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      Vance loved it when he was assigned to guard duty at concerts. The fact that he was getting paid to hang around and keep an eye out while listening to free music was one of the best bonuses of his job. One of his co-workers from the Porterville location, code-named Teal Fire, knew this and offered to switch shifts with Vance whenever his favorite bands were in the city.

      Teal Fire did it out of kindness. They never expected anything in return, though Vance was always sure to grab them their favorite snack whenever they met and handed off tickets the agency had provided. Teal Fire did love their salty sweets.

      Tonight’s band was one Vance had followed for a couple years now. The Raving Winds had an amazing bass player and their lyrics were so edgy, so heartfelt. Vance couldn’t help tapping his foot along to the beat as he stood in his Sentinels of Light uniform, positioned near the back of the crowd, eyes always roving and searching for mischief even as he enjoyed the music.

      It was a chilly night, though not cold enough for anything heavier than a light jacket. Even in the heart of the city, Vance could still smell that salty, ocean air. It was refreshing. This venue was outdoors and tickets had sold out early, apparently. The grassy field in front of the stage was swarming with people. Excited teens and young adults close to Vance’s age made up the crowd. Laughter and colorful outfits bombarded his senses. Vance loved it. He loved crowds. Loud music. Public settings. He was completely in his element.

      The area was roped off from the general public but Vance had already had to reprimand a few teenagers trying to sneak in without tickets. As expected, the crowd grew more lively with each song and as more alcohol was purchased from the vendor stalls behind him. Vance would have to continue to stay alert. He was here to work, after all.

      The set was almost over, the sun sinking low in the sky, when yells arose to his right. Bodies were pushing in on each other and Vance saw a large man with facial piercings take a swing at someone. He was quick to approach, but another agent beat him to it. An agent he only knew by sight, a beefy man with blonde hair, started separating the crowd by unceremoniously shoving people out of his way. Vance sighed.

      Have some fucking tact. You’re making us look bad.

      The blonde agent grabbed a small woman by the arm, forcing her away from the large man who was currently fighting with a much skinnier man. The woman looked absolutely terrified, her eyes wide, her mouth hanging open, breaths coming fast. She tried to pull away from the agent, her long black hair whipping around as she shook her head and tried to peel the agent’s fingers from her forearm.

      Vance ran over, but before he could utter a word, the skinny man knocked the large man out with one punch. His body fell hard. Blonde agent released the small woman to go after the skinny man and she turned to run. And ran smack into Vance’s chest.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      Vance carefully took her arms to steady her. The woman was clearly panicking. She never responded, but froze in fear. He tilted his head, trying to get her to meet his eyes. He hated seeing someone so upset at an event that was supposed to be one of enjoyment. Some asshole always has to ruin it.

      A thud nearby had him raising his head, but before he had a chance to reassess the situation, a body was suddenly flush to his side. A strong hand reached under his yifiwawa through the slit near his thigh and grabbed his balls through his pants, squeezing with a death grip. It happened so fast, Vance had no chance to react.

      “Let her go. I will remove these from your body, permanently, before you have a chance to draw your weapons. Don’t test me,” a voice growled in his ear.

      The pain of his danglies being squeezed had Vance’s eyes shooting wide and nausea clenching his stomach. He had to close his mouth to keep from panting in terror. He released the woman’s arms immediately.

      “Why don’t we all take a deep breath?” He turned his head to find bright blue eyes boring into his. The absolute calm in that gaze was eerie.

      The woman took off at a run, heading away from the venue and further into the heart of the city. The man gripping Vance shoved him backwards and released him before following. Vance took two seconds to catch his breath and slap a hand to his achy crotch. Then he glanced around, finding the blonde agent and the large man fighting before knocked out in the grass, people nearby patting them to try and bring them around. No sign of authorities or other agents anywhere near them.

      Fuck. I need the woman and man so I can get their statements. He took off after them.

      Black hair flying behind her, the woman turned a corner into an alley, the skinny man easily catching up. When Vance found them, the woman was handing her denim jacket to the man. Two heads shot up at Vance’s approach: one pair of fearful brown eyes and one pair of radiant blue staring at him.

      “Go on. I’ll handle this. I’ll find you tomorrow,” the man said as he donned the jacket.

      The woman, still never speaking a word, nodded and turned. Vance had only a second to register the cuts in the back of her shirt before brown wings tore out of her back. She ran down the alley, flapping those huge wings desperately, before she took off over the ground. She flew awkwardly, as if out of practice. For a moment, Vance feared she would collide with the side of a building as she veered wildly, but she seemed to gain control as she lifted higher. Distracted with watching her, he didn’t realize the man had moved until a fist connected with his cheek.

      “I suggest you head back, Sentinel,” the skinny man said as Vance reeled backwards.

      Vance staggered and clutched his cheek, assessing the guy. It was creepy how relaxed the man seemed as he stood there staring Vance down with his dark hair and huge hands. Hands that seemed entirely too large for a body his size. No heavy breathing. No angry glare. No sign of fear or worry. Just that eerie calm expression.

      Vance thought about drawing his swords, but immediately dismissed the idea. He didn’t want to hurt this man. And he had a sneaking suspicion that the guy wouldn’t even flinch at the sight of his deadly weapons.

      “I only wanted to ask her some questions,” Vance managed before he was quickly punched again. Holy fuck.

      He only knew one person who was this fast and that guy had years of Sentinels of Light training under his belt. Who was this man?

      Vance finally pulled himself together and used his forearms to block the next blow aimed his way. He made to grab the man’s wrist so he could twist his arm behind his back, but the guy turned away in the nick of time. He delivered a punch to Vance’s side and leaned in.

      “Just go back.”

      “No, I don’t think I will,” Vance threw his head forward to headbutt him, but the man stepped back so his forehead only smacked that narrow nose. A fist shot up, uppercutting Vance’s chin from below.

      “Fuck!” Vance cried.

      “You can take a hit, I’ll give you that.” A knee connected with Vance’s stomach. “But you should give up. I’m not turning my friend in.”

      “I’m not arresting her,” Vance spat blood, one tooth feeling loose under his tongue, and grinned. “Why are we fighting again?”

      Those words finally got a reaction from the blue-eyed man. His brow wrinkled. “I need to give her time to get away. You saw her face and now that you know she is hollow-boned, you’ll have her plastered on wanted posters for no real reason.”

      Vance snorted at him. “Why the fuck would I do that? I just wanted her side of the story. I have to file a report on this shit, so I need to know how and why the fight started.”

      Those beautiful eyes turned cold, fists raising again. “I know how Sentinels treat hollow-boned.”

      Vance leaned against the cool bricks of the wall behind him, trying to catch his breath as he took stock of the pain riddling his body. This guy was impressive. And, honestly, cute. He might seem impossibly skinny, but he had a strong jaw and a bit of fuzz on his chin. Straight black hair was layered around his face, coming to his chin and hiding his ears completely. And Vance hadn’t missed the scars covering those massive knuckles. A lot of scars. Cute and a fighter. But woefully misinformed.

      “Well, if we’re going by hearsay, I should assume your friend is a low-life just because she’s hollow-boned, right?” The man’s jaw ticked but he lowered his fists as Vance continued. “You really shouldn’t group people together and make assumptions. I know well enough there are some piece of shit Sentinels out there that take advantage of their position to hurt people. Doesn’t mean we’re all cut from the same cloth. You know what they say about assuming.”

      The man straightened up and let his eyes rove over Vance. When he spoke again, he was wearing that calm expression. “The guy I knocked out was harassing my friend. Kept touching her. Wouldn’t listen when I told him to back off. Words were not working. Some people only understand violence.”

      “A sad truth,” Vance spit more blood and grinned at the man.

      Blue eyes flicked away. “I didn’t mean to hurt the Sentinel. It was an instinctual reaction when he grabbed me so hard.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Why? You don’t need it for your report.” His tone held an underlying threat. As if he didn’t want to be on the Sentinel’s radar and would do Vance more bodily harm if he tried to bring attention to him in such a way.

      Dangerous. Shit, maybe Vance was more like his co-worker Quill than he thought. Because he found this man, with his scarred hands and his calm stare, incredibly hot. I guess we both have a thing for bad boys.

      “Maybe I want to know your name so I can see you again.” Vance’s grin turned seductive. “Maybe I like getting my ass kicked once in a while.”

      Now those brows pinched in an incredulous look. “Are you seriously hitting on me right now? Maybe I punched you harder than I thought.”

      “Hey, I’m totally down with you grabbing my balls again in a completely different setting.”

      This time, the willowy man barked a laugh. He slapped a palm to his forehead and smiled at Vance. His two front teeth were chipped. When he smiled, he suddenly seemed much softer. Pretty. He smiled like a man who was used to smiling often. A man who enjoyed laughter. Vance drank in the sight.

      “Are you crazy? You want to see me again because I kicked your ass?”

      “You have a beautiful smile,” Vance blurted.

      “Don’t mess with me.” Lips closed over his teeth, as if he were embarrassed by the broken bones in his mouth.

      “I’m not. The way your entire face lights up–” But Vance snapped his lips shut as the man approached and slapped his palms to the bricks on either side of Vance’s head. Those beautiful blue eyes were suddenly an inch away from his, their noses almost touching. Even in the dying light, Vance could appreciate the man’s smooth skin and sharp features.

      “Are you being serious right now, Sentinel?” That low, threatening voice had Vance struggling not to squirm. His cock jerked in his tight pants.

      “I’m Vance. Fuck my code-name, I want you to know my real name. Can I know yours?” he managed to whisper.

      A thick finger trailed down the center of Vance’s chest, stopping at his naval. The unexpected touch gave him goosebumps. But those intense eyes never left his.

      “Benji. And if you are serious, meet me here, right here, two nights from now. Same time.” The tip of his tongue darted out and dragged over Vance’s lips before he was pulling away. Benji walked down the alley in the direction his friend had flown. Unhurried gait. Perfect posture. He never looked back.

      “Holy fuck.”

      Vance leaned his head against the wall and sucked in deep breaths. His tongue shot out to lick where Benji’s tongue had been. His cock was hard as a rock. His face hurt. His side ached. His mouth was still bleeding. He had to go check on the other agent back at the concert. He had to fabricate some bullshit story for his report. But all he wanted to do was chase Benji down the alley and kiss him silly.

      “Did I just score a date with the guy who kicked my ass so thoroughly?”

      Yes, he did.
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      Two nights later, just as the sun was setting, Vance walked into the alley with his hands in his pockets and his head held high. He was wearing loose khakis and a forest green knit sweater, which had taken him far too long to pick out. He told himself he wasn’t nervous, but that was a complete lie.

      Back at the Sentinels of Light headquarters in Tarja City, he had tried to tame his wild curls but gave up quickly, glowering at the reddish-brown locks in the mirror of the communal washroom. Quill had stepped in to wash his face and hands and hissed through his teeth at the sight of the bruises on Vance’s face.

      “Wrong end of a good punch, huh? You look nice, though. Going out tonight?”

      “Thanks. Got a date. At least, I think it’s a date.”

      “Good luck!” Quill patted his shoulder and left in a hurry. The guy was never one to linger and chat. Though, to be fair, he had been slowly opening up to Vance more and more lately. Vance had left him little choice. He hounded him at meals and sought him out at the training grounds a few times a week.

      That guy needs a friend, whether he realizes it or not. I’m up for the job. He’s sweet. He glanced at himself in the mirror again, gingerly touching the purple bruise on his cheek and the matching one on his chin. The question is: Is Benji as sweet as my gut tells me he is?

      Vance brushed these memories away as he spotted Benji waiting in the alley. He was wearing a white band shirt that swallowed his thin frame over denim jeans. His dark hair was as sleek and pretty as ever, his chin tilted up as he leaned against the brick wall exactly where Vance had been before. His eyes were closed. Perhaps he was lost in thought. 

      Vance purposefully kicked a loose rock as he approached to alert the man to his presence. Blue eyes shot open and focused on him. Thin lips parted. “Oh! Hey. I wasn’t sure if you would show.”

      “I’m the one that wanted to see you again. I fully expected you to be the one bailing.” Vance gave him a happy smile. “Glad you didn’t.”

      Benji’s eyes raked over his body, eyes narrowing slightly. Vance hoped he wasn’t blushing under that intense gaze.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. You just look so normal without the uniform.”

      “You gonna judge me based on my profession again?” But Vance used a playful tone and Benji huffed out a half-laugh. Damn, he did like the man’s laugh.

      “No. I’ll find other ways to judge you.” That radiant smile lit up his face and Vance had to stop himself from sighing aloud. “So? Where to, Vance?”

      “You tell me. I’m from Tarja City so I don’t know all the good bars or clubs here.”

      “Hmm. A crowded place like a bar is nice for a fun time, but not a great place to get to know someone. Let’s walk for a bit and talk.” He jerked his head towards the street, indicating for Vance to follow.

      After a few minutes of leisurely moseying down the asphalt sidewalks, Benji elbowed him gently.

      “So, what made you decide to become a Sentinel of Light?” Those pretty eyes were gazing at him curiously.

      Vance gave a shrug. “I guess I’m supposed to say something like ‘To bring justice to the cities’ or whatever. Honestly, though, it’s a job.”

      “Well that doesn’t sound jaded at all.”

      “Look, I do like helping people, but it honestly feels like we rarely actually help anyone. I’m here for the benefits, man. Good pay. Free place to sleep and free meals there if we want them. Training to master my magic and my weapons. More freedoms than authorities have.”

      “You have magic? What kind?” Benji’s tone never changed as he asked. He didn’t seem overly excited as most people their age tended to be when it came to magical abilities. He may as well be asking about the weather.

      “Water magic. I don’t like to use it against people if I can help it. I once accidentally blasted someone so hard, I peeled the skin off their arms.”

      “Intense.” Still no change in tone. No sign of surprise or horror. Vance wasn’t sure what to make of this man.

      “What about you? What do you do for a living?” He was dying to know more about Benji. He had a million questions and was fighting to keep his tongue in check.

      “I work at the Lars factory. We make hand-made toys for kids. Wooden ones, mostly. Big market for traditional, hand-carved toys now. I didn’t have toys as a kid, so it’s nice to make some for others.”

      Vance beamed at him. He tucked that last bit of information away in his mind to address later. “That sounds like a nice job. Good hours? They don’t overwork you guys, do they?”

      “No, the owners are great, actually.” Benji paused and pointed to a food stand up ahead. “Hungry?”

      “Only if I’m buying.” Vance flashed his flirtatious grin and Benji rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on. Let me treat you. I was the one hounding you for a date, after all.”

      Benji bumped shoulders with him. “You only asked for my name. I’m the one who set up the meet. But I’ll let you pay. This time.”

      This time. Those words echoed in Vance’s head as they approached the food stall and browsed the menu. Is he willing to see me again? It doesn’t feel awkward at all. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been this relaxed only a few minutes into a first date. I was so nervous before, but his smile calms me. Shit, I hope he likes me.

      They ordered tacos with extra meat and munched away as they began walking again. They chatted about music and their favorite bands, finding common ground there. Vance wiped some sauce dripping down Benji’s lip and waggled his eyebrows suggestively as he licked it from his finger. Benji cracked up laughing at the sight.

      As the stars shone overhead, they found the boardwalk and enjoyed the sight of the waves swishing a few yards away. Disposing of their food trash, Vance couldn’t resist brushing his hand against Benji’s as they walked. They moved slowly and without purpose, merely enjoying each other’s company. Vance spoke about his family and growing up in Tarja City. Benji gave the appropriate responses, though his questions were of a deeper nature. None of the usual surface-level get-to-know-you questions from this man.

      How did Vance deal with the loss of his mother as a teen? Did he ever have overwhelming emotions that crippled him? Did he ever hesitate to draw his weapons on people? What was his opinion on the new Feather Test and how it was ostracizing hollow-boned citizens?

      Vance answered every question honestly, and noted Benji’s reactions to his answers. It told him a lot about the man. He discovered that he enjoyed this more intimate approach to a date. Someone else might be nervous about such probing questions from a stranger. But Vance wanted to know who Benji was as a person. No going through the motions and pretending to care so he could bed him one day. He wanted more. So, he gave as good as he got with questions.

      “Where did you learn to fight like that?” Vance asked.

      Benji’s eyes flitted away. “Not tonight. Another day, perhaps. Though I will say you caught the worst side of me. I’m usually pretty laid back, but that guy flipped my switch.”

      “Is your friend okay? Get home safe?”

      Benji beamed at him, his fingers creeping into Vance’s now. Those large hands clutched his carefully, thick fingers twining with his. “She’s fine. Thanks for asking.”

      “I’m glad. Maybe we could all go to a concert together to make up for that fiasco. See when Raving Winds is playing again.”

      “Maybe.” Benji stopped and drew Vance in front of him. “I want to kiss you.”

      It wasn’t a question. Brain crapping out on him, Vance felt his eyes widen even as he blurted, “Yeah. Same.” Smooth. Such a way with words.

      Benji moved slowly, inching up to him with a softness in his eyes that had Vance’s heart thundering in his chest. Those large hands cupped his head, slowly running his fingers through Vance’s curls. Down to his ears. Then his cheeks. When he finally leaned forward and pressed their mouths together, Vance had to stifle a groan.

      Benji’s lips were thin but soft as they lazily moved over his. His tongue teased Vance’s mouth open to deepen the kiss. When one hand grabbed his neck and that warm tongue dove deeper, Vance gave up resisting and moaned into the man’s mouth. It was a beautiful kiss. Their mouths melded together so perfectly. Benji finally came up for air, smiling.

      “Mmm, tacos,” Vance whispered.

      That brought a tittering laugh from Benji’s pretty throat. He looked as giddy as Vance felt. Blue eyes were practically shining in the dark. He wrapped his arms around Vance’s neck. “Do you want to come back to my place?”

      The whispered words sent a thrill up Vance’s spine. “Only if you are sure that’s what you want.”

      “Quite sure. You are absolutely edible. Though I must warn you, I like things rough.”

      “I’ll warn you, I wasn’t joking when I said you can squeeze my balls that hard again.”

      Benji laughed again and rubbed their noses together. “You are too fun. I think we’re going to have a very entertaining evening.”

      Fuck yes, we are. Vance pulled him in for another kiss and somehow knew that this wasn’t going to be a one-night stand. He had a strong feeling that Benji was going to become an important part of his life. Perhaps it was wishful thinking. A hope. But the feeling never wavered as those scarred hands roved over his shoulders, touching him delicately. And when they finally drew away from each other and began walking again, Vance couldn’t keep the smile from his face.
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