
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A Guardian who would rather cultivate his gardens in the sea. A man hiding from his abusive past. With just the right push, can the two gain a chance at their happily ever after?

	 

	 

	Orin is a Guardian, a grandson of Neptune, and a formidable leader of the Atlantis military. His favorite thing to do? Care for his coral garden. But when a merman has friends, they make suggestions that can’t be ignored, like taking a trip to the surface world. Orin would rather stay at home in the sea, but there may be the slightest chance he could find his mate as his brothers did before him.

	Gavin has been running for years from the life he suffered with his ex-boyfriend. He’s only recently decided to explore relationships again, but the man that captures his attention is a great deal more than he imagined. He can take this chance for happiness, or he could keep running.

	Should the two give up or try their hand at something new?

	Well, their friends may just have something to say about that.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	For every writer who dreams.

	Keep writing.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	It was not enough that Gavin’s friend Pauric continued to pepper him with what he considered well-thought-out reasons, but he also swam around Orin, attempting to distract him while he tended his coral garden.

	Nothing gave Orin more pleasure than working the reefs, distributing the vital minerals needed to improve their glory. Tending the purples and reds, the brilliant yellows and blues of the living corals, and the creatures that made their home among the nooks and crannies, like the sea anemone waving their tentacles invitingly. If anyone wanted to find him, they need only visit the reef, where he spent his time relaxing and finding his calm. When he wasn’t fighting, training, or listening to his people’s concerns, he sought peace in his garden.

	And, of course, Pauric knew this. His role in Orin’s world was more of a brother than a friend, no matter what silliness he currently displayed.

	“What do you want, clownfish?” Orin remarked.

	Pauric was without his ebony trident with its sparkling tips, a striking complement to his reddish hair. Yet the merman still resembled a clownfish, his antics supporting the perception.

	“It’s nesting season.” Pauric smirked as he swam backward, a brow lifted and his arms crossed.

	It wasn’t as if Orin didn’t know that nesting season marked the time merpeople would try their hardest to find their mate. Most merfolk were convinced that a random series of dates in Neptune’s calendar would suddenly make such an impossible task probable for all.

	Ridiculous.

	Orin didn’t believe it and refused to entertain his tragically romantic friend. He admired Pauric’s hopes, but setting such a goal for himself merely frustrated him. He had better things to do with his time.

	Nudging the manta ray sliding along his side out of his way, he dipped a hand inside his bucket. He gathered a handful of plankton, groaning when the manta moved in and bumped him again, the flirt. Laughing, he pushed it away once more and opened his hand, allowing the plankton to fall on the reef’s surface.

	Pauric spun in place, his reddish curls catching the light from the sun, his scales nearly glowing. “While I admire your unfailing dedication to caring for our coral reefs, can’t they sort of do that themselves?”

	Orin lamented the fact that Pauric had apparently failed to listen to him in the past, clearly unable to recall the many times they’d discussed his garden. Then again, Pauric’s perfectionism regarding his profession as the armorer for the Guardians of Neptune didn’t necessarily lend itself to maintaining observations and random facts for other interests. Despite Pauric’s forgetfulness, his constant support plus his joy and laughter had found its partner in Orin’s soul.

	While Pauric might not remember why Orin cared about the reef, he never forgot that he did. Hence, the buckets of plankton Pauric had procured that morning and brought to Orin for the task. He could forgive characteristics in Pauric that would typically annoy him to no end as a Tetra—leader of the Guardians—and still feel infinitely fond of his friend.

	He smiled at Pauric and explained one again. “Over time and with humankind’s inability to leave the natural world alone, our coral reefs suffer. They taint them, destroying them without care. As people of the sea, it is our duty to protect them. Of course, some humans work to protect this gift, but there are not enough.”

	Even now, as Orin sought to educate Pauric, Pauric’s focus drifted elsewhere. The familiar daze appeared whenever Orin waxed on about preserving coral reefs.

	“Yes, so important.” Pauric worked hard to contain a threatening yawn, but one tiny bubble escaped his lips.

	Orin shook his head and went back to tending the reef.

	Pauric clapped his hands. “Now, about my request. Look at that overflowing vessel there. I even found your favorite crustaceans for our friends to savor. Surely that will ease your stance and save me from another lecture.” He smiled, pointing at another bucket, and the bits he’d procured were indeed lovely.

	There had once been a moment when Orin believed Pauric, with his eagerness to please, could be a viable candidate for his bed. Perhaps something even more permanent. Pauric was beautiful in form and heart, supple in his movements. He would be a work of art tied up, one worthy of his brother Trillian’s paintings.

	But no...

	Pauric would never submit to Orin, see Orin as the master of his body, a must Orin desired of his lovers. Simply put, he and Pauric were better as friends and brothers. Though Orin had three brothers of his blood—Kamau, Batair, and Trillian—he considered Pauric the bother of his heart.

	Orin sighed. In all his years, he’d never found a lover capable of satisfying his needs adequately. He’d accepted this, making his peace with sampling nubile lovers who failed to last beyond a lustful evening. While they enjoyed each other, the need to possess never rose—the desire to mate and share young was never a consideration. Instead, he would satisfy their needs but never his own.

	Orin needed to own. Mark. Destroy. Wreck. He craved his fingerprints upon flesh. He hungered to hear raw screams as he took and bruised. He visualized streaks of tears when he obtained his partner’s complete submission. And then he wanted to hold, gently pamper, and worship. But no one could take that. Before he could satisfy his urge to care after his joy of brutally pounding between hot thighs, words complaining of too big, too hard, too rough, and too deep would commence.

	He used to believe he would find someone destined for him, but as years passed and none appeared, he surrendered that dream. He accepted.

	So why, in this time of nesting, should he think differently? Did Pauric genuinely believe he should cast his hopes on a world of humans?

	“I can see that logistical brain of yours questioning my sanity.” Pauric broke through Orin’s musing. “Why can’t we at least visit the surface world and have a look? I’ve never been, and going without you is hardly likely unless I sneak off as some have. But I have a healthy fear of your grandfather and would like to do things with his permission. If you make the request to go, our king would be more likely to say yes.”

	The pleading tone in Pauric’s voice was slowly breaking him down. Orin needed to remain strong and push back.

	“And you’ve decided this how?” Orin spread another handful of plankton out before focusing on his delusional friend. “You know Neptune is not keen on sending anyone to the surface world. He commands the older mer to watch out for things like when the young venture off.”

	Pauric raised a finger. “Yes, but if you were to say you wished to check on your siblings and spend some time there, the desire to spy on his progeny would be difficult to resist. And, of course, one such as myself would be allowed to accompany you without question, as I am your friend.”

	Ah. Pauric had given this request some dedicated consideration, and he wasn’t wrong in his thinking. Orin’s grandfather often sought word of his grandsons and their families. So a first-hand view would go a long way to achieving a yes to traveling above.

	“And you would accompany me because...” Orin had to know how Pauric would wrap himself into this adventure.

	“Well, as your constant companion, I would offer support. Aid in any trouble that arrived. The two of us, having trained together, would pair well and provide confidence in your safe return.” The rehearsed response was impressive.

	Orin swished his hands through the water, removing the tidbits of plankton attached to his palms. Then he turned to give his friend his complete focus. “This means that much to you, Pauric?”

	Pauric’s smile indicated he knew a win was at hand for his campaign. While Orin had no desire to go to the surface world, he would for this man who had been by his side for years, never failing to come to his aid.

	“Yes, Orin, it does. I only need you to say yes.” Pauric spoke slowly, but bright eagerness lit up his face.

	Orin laughed, shaking his head. “Fine, understand I do this for you, but when it is time to return, I will, with or without you.”

	This time, Pauric laughed. “Of course, my friend. Now, when shall we meet with your grandfather?”

	“That is easier said than done.”

	“Well, what are we waiting for, then?”

	 



Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“You’ll never get what you want by settling, Gavin,” Coralia Hali said while popping carrots into her mouth at the bar.

	“Shh, he might hear you.” Gavin Dennehy smiled toward his date for the evening, who raised his glass back with a sweet smile. Gavin prepared to wrap up his tables since he had Tony’s permission to leave early. “Bob is a nice guy. He has a great job. He enjoys reading—”

	“Oh, wait! Let me! Let me!” Coralia pounced. “He enjoys walks on the beach. He’s the perfect prospect boyfriend.” She popped another carrot into her mouth and leaned her chin on a raised fist.

	Gavin sighed. “Yes, Coralia. He does, or at least he says so. I’m not sure yet. We’re getting to know each other.”

	“And I get that, but when you describe this poor delusional creature who thinks he’s going to get in your pants tonight, he sounds like an ad for an elderly dating app and not someone you honestly want.”

	No one could accuse Coralia of not speaking her mind, but Gavin wanted safe, and Bob was safe.

	“And how do you know what I want? I like him.” Or at least he liked his profile. This would be their first date, and sure, there wasn’t a brewing inferno in his balls for this guy, but who needed that? Gavin didn’t. Nice, calm, and ordinary was what he was looking for as he cautiously dipped his toe into the dating scene again.

	“Yes, Gavin, I can see that you do. But do you want him? There’s not an ounce of heat in your eyes when you look at that kind and boring man over there.”

	Thankfully, Coralia didn’t point a carrot toward Gavin’s date for the evening, but her gaze did flicker the man’s way.

	“I don’t need heat.” Gavin had heat once, fire, and it burned him. No more burns for him. He was going to date Ted. Wait. Carl. No, Bob. His name was Bob, and he was going to enjoy it. Unfortunately for Bob, despite Coralia’s observation, there wouldn’t be anyone getting into Gavin’s pants that evening, even if it seemed like forever since Gavin got any action.

	He still had another hour to work, so he refilled Coralia’s glass before leaving to check his tables. He enjoyed his job at Iliona’s Safe Haven, where he’d worked as a waiter for the last few years. Tony, the manager, was friendly yet firm. He appreciated that Tony ran a tight ship but was compassionate and fair. He also enjoyed the family atmosphere, especially with Tony’s children visiting daily. And while Tony was easy on the eyes, his husband, Adamaris, was a thing of beauty. Gavin enjoyed watching the pair, seeing what it was to love someone and have that love returned rather than tremble in fear of what might lurk within the
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