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      After all the bloodshed, all the murders he had committed, all the horrible atrocities that he felt zero guilt over, Raj Stoker was finally getting somewhere. The truth would soon be in his grasp.

      He perched on the ledge of the roof of the Sentinels of Light building in Finderstown. Like all Sentinels locations, the main building was two stories tall, but the roof sloped up in a high pointed cone; the ledge he occupied at the base of said cone. Though this city was nearly as overpopulated as Tarja City, the capital, this particular organization didn’t seem to properly reflect that fact. The location was smaller, for one. There was the usual round main building, but the rectangular buildings offshooting it were not as long. Smaller barracks, less offices. This location had far fewer agents and office workers than the main headquarters in the capital. Fewer Sentinels making their rounds, patrolling the streets, and keeping an eye out for the usual crime or magic users gone rogue.

      Raj had grown up here, in this city. He knew that less Sentinels didn’t mean less cracking down on crime. The authorities had a huge presence here. There was an authorities office building just a block away from this location. Two more in other directions. Perhaps the city’s population had grown faster than the Sentinels had anticipated and they never bothered to expand their program here. 

      But that boded well for Raj. He doubted he would be noticed by the Sentinels today. Not that he cared. Let them come for him. I’ll fuck them all up.

      He did his best not to think about Quill. His brain, however, didn’t want to listen. It had been three weeks since he dropped the lying sack of shit on his front door step with a bloody nose. Three weeks since Raj had seen his dark, mesmerizing eyes. Three weeks since he had felt his touch. No. Don’t think about him. He was just using you. Fuck that guy.

      But damn, did he miss fucking that guy. Quill had been such an amazing lover. No one since had lived up to him. Hell, his last attempt at a quick fuck had resulted in Raj not even getting off. Again. It was frustrating as hell.

      Quill. Fuck. He slapped a hand over his face when he realized he had never shared that many bodily fluids with a stranger before. Raj hadn’t thought about protection once the entire time he was with Quill. And didn’t that just show what an idiot he was? The man probably wasn’t actually a virgin, not with the way he loved every minute of Raj railing him. Who knew how many lovers he had before? Maybe his ‘fuck you’ to Raj was a parting gift in the form of a venereal disease.

      No, he wouldn’t do that.

      But, would he? That asshole had really pulled one over on him, and it left Raj not only hurt and angry, but confused. How could he trust his gut anymore if it had been so wrong about Quill? And why was he still, weeks later, so hurt by his betrayal? Why did his hands still reach for him at night? Stop missing him.

      More than the sex itself, he missed how easy it had been with him. How they could merely sit in silence. How Quill had insisted on holding Raj in his arms when they slept. How the man doted on the fire snail. How his fingers had felt running through Raj’s hair. How tears had sprung to his eyes when Raj had gifted him that damn bracelet. How his face lit up when Raj entered a room. How he seemed to hang on to every word Raj said, even laughing at his dumb jokes or calling him out on his idiocy.

      Stop.

      Raj shook his head and spread his red wings behind him. He had work to do. Getting caught up over some fucker who hadn’t even bothered to show his face since Raj had kicked him out was pointless. And dangerous. Who knew what information Quill had given the Sentinels, or the government, about him? Who knew when his home, his only safe shelter from the cruel world who hated his people, would be raided?

      Fury ran like fire in his veins and he pushed off from the ledge, diving down past the large windows the building housed, his wings flush to his body. Feet before he hit the ground, he spread his wings wide, a few loose feathers ripping out as he swooped back up over the people scurrying by. Shouts rang out, some women ducking and covering their faces at the sight of him. Raj wanted to laugh. They truly feared him now. Before, he had been a menace. Now, he was a nightmare in the dark.

      Scatter like the ants you are.

      Darting around the building, he spotted a man emerging from the side door at exactly four after six. As he knew he would. Raj had stalked this particular human for weeks, memorizing his patterns. Now, it was time to act. He eyed the skinny man’s red sweater as he pulled it over the white uniform that office workers were given. So different from the uniform the field agents wore. More like an actual suit.

      But why the sweater? It was still summer and the coming night would stay as sweltering as the day had been. It didn’t matter; Raj swooped down and grabbed the man under his arms, hoisting him into the air. Startled, apparently thinking he was being robbed, the man fought for a moment until the ground disappeared beneath his feet. A high-pitched scream later and he grew limp as he was carried away. 

      Not that Raj was taking him far. After circling the grounds a few times, he merely returned to his spot on the roof of the building, dropping the man to his feet on the three-inch ledge. The roof behind was set at a forty-five degree angle, leaving no room for a misstep. Hell, the wrong kind of shoes could have one slip-sliding to their death. And this guy was not wearing the right kind of shoes.

      “Holy gods!” The man cried as he nearly tumbled over the side. Raj clamped a hand on his shoulder, holding him in place even as he still leaned precariously.

      “Yeah, you might want to pray to your gods now. You will be by the time I’m through with you, I assure you.” Raj used his lowest, most guttural tone. He needed to sound threatening, though the man’s current position should terrify him enough.

      “I’ll do whatever you want! I swear!” The man’s blonde curls bobbed around his face as he waved his arms frantically. It was a shame, really. The guy was kind of handsome. If he didn’t look like he was about to piss his pants, Raj might have even flirted with him a bit, for kicks. Flirting, however, didn’t come as easily these days. Instead, he decided to flip the script and play nice guy instead of terrifying monster. 

      “That’s the spirit! Now, I need you to access the files on Project Five.”

      “I–I don’t know anything about a Project Five!”

      Raj lifted his hand from that bony shoulder and his victim’s body began to topple again. The man shrieked. “Maybe not, but you have clearance for that level. Can’t crack it myself, unfortunately.  I’m gonna need you to get me a printout. Today.”

      “Wh–where? I can’t just walk in and–”

      “Don’t worry. I have a place where you can set up. Nice warm location. Isolated. Direct access to exactly what I need. No one will even know you snuck into the system and gave me what I wanted. Then you can be on your way.”

      “Really? You’ll let me go?” The man gazed at him with hope shining in his desperate eyes. Raj pasted his most winning smile across his face. Whatever it took to get the man to cooperate. 

      “Sure, kid. Why wouldn’t I?”
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      “How long before the trial?” Quill asked wearily. He didn’t bother to meet Warp’s eyes. He knew the man was glaring at him. Or giving his most disappointed pout. Honestly, he didn’t want to look him in the face as it was. Quill only wanted to sleep. Keeping his chin and eyes down was all too easy as he sat in that old uncomfortable-ass chair across from the captain.

      “The council’s tribunal takes time to plan. It could be months. Meanwhile, you remain in lockdown. You cannot leave the premises. You can train on the grounds, of course, but–”

      “No assignments, yeah,” Quill finished for him. He heard Warp clear his throat impatiently. Quill had never cut him off before. Boo fucking hoo.

      “Your current attitude is truly disturbing, Indigo. I could look past you having some wild fling with a hollow-boned. Sometimes lust gets the best of us. But you were gone for days. You never tried to check in. And you were with Red Raven, of all people. If you would just tell us where he is, this could all go away. Give us something to work with, son.”

      Don’t call me son. Quill wanted to say it, itched to yell it in his face. But what good would that do? He had spent his entire life trying to impress this man. The reprimanding tone the captain currently used would have once had Quill so nervous he would squirm in his seat. Now he didn’t so much as flinch. Being called son used to fill him with pride. Now the wool was pulled from his eyes.

      This man was not his father and had never once treated him like a son. Like someone he loved. Or even someone he cared about. Because Quill knew what that looked like now when he never had before. He recalled Vance’s hugs and warm smiles. He pictured Raj’s face when he was encouraging Quill so tenderly. He had to swallow down the lump in his throat as his eyes fell on all the old familiar items occupying Warp’s desk. This room that he knew so well, he could probably walk it in the dark. This man never cared for me. Another hard pill to swallow, but I must.

      “I don’t know anything.”

      Warp laid his hands on his desk and used them to push himself up from his seat. His rolling chair creaked as his body left it. “Well, that’s a shame. Now you’ll have to deal with the consequences.”

      “I already am,” Quill mumbled. He rose and left the room without another word, slamming the office door behind him. Perhaps he was acting childish, but he was angry. But more than that, he was hurt.

      

      When Quill was literally dumped on the steps of the Sentinels of Light headquarters, the crowd that had immediately swarmed him didn’t ask if he was okay. They showed no concern over his busted nose or his dislocated shoulder. None tried to usher him in to see a doctor. No, they hounded him with questions instead.

      Where was Red Raven hiding? What did he really look like? What were his plans? Vance had been forced to bodily shove people aside to help Quill up and take him inside.

      That was when Quill realized that Vance was his only real friend here. The only one who seemed worried about him. He had filled Quill in on the entire scandal while he patched him up in the infirmary. The doctor was out on a break.

      “We know what happened in the park. It’s been all over The Box for days.” 

      Quill removed his shirt so Vance could get a better look at his arm. The man felt along the limb carefully, extending it out straight, before giving him a nod. Quill nodded in return, keeping his arm as still as possible. Then Vance shoved against it with such force, Quill had to bite back a yell. But his shoulder popped back into place easily.

      “Wait, how? Were witnesses reporting it?”

      “Someone had a video device. They got footage of you two rolling around in the grass, making out. I mean, good on you. Glad you could get that out of your system. But, uh, maybe a public park wasn’t the best idea, yeah?” Vance lifted one playful brow at him. He touched Quill’s shoulder. “Is that a love bite?”

      “Oh, gods. It wasn’t planned, trust me.”

      He batted Vance’s hand away, knowing his friend was only trying to lighten the mood. Even as fear gripped his insides, the consequences of his actions now falling on him like heavy rain, Quill couldn’t find it in him to regret what he had done. Kissing Raj, leaving with him without warning, may have been the first thing he had ever done just for himself. But he couldn’t dwell on that now, or the squeezing feeling that accompanied thinking about Raj. No, he was still reeling from everything the handsome man had told him.

      His nose smarted, but at least the bleeding had stopped. It didn’t seem to be broken. He was going to have some serious bruises from that man’s punch, though. “How is the public taking it?”

      “Overall, people see it as some kind of forbidden love story. A hollow-boned criminal and a Sentinel of Light, falling for each other. But, it’s totally obvious that the news reporters have been coached on what to say. Their eyes practically look dead when they talk about what a disgrace it is, for the agency.” Vance shook his head, his reddish-brown curls bobbing.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      Vance nodded. “Yeah. The agency is, in fact, super pissed. Even as people on the streets are still whispering about how romantic it is, they are fueling the fire around here. You’re no longer referred to as the Master Swordsman but the fallen hero.”

      Vance wet a towel and wiped blood from Quill’s face. His attentions were welcome, even as they made Quill slightly uncomfortable. Why did Vance still stick with him? Wasn’t he worried about his own reputation? Shouldn’t Quill be worried about his? But when he thought about it, he honestly didn’t care. Different agents from different parts of this damned fortress had always had conflicting opinions about him. If they were now all on the same page, what did it matter? Knowing what he did now, Quill couldn’t trust anyone here besides Vance. He quickly pulled his shirt back over his head.

      “Shouldn’t you steer clear of me? For your own sake?”

      Vance laughed. His eyebrows pinched as he quirked his lips. “Like I give a shit. I don’t see myself working here much longer, anyway. This place is a shitshow and I am no longer entertained.”

      It made sense. Vance had never been a career man for a job like this. And their previous discussions about Vance beginning to lose faith in the agency showed that he at least had some damn morals. Quill offered him a tiny smile. “What will you do?”

      The man shrugged his shoulders, dimples appearing in his pudgy cheeks as he grinned. “Benji said there will be an opening at his company soon. They specialize in hand-made wooden toys. It sounds simple enough. I’d much rather be carving wood than carving up people, you know?”

      Quill did know. As much as he loved the art of the sword, using it against actual people had never sat well with him. He had been convinced it was necessary, but now he wasn’t so sure. The physical act of training was enjoyable. Learning to master a weapon was fun. But actually hurting someone with it? Every time Quill had been forced to, it left a sick feeling in his stomach.

      His mind flitted back to his true passion: medical science. If he was fired from the agency, could he finally pursue his dream? Perhaps go to school and become a doctor? Maybe, but that was something he would have to think about later. For now, he had to deal with the blowback of his recent actions.

      “That sounds nice, Vance. I hope you can do that one day.” And Quill meant it. Vance was a stand-up guy and he deserved all the happiness in the world. 

      His friend paused to give Quill a watery smile. “I hope you can get out of here, too.”

      

      But Quill couldn’t. He was closely monitored anytime he even drew near an exterior door. He swore people were watching him on the training grounds, during his daily workout. The agency was indeed pissed and they made it well known to Quill in the weeks that followed. Which would have bothered him before, but now, he couldn’t care less.

      He found himself sleeping in later than usual, unable to drag himself out of bed at his usual time. Perhaps he was depressed and his body was showing the physical signs. Or perhaps it was that weird thing his body was doing lately where he was running out of energy. It certainly showed when he tried his usual routine on the training field. Forget two miles for his run; he could barely get one mile in before he was collapsing on the ground, exhausted and winded. It was damn frustrating. 

      He couldn’t leave, but where would he go, anyway? It wasn’t like he had any family. He had no idea what his punishment would be for ‘consorting’ with Red Raven. What they would do to him. No one would speak to him about it. Quill doubted it would be something as simple as a slap on the wrist or docking his pay. If so, they would have already done it. No, they had something else in mind. And to be honest, he didn’t really care what it was. Prison? Wasn’t he already in a prison of sorts?

      Quill was stuck here. Stuck never knowing if what Raj had suspected about the organization he worked for was true or not. Stuck wondering if he would ever be free to roam the streets of the cities again. Stuck worrying that the government he had trusted was still harming hollow-boned right under everyone’s nose. Stuck lamenting the loss of the only person who seemed to see him for who he truly was, even if he wasn’t so sure who that was anymore, himself.
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      Raj had thought he had the stomach to watch someone burn alive, but witnessing it firsthand was a whole other story. He couldn’t get the scent of roasting flesh out of his nostrils, hours later. And the damn screams that man had given when Raj dumped him into one of the lava pools had been absolutely nightmarish. The way his skin had caught fire and melted when it touched that crusted-over lava. The way the man flailed and convulsed. Just the memory made him cringe.

      But, he had gotten what he wanted in the end. He sat on his mattress, pouring over the printouts excitedly as Indigo bumped his ankles, looking for attention.

      “Cut it out, I’m busy.” Raj shoved the snail away. He got a scorched foot for his efforts.

      “What the fuck!” The fire snail had never purposefully burned him before. Raj glared down at the little beast, furious. “Take a hint!”

      One beady eye stared up at him and Raj could swear the snail was cussing him out as it growled. It dawned on him then, how he had been treating his pet lately. Ever since Quill had left– since Raj had booted his ass out, more like– Raj had been ignoring the snail. Feeding it but never petting it. No longer letting the little beast sleep in his bed. Looking at it had been too painful.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry.” I’m such an asshole.

      It wasn’t the creature’s fault that it reminded Raj of Quill. It hadn’t chosen this life. It hadn’t asked Raj to pick it up off the street and give it a home. Raj couldn’t just throw it away when he grew tired of having a pet. Had he stooped so low as to mistreat an animal? And he still liked the little shit. But that dark blue shell and the name it had been given made Raj’s chest ache in a way he didn’t want to think about.

      But it isn’t Indigo’s fault. Don’t punish the beast.

      Reaching down, he carefully picked up the eight-pound snail and cradled it to his chest. “You can’t help what you look like any more than I can help having wings. I’m the last person that should be punishing you for that.” He stroked the snail in its favorite spot and planted a kiss on that somewhat-slimy head. “Will you forgive me?”

      Indigo growled again but it was a softer sound now. It ran its feelers over Raj’s forearm before growing still, apparently content to take a nap in his arms. Papa was playing nice again so all was right in the world.

      If only I could forgive Quill so easily.

      No. He didn’t want to forgive Quill. The Sentinel had betrayed Raj.

      But, had he really? Every day, Raj waited for the authorities or some magic-wielding Sentinels to swoop in and raid his home. Everyday he expected someone to show up at the geophysicists outpost and burn the place to the ground.

      But no one came. The few news reports he caught on The Box gave no concrete description of his features to the public. There were no wanted posters with his face around the city. He was still only known by his red wings and black hair.

      Had Quill given them no information at all? And why had Raj not seen him since? Was the Sentinel avoiding him?

      Quill had once told him that every time they had met had been a coincidence. It seemed unlikely, but it also kind of made sense. Quill wasn’t around every time he was raising hell or gathering information in the cities. He had blown up two buildings before he had even met the guy. He had fought other Sentinels and the authorities before with no sign of the beautiful man. But it had been over a month now and there was still no sign of him. He had to be avoiding him. Or perhaps he was reassigned.

      For the first time, Raj wondered if Quill had been punished for his actions. There had been people in the park that day. Had witnesses told the Sentinels of Light about them? He rarely watched The Box anymore, but he had heard rumors in the cities about a rogue Sentinel running off with a criminal. Was that about him and Quill? Was the dark-eyed man fired from his job?

      Who cares? That’s not my problem.

      Adjusting the snail in his arms, he refocused on the paperwork in one hand. He finally had the information he needed. After years of searching, he finally had a lead on where they took the hollow-boned captives after they were done with their experiments or whatever the fuck they were doing with them. But even as his mind raced with plans, Quill’s cheerful smile flashed across his vision. Fuck, he missed the man’s laugh. But he was absolutely certain he would never hear it again.
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      Quill was losing his mind. Or, perhaps that was what they wanted him to believe?

      The doctor gave him a tight-lipped smile when she told him she couldn’t find anything wrong with him. Quill had carefully explained his symptoms: the dizzy spells, the headaches, the constant lethargy, the decrease in appetite. The woman had taken some blood and urine, but after waiting in the infirmary for what felt like hours, she returned with her parchment notes and claimed that he was perfectly healthy. No need to do any scans. No need for further examination. Which infuriated Quill to no end. And she continued to smile at him as he glared at her.

      What was happening to him? Why was his health declining at such an alarming rate? Just months ago he had merely felt slower. Sluggish. Not quite on his game. Now, he felt like if he sat down anywhere for too long, he could easily fall asleep. His limbs felt like they weighed as much as an adult wyvern. Random headaches were becoming more severe. And the dizzy spells were hitting him almost every day now.

      Why were they lying to him? Why would no one help him?

      He had tried to see Warp the other day but the captain wouldn’t answer the soft knocks on his office door. The handle was locked. Yesterday, when Quill spotted him in the hall, the man had ignored him; pretending like he didn’t hear and marching off when Quill called out to him.

      Even the higher-ups he passed no longer sneered at him but ignored him completely. His own fellow field agents didn’t hail him as he met them in the common room or try to get his attention on the training field. No new recruits followed him around in awe. It was like he was invisible. And it was driving him mad.

      His only solace was Vance. Quill at least had the happy-go-lucky man when he was off-duty, but he didn’t dare ask his friend to stop by more often than he already did. The guy had a partner, after all. He had his own life, his own needs.

      Vance had stolen a Box from somewhere and brought it to Quill’s room so they could watch trashy shows and movies together. Sometimes he brought books from the library downtown. More often than not, Vance would bring him junk food from restaurants he visited. Quill, always on such a strict diet before, ate whatever he was offered now. But he could never finish it. His appetite was going as well.

      “I know you haven’t wanted to talk about it, but can you tell me a bit about Red Raven? What’s he really like, as a person?” Vance asked one night as they sat side-by-side on Quill’s bed. The Box blared a mindless action show but Quill was only half listening to it.

      He slumped against Vance, needing to feel someone close to him, desperately needing to feel like he was real and not just some ghost who haunted this place. A real person and not an apparition.

      “He’s… Well, he’s funny. He says the goofiest stuff. Always cracking inappropriate jokes. And he’s so confident. I always pretended to be confident but he actually is. And he’s honestly so sweet. He went out of his way to take care of me, to treat me like I was special. Little things, like feeding me by hand and carrying me around if I even looked tired. He gave me cute little nicknames.”

      Quill almost mentioned the poetry Raj wrote. The beautiful lines that moved Quill more and more every time he thought of them. Reading them was like touching a piece of that man’s soul. But that was something private, something sacred even Quill should not have touched. A secret Vance had no right knowing.

      Vance planted a kiss to the top of his head. “But?”

      Quill heaved the most bone-weary sigh. “But, he has a hard time trusting people. He has a lot of anger festering inside him. Considering what he’s been through, I can’t say that I blame him. But I worry he will continue to unravel. That one day, he will be completely lost.”

      The thought of Raj becoming a slave to his fury again, like he had started to do before, brought true melancholy to the surface. Could Quill have helped him? What if Quill could have, and now that chance was gone because he had said the wrong thing? What if those beautiful pieces of Raj’s soul were soon gone forever? Shattered to oblivion? It was too sad to think about. There’s only one bright side: I’ll never live to see it.

      Quill glanced up at Vance and gave him a watery smile. “You were right before: I got too attached. I was a fool. He hates me now.”

      “He thinks you ratted him out? Did you?” Vance gently pushed a few locks of hair from Quill’s face. 

      Quill’s smile widened and he focused on The Box again. “Never.”

      And he never would.

      As Quill fingered the tiny feather on his gold bracelet, he knew he was going to die here. In this too-white building, with its too-white halls, in his too-plain room. His life was going to end soon and he had very little to show for it. No answers to his burning questions. None of his dreams realized. But he wouldn’t give up the one slice of happiness he had briefly known. He wouldn’t give up the man who he was perhaps, maybe, possibly, probably, in love with.
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      Gems that made the best vessels for magic energy were found deep under the ground. Orange stones were the densest, therefore able to hold much more power. But humans weren’t picky by any means, and took any gem they could find. Reds, greens, yellows, and purples were just as coveted. The mines were a profitable business for the government.

      Though the general public of Tar knew there were gem mines somewhere in the southern territories, far away from any major cities, the government never gave any details about them. Much like the ports, metal mines, and oil fields, it wasn’t an area any normal citizen was allowed access to. Only government vehicles could get through.

      There had always been whispers that criminals with a life-sentence were sent there to spend their days mining the precious stones that witches in the cities sold after energizing them. But no one knew for certain. These were questions that were better left unasked. More blinders the public happily wore when faced with a truth that might make them uncomfortable.

      But Raj was all about exposing those truths. And, according to the information his latest victim had procured, this was where used-up hollow-boned were sent. It was unfortunate that Raj wasn’t able to find out what had happened to them before. This information was apparently kept in a separate location. Another rabbit-hole he would have to jump into later. For now, if he could find where his people were kept, he could possibly help them. Hell, they might even be able to give him the answers he sought.

      If only the computers had stored the exact location of the mines. No coordinates accompanied the numbered mines listed. Raj would have to physically fly around and find each one himself. Just thinking about it was exhausting. The printouts spoke of dozens of mines over a hundred miles. This would take time.

      Well, it’s taken me this long. Can’t give up now.

      Gliding over Tarja City, Raj’s gaze fell on the park located in the southern region. Newfil Park. Where he and Quill had shared their first kiss. Even as he kicked himself for it, he found his wings taking him lower. The day was hot and muggy and few people were there as he swooped to the ground. Retracting his wings into his body, shoving his hands in his pockets, he tried his best to appear inconspicuous as he trudged along the trail towards the all-too-familiar bench. The one he had been resting on, innocently cleaning his sword, when Quill chanced upon him.

      He froze on the spot, eyes widening when he was only yards away. Their swords were still there. Raj drew closer and suddenly his heart was beating wildly. 

      Stuck into the ground, already beginning to show signs of wear from the weather, the blades crossed each other at an angle. He recalled when Quill had yanked him away, shoving him to the ground to kiss him passionately, how Raj had accidentally knocked his sword over. Raj thought it had fallen completely. Instead, it was still stuck in the ground, laid against Quill’s. Something about the sight of those two swords, undisturbed by any passersby, touched something inside Raj. The way they leaned against each other. Supporting each other’s weight. Like they were a symbol of what he and Quill had had. Or what they could have had. Sadness was a weight on his lungs.

      Why had no one taken them? Why had Quill not retrieved his own sword? Raj had given little thought to it, merely going back to threatening people with his axe instead. But, no one had thought to remove them from a public park? Or even steal them to keep as their own?

      As if reading his mind, a voice spoke up behind him. “The whole romance story is why no one took them.”

      Raj whirled around to find a Sentinel with golden brown skin behind him. His dual swords were still sheathed, his body relaxed as he stood there. The curly-haired man seemed familiar but Raj went on the defensive nonetheless. He drew his axe from his belt and crouched low. “What are you talking about?”

      The Sentinel sighed and rubbed his neck. “I never thought in a million years that I would actually see you here. I know who you are. Indigo, Quill, told me. You probably don’t remember me. I’m Vance.”

      Vance. The name did ring a
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