before pulling his robe on, tying it loosely to hide it.

	“This better be important,” he muttered into the dark. He spoke the aether word for fire, summoning a flare of magic to light the lamps.

	Thorn, water dripping from his coat and hair, met him at the door. He held out a gloved hand, where a steel gray bar shone in the light of the mage globes from the hallway. Kenneth stared, suddenly very aware of the details of his dream and how they had involved the man in front of him. His face heated.

	“Sorry,” the inventor said when Kenneth didn’t immediately take it. Thorn brushed water off of his sleeve and wiped the metal on it, not doing much to remove the water. “My umbrella blew inside out. And then away.”

	Doing his best to banish his lingering arousal, Kenneth took the shining bar, which was far heavier than the one the shopkeeper had given him. Summoning up bright magelight, he examined it with narrowed eyes.

	“It’s real,” Thorn said. “Trust me. A perfect alloy.”

	Relief flooded through him, replacing the desire. He could impress his professor, and get the position as his alchemical student. He wouldn’t have to be a battle mage!

	Kenneth strode away and placed it on his desk, aware of Thorn’s eyes on him, his body tight with excitement. Finally, he had his supplies. He turned back, rifling through his money pouch. He didn’t have much left after today, but...

	“What do you want for it?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at the man in the doorway.

	Thorn shook his head, his smile turning into a frown. “Nothing. It’s yours. I scared your horse—that’s payment enough.”

	Kenneth tightened his jaw, hiding his confusion. The man didn’t seem afraid, so his theory that it was borne purely out of avoidance of the consequences for angering a mage was wrong. “You want nothing?”

	“That’s right.” Thorn sighed as though Kenneth were a slow child. “Consider it a gift, if you can’t consider it payment for potentially killing you. You seemed pretty stressed today.” He flashed a grin. “Like you needed a good turn or two.”

	Kenneth stared, sudden gratitude and the memory of the dream making him take in the sight of the man with more relish than was probably appropriate. “... Thank you.”

	Thorn beamed. “No problem.”

	“Right.” Kenneth’s face heated further as he remembered how he had behaved in the shop, how he had ignored Thorn’s kindness and assumed he wouldn’t come. Rain beat against the window even harder, like a bucket being thrown. Thorn had walked through that, for him, and expected nothing.

	Kenneth cleared his throat, pulling his robe tighter around himself. He had to do something to repay him. “Why not... come in? Stay for a bit.”

	The brunette’s eyes widened for a moment. “You sure it’s alright?” Thorn eyed the room. “I don’t want to ruin your things.”

	“It’s fine,” Kenneth said, pulling the door open further, unable to keep his gaze from lingering over Thorn’s hips and thighs. His erection began to renew. “At least wait out the rest of the storm.”

	“Well, alright then.” Thorn stepped inside, not making any move to take off anything other than his coat, much to Kenneth’s disappointment. He even kept his gloves on, hanging his coat on the doorknob and leaning against the wall much like Alder had earlier.

	“If you’d like, I can use magic to dry your clothes. It will only—”

	“No.” Kenneth nearly jumped at Thorn’s firm tone. “I mean, no thanks. I don’t... I don’t need it. I’ll... just drip dry here, I guess.”

	Kenneth cursed his own stupidity. His arousal must be clouding his judgment. Thorn was only here to deliver the supplies, not to socialize, and who knew what sort of magi he had met that made him distrust magic. There had been a war, for god’s sake, and Thorn was a talentless, a second-class citizen. No wonder he was nervous. “I just thought you might want to dry off, or rest a bit.” Floundering, he thought about how his father might handle such a situation. “Of course, if you don’t want to stay, don’t feel obligated. I know it’s late. Perhaps its better that you leave.”

	Thorn raised an eyebrow, smirking. “Okay, do you want me to stay or go? Cut the high class magi etiquette, which is it?”

	Kenneth grit his teeth. “Go, then!” Frustration made his voice boom, and Thorn flinched.

	He regretted it immediately, but Thorn had already grabbed his coat, slinging it over his shoulders and flinging droplets of water onto the floor. “Alright then. Was that so hard?”

	Kenneth froze, speechless as Thorn prepared to leave. This wasn’t what he wanted.

	“It was nice seeing the magi collegium. Just as fancy as I thought it’d be.” Thorn held up a hand in farewell. “I’ll see you around? Maybe we really can compare our studies, if you’re ever back near the inventor’s college. I would like to see the collegium during the day time—in better weather.” He smiled.

	“... Maybe.” Kenneth couldn’t meet his gaze.

	“Well, look around for me at the inventor’s college, if you’re interested. It’s at the edge of the fourth district. I would like that.” He left then, the door slowly falling shut.

	Kenneth ran to it before it clicked, another thank you on his lips as he stepped into the hallway, or maybe an agreement. He would like that too.

	But the man was already gone.

	Kenneth cursed as he entered his room, sparks of electricity dancing on his clenched fist illuminating the room in short bursts.

	He had his equipment for his studies, but suddenly it seemed a great deal less important. He paced the room once, and then lay down on his bed. Frustration and desire peaked, and he stroked himself clumsily once before unlacing his robe, taking his erection in hand.

	Stupid talentless man. Stupid inventor. Stupid, honest, kind, sexy...

	Kenneth’s thoughts grew muddled as he stroked himself, his breathing coming faster, his palm sliding over his cock with quiet rasping sounds. Sweat beaded on his neck and chest as he continued, his hand quickening, his mind bringing him images from his dream.

	Images of Thorn, of the brunette’s bright blue eyes as he moved his body against Kenneth’s. Underneath that coat and gloves he must be muscular, his hands rough and callused from working with machines, those hands moving firm and fast on Kenneth’s long, slick cock.

	Thorn would stroke him harder than Kenneth usually stroked himself, and Kenneth winced as he mimicked the man in his imagination. Thorn would pin him down, his hand never stopping, leaning over to thrust his tongue deep in Kenneth’s mouth, capturing the sound as Kenneth whimpered with need.

	Kenneth moaned, stroking faster, and reached for a cloth just as he began to pulse, cum soaking through the cloth and onto his fingers. The orgasm surged so powerfully his eyes fluttered closed, the mental image of Thorn the only thing he could focus on for a few moments.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	“Mr. Victeni, while you have done well, I expect you to pay closer attention in the future if you are to succeed in advanced alchemical practices. Vigilance is a most prized skill.”

	Kenneth bristled at the professor’s tone. Professor Kip may be old and venerable, his hair silvery gray, but Kenneth was nearly a full-fledged magi in his own right, and far from a child.

	What had once been a solid bar of metal alloy was now an elaborate twining thread of iron and carbon. By this time next week, if his spell held, the thread would be completely carbon, the iron transforming. A three step transmutation, the third step of which would be diamond. Kenneth had done very well, in his opinion, vigilance or no.

	Unfortunately, he did have to admit to himself that thoughts of Thorn had been distracting him all day. It galled that the professor had noticed.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Your father is an excellent mage, and achieved great things during the war. I expect even better of you.”

	“Yes, sir.” His father the war hero, master of battle magic. Kenneth often wondered if his professors wished he would excel in the same, and perhaps join in the military. His natural skills certainly would give him an advantage.

	But alchemy was so much more rewarding. He had no interest in patrolling borders and in maintaining wards.

	And besides, the war was over. While battle magics were important, Kenneth hardly saw the need. His father couldn’t make him study it, and neither could anyone else.

	“I will see you this same time next week. I wish you to bring a copper wire. We must channel magical power from one object to another, and copper conducts magic as well as it conducts electricity.”

	Kenneth’s heart lifted. Not only was it a new use of his magic, it was an excuse to go back to the talentless town.

	And even better, he had to admit to himself, it was an excuse to see Thorn.

	 

	“Off to the slums again?” Alder met him in the stables as he saddled his horse, the horse’s tail swishing against Kenneth’s face in annoyance. For a horse, he didn’t like being ridden very often.

	“Yes.” It had taken him a few days to work up the courage to go. The inventor’s college... he would go there first, and find Thorn. He didn’t trust any of the other talentless to treat with him fairly.

	“It’s kind of weird that Professor Kip uses so many items used commonly by the talentless, don’t you think?”

	Kenneth tightened the strap on the saddlebags. “I don’t question it.”

	“Why are you going there yourself again? Last time you got ripped off. Why not send someone else?”

	Kenneth straightened and met Alder’s eyes. The brown haired man was training to be a weather wizard, and clearly wasn’t interested in alchemy, so why did he care?

	No mage helped another for nothing. Stories his classmates had told, of other students ripping pages out of books so others couldn’t study for exams, echoed in his mind. “I will manage myself.”

	Besides, the last thing he wanted was Alder around while he talked to Thorn. It would just be... complicated.

	“Suit yourself.” Alder shrugged and left the stables.

	Kenneth tried to put Alder out of his mind as he rode, his horse’s canter eating miles as he left the enormous stone collegium, the wrought iron gate shrinking behind him. He didn’t know much about the man, only that he lived a floor below him, liked to wander, and was always interested in what other magi did.

	As the dirt road turned to the cobbles that led into the town that surrounded the magi collegium, Kenneth slowed his horse to a walk. Intelligent magical vines festooned this town, a relic of the war. The vines trailed his horse’s hooves as he rode past, testing, then slithered away. Kenneth wondered what they would have done if he hadn’t been a mage.

	He rode through the city, other magi staring at his rich attire as he passed by, and he couldn’t resist sitting a bit taller in the saddle, pulling on the reins and making his mount stride proudly. Many students at the collegium came from this town, but there were no nobles here. Not every magi owned their own mount, and many magi, even at the collegium, didn’t own half of what he did. He knew it was wealth his father bought him, not his own, but he couldn’t help preening.

	As he rode on the cobbled roads turned back to dirt, and the cheery vine covered houses gave way to a muddy track. Miles down the road, the ground began to hump into huts and then to slate gray stone edifices that belched smoke, the buildings piled together with no thought for aesthetics.

	He walked his horse more slowly.

	A small figure in a tattered coat ran in front of his horse, then stopped and stared instead of getting out of the way. Kenneth rolled his eyes.

	“Watch out!” A woman grabbed the child by the arm, pulling him out of the road. “And watch where you’re going, my lord!” she snapped at Kenneth, the honorific meaningless.

	He grit his teeth, clutching the reins tighter. “I was just looking for the inventor’s college.”

	She narrowed her eyes, pointing at a column of smoke in the distance. “That way. Be more careful!”

	Kenneth sighed and urged his horse forward, ignoring the hateful stare behind him. He hoped this hadn’t been a mistake.

	She had at least been truthful. It became obvious as he neared it that the building emitting the smoke was indeed the college. It was only about half the size of the collegium, pounded metal reinforcing stone, and was a sprawling campus rather than the soaring structure he was used to. Clattering contraptions wheeled by him as he neared the entrance. He dismounted by the wooden fence, holding the reins and staring at the ugly edifice. Even the air here made everything look gray.

	“You there, my lord!” An elderly man in thick-rimmed glasses ran over to him, bowing slightly as he approached Kenneth. He didn’t know which made him more uncomfortable, the hostility from the talentless or the deference. “You’re in the wrong place.”

	“I’m looking for Thorn.” Kenneth wished the talentless had surnames, and then remembered the triumvirate didn’t permit them to. “He is a student here, and...” his face heated slightly, and he cursed it. “He mentioned he would be interested in meeting me.”

	“Oh?” The man raised both bushy eyebrows. “What for?”

	“To... compare notes.” His face heated further.

	“Well, students typically reside in the dorms. This is the college building.” He spoke slowly and carefully, his tone monotonous. “If you want to meet him, go to the dorms.”

	Kenneth tightened his jaw. “And where would these dorms be?” He wondered if Thorn had this much trouble when he delivered the steel bar.

	The man turned and pointed. “They are—Oh. You’re in luck then.”

	Kenneth froze as Thorn approached, and the man’s face broke into a wide smile. “Kenneth! What are you doing here?”

	“Well, I’ll leave you to it then.” The old man left, waving to Thorn, giving Kenneth one last distrustful glance.

	“Greetings,” Kenneth said, twisting the reins in his hand. He couldn’t help but stare at the man as he walked closer. He still wore gloves, but he was clad in riding leathers, which were more form fitting than the bulky coat Kenneth had seen him in before. “I’m... here to see you.”

	“That’s nice of you.” Thorn patted his horse on the neck, standing too close to Kenneth for comfort. Kenneth took a step back, fighting the flush that insisted on heating his cheeks and neck.

	“I require another item for my studies. A length of copper wire.” He hated how stilted his voice sounded.

	Thorn tilted his head. “Copper wire? That’s an easy one this time. I take it you want my help?”

	“It... it would be appreciated.”

	Thorn sighed. “Alright then. Let me get my mount. It’ll be quicker and more fun to ride. I know a guy on the outskirts of town who will give you a good deal.”

	Kenneth walked with Thorn around the back of the building, leading his horse by the halter as they headed toward the stables, which were much smaller than the ones at the magi collegium. “You ride?” he managed to ask.

	“Of course. Every inventor who wants to learn can. It’s useful to know if you want to deliver your own goods to future clients.”

	Kenneth raised an eyebrow. “They give you horses?”

	Thorn laughed. “Not give, but lend. I mean, if you have your own students use theirs, but the school has three mounts at our stables that us poor students use.”

	Kenneth nodded, his mind whirling at Thorn’s quick manner of speaking as well as the differences between the inventor’s college and the collegium. No one rode his horse but him, and he would never dream of riding another mage’s mount. Lending such an important thing would never happen.

	A muscular young man met them at the stable entrance. “I’d like to ride Chocolate again for a bit. I’m showing him around.” Thorn pointed a thumb at Kenneth.

	“Sure thing.” The man disappeared inside after tipping his hat to Kenneth. Soon enough, he emerged with a horse that moved so slowly it almost seemed lame, the creature’s coat a hideous dusky brown. It was as placid as any draft horse as the man saddled it.

	Thorn leapt up onto its back with easy grace, clicking his tongue. “C’mon Kenneth.” He smiled from his place atop the saddle. “Mount up and let’s get going. I want to get him back by dark.”

	Kenneth nodded, taking his place on his horse, which flicked its tail with boredom. He couldn’t help but stare at Thorn’s legs and thighs, the sculpted muscles obvious as he gave the horse a light kick to get moving.

	Thorn looked back over his shoulder, and Kenneth snapped his gaze up. Thorn gave what must be a knowing smirk, and Kenneth coughed to hide his flush. “Maybe we’ll get something to eat once you get that wire,” Thorn said with a grin.

	Kenneth nodded. For the second time that day, he hoped this wasn’t a mistake—and even more fervently, he hoped he didn’t do something stupid. He had his reputation to uphold.

	Of course, if his mother knew he was here ogling a talentless she would probably faint. His reputation was already in danger. But as he rode after the other man, he found it hard to care.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	“So what do you need the wire for? I didn’t think magi used those. You don’t need to invent things, right?” Thorn and Kenneth rode side by side down a mostly empty street.

	“Magical channeling,” he responded, pulling once more on his horse’s reins as it tried to step away from Thorn’s horse.

	“That’s interesting.” Thorn leaned over and patted Kenneth’s mount on the neck as it once again sidestepped. “Kind of a skittish mount, isn’t he?”

	“I can manage it,” Kenneth said through gritted teeth, his grip tight on the reins. He never rode with other people, and apparently his horse wasn’t particularly friendly with members of his own species.

	“What’s his name?” Thorn tilted his head. “It’s a pretty horse. I’ve never seen one like it.”

	“He doesn’t have one. He’s specially bred. My father knows a reputable breeder.”

	Thorn frowned. “You should name him.”

	Kenneth rolled his eyes, then met Thorn’s bright blue eyes, and looked away, face heating. “What name would you suggest?”

	“How about Jade? Because of the color of the halter he always wears,” he added as Kenneth looked back at him.

	“That... would work.” Kenneth lightly ruffled Jade’s mane. Not many magi named their creatures... well, not many he knew, anyway. But it felt right.

	They rode in silence for a time, Kenneth anxious to speak but too timid to start.

	“I haven’t met many magi, other than the ones who ordered things from my professors, but I’m interested in magic,” Thorn said finally, and Kenneth raised an eyebrow. “Purely for scientific uses, of course.” Thorn grinned. “It’s good to know what magic can do and what it can’t.”

	“What for?”

	Thorn shrugged. “To replicate it with machines, of course. Mimicking what magi can do allows us talentless to live comfortably also. Working with magi and developing technology together... that would be wonderful.”

	Kenneth’s father’s words came back to him. Their inventions were growing more violent—could Thorn want to learn more about him because of his innate abilities? Could that be the only reason?

	“No offense, of course.” Thorn must have read Kenneth’s expression. “I mean, living comfortably is important, but it’s not like we resent you. Well, some do. You rule over us, after all. But I don’t. I just want to learn.” He smiled again, meeting Kenneth’s eyes.

	Kenneth nodded. That did make sense.

	“But anyway, we’re pretty much here.” Thorn pointed to a shop nestled alone at the end of the alley they rode through. “Let’s grab your wire and then some food, huh?”

	 

	With Thorn accompanying him, getting a wire proved to be no problem. The man in the shop simply opted to ignore him, probably assuming Thorn was buying the wire for himself.

	Kenneth pocketed it as soon as he was outside, reaching into his robes for the few gold pieces that it had cost. Thorn waved it away.

	“Consider it a gift. I like being with you,” he said with a smile.

	Kenneth’s face heated immediately. His upbringing insisted he make Thorn take the money, but Thorn was a talentless, and thus not entitled to anything. Was that why he refused? Kenneth put the money away. He didn’t want to risk ruining what might be... what? Flirtation? Thorn had to have noticed Kenneth’s interest in him. This must be his way of returning it, of giving Kenneth a chance.

	“O-Okay.” He hated himself for a moment for stuttering like a child. “That’s fine.”

	“Great!” Thorn grabbed Chocolate’s reins, heading down the alley at a walk. “C’mon, there’s a really great place to grab food here. It’s even better than the last one. A bit more private, too.”

	Kenneth swallowed down another surge of embarrassment. He was going on a date, a real date this time, with someone who was talentless. It wasn’t unheard of for a normal mage, but he was a noble. Considering how little he knew of them, and their difference in status... as much as he wanted it, he dreaded it too.

	“Great,” he managed. “Lead on.”

	 

	Kenneth blinked in the bright artificial light. Glowing orbs of glass illuminated the restaurant, the light harsh and sterile. It was a step above the gas lamps that lit the streets and usually illuminated the interiors of buildings in the slums.

	“Isn’t it amazing? I thought you’d appreciate it since you got a wire to channel magic, and we use wires to channel electricity. It’s a bit temperamental, since magic makes it flicker on and off, but when it works it’s really incredible. It’s like daylight inside.” Thorn grinned hugely at him from across the table.

	“It is quite amazing.” Kenneth looked away from the bright glowing orbs, blinking to keep his eyes from watering. “I’m impressed.”

	He was impressed by the whole restaurant, in truth. It was a far cry from the last place Thorn had taken him, with golden gilding on the doors and an assortment of fancy grandfather clocks in each corner. Each one read a different time. The food, too, was far fancier, if not better, with sizzling steaks. Kenneth wondered who was paying.

	“Do you like it?” Thorn asked. “I figured you’d appreciate a more upscale place. Merchants and wealthier inventors come here, the type you magi buy things from.” The man still wore his coat and gloves, and Kenneth wondered if it would be inappropriate to ask why. It wasn’t even cold.

	Kenneth nodded. “It’s very nice.” His stomach twisted with anxiety as Thorn stared at him.

	Stupid. He shouldn’t be so nervous! It wasn’t as though he hadn’t been with other men before this. Just... not talentless, people he had long looked down upon, who his father had warned about him again and again.

	“I’m guessing it doesn’t compare to what you’re used to, though. What with being a Victeni and all.”

	Kenneth chewed a savory bit of steak and swallowed. “Well, no.” He cursed inwardly as Thorn’s face fell, just for a moment. “But it’s still nice.”

	“I was hoping... well, you’re interesting. Like I said, I’ve never really met many magi, and none as obviously powerful as you. That trick with electricity you can do... I mean, you were annoyed when it happened, but it intrigues me. What can you do with it? Are you... going to be a warmage, like your father?”

	“Battlemage,” Kenneth corrected with a sigh. “The war’s over. And no, I’m not.” He flexed his hand, muttering a word to the aether to make sparks dance across his knuckles. “I’d be good at it, but I’d rather do alchemy.” Thorn frowned, tilting his head, and Kenneth grimaced. His father had been disappointed too.

	“Why do you care?” Kenneth asked, meeting Thorn’s eyes.

	“Well, I just wouldn’t want to meet a mage like you in battle is all,” Thorn said, holding up a placating hand. “Trust me, I’m glad you don’t want too. Your father’s name is still... well, the talentless have reasons to be frightened of him. If you’re half as powerful as he is, you’d be a huge threat if the war ever started again.”

	Kenneth pushed the meat around on his plate, his appetite mostly gone. “It’s been over since I was a child. Why talk like that?”

	Thorn shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe since I know you’re no threat anymore, I’m just impressed by what you can do.” He grinned again, and Kenneth’s face heated, the awkward moment replaced by a new, more enjoyable one.

	The rest of the meal went by jovially, Kenneth’s anxiety easing slightly as Thorn discussed trivialities. Finally, they stood to leave, Thorn at least agreeing to let Kenneth pay for half the meal.

	“So, when do you want to do this again?” Thorn asked as they readied their horses. Even Kenneth’s horse didn’t seem as nervous around Thorn’s mount as it had before. “I enjoyed that.”

	Kenneth breathed deep. A date. He wanted another date. He was actually considering seeing an inventor—a talentless! His mother had been disappointed enough when she learned that Kenneth liked men. “... Perhaps we can... explore more of this area. I don’t know it well.” He would have liked to show Thorn more of what he did, but other magi would raise eyebrows at his bringing a talentless around the collegium. Staying in the slums was safer.

	Thorn smiled. “I would like that, but I have a want to show you my work also. Why not come to my lab tomorrow afternoon? We’ve talked about your alchemy, but I want to show you my work too.”

	Kenneth squashed disappointment. He wanted to spend time with Thorn, but he didn’t relish looking at what was sure to be inventions for war. “That sounds nice,” he managed. “I can do that.”

	“Excellent.” Thorn stepped close, and Kenneth froze as the brunette grabbed his arm, his grip like a vise, and kissed him on the lips, a light question.

	Kenneth put his arms around him and deepened the kiss, thoughts of other magi and talentless and what his father would think vanishing. Thorn pushed him lightly, up against the wall of the alley, flicking his tongue against Kenneth’s lips.

	Kenneth could barely breathe, but he didn’t much care. The man against him was strong, his lips soft, his tongue slick and wet. Kenneth opened his mouth, twining their tongues together, panting at the heat and wetness. Thorn moved so that his body was flush against Kenneth’s, pressing against his hardening length, and Kenneth fought not to move his hips.

	Impossibly, his magic responded too, a light thrum, like the unfolding petals of a flower. Strength flared, and for a moment, he wondered if this was what finding a lifemate must feel like.

	As quickly as it had begun the moment ended, Thorn pulling away, his face flushed. “I’ll see you tomorrow then. I should get Chocolate back to the stables.” He leapt up into the saddle, a playful smirk on his face.

	Kenneth adjusted his suddenly too warm robes, aware that
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