
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Sometimes love can save your life—literally.
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ORLANDO TRAINED TO be an assassin, but when confronted with the reality of what it meant, he left the council. Now, he’s jobless and directionless, and he doesn’t know where to start building himself a new life.

Saving his human mate from a fellow trainee assassin isn’t what he had in mind.

Liam loves his cat and plants, and he has no idea why a woman he’s never seen before would want to kill him, but he’s relieved when Orlando steps in to save him. He doesn’t know what to think when Orlando clearly knows the woman—or when he announces that Liam is his mate.

Both Liam and Orlando are sure that the council made a mistake, but until they look into it, Liam has to go into hiding. What better place than his mate’s apartment? The problem is that Liam doesn’t know if he can accept the fact that Orlando almost became an assassin himself. Unfortunately for both of them, Liam might never get the chance to find out.
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ORLANDO WASN’T RUNNING. He was just walking very fast, but that was because he was eager to leave his empty apartment and to meet Seymour for coffee.

It had nothing to do with the fact that he’d never lived on his own before, or that the apartment felt too empty and silent.

He’d never thought that silence could be heavy, but it was. It was the first time he lived on his own, and he hadn’t expected any of this. It kind of made him want to go back into the assassins’ program, even though he’d decided he wasn’t cut out for that life.

Maybe it had been a mistake. He glanced back at his apartment building and wondered if all of this had been a mistake. Well, not meeting Seymour for coffee, but everything that had come before then—deciding to work for the council, being recommended for the assassins’ program, training for way too long, only to drop everything and end up on his own.

It was too late for him to change his mind, unfortunately. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to change his mind. He knew it was the fear of the unknown talking, and he needed to smack that fear down and kill it. Hopefully, spending time with his friend would help.

Orlando wasn’t used to feeling so unsure of himself. It wasn’t only in one part of his life, either. He wasn’t sure if he should live on his own. He wasn’t sure what he’d do for a living now that he wouldn’t work for the council. He definitely wasn’t sure about how he’d come up with rent once the council stopped paying him in a few months.

Maybe spending money on coffee wasn’t a good idea, after all.

Orlando pushed open the coffee shop door anyway. It was so close to his apartment that he could probably get coffee there every morning. Still, he should be an adult and not waste money.

It was harder than it should be.

Thankfully, Seymour was already sitting at a table by the window, so Orlando wouldn’t have time to mope. Seymour waved, and Orlando waved back before moving toward the counter. He’d get coffee this one time and start saving money tomorrow.

“You’re late,” Seymour said when Orlando reached him. “I don’t know how that’s possible since you basically live in the back alley.” 

“My building isn’t in the back alley.”

“It might as well be. I didn’t know you were one of those people who arrive late to things.”

“I’m not.”

Seymour snorted. “Clearly the only reason you were never late when we worked for the council was that you couldn’t afford to be.”

He wasn’t wrong. Orlando had wanted to succeed. He hadn’t known whether or not he was ready to become an assassin, but he’d trained as one, and he didn’t regret it. When the time had come for him to start killing people, though, he’d known that he needed to take a step back. That life wasn’t for him, and that was okay. He’d still completed the program, and he was proud of that. Unfortunately, that wasn’t something he could put on a resume.

He flopped back into his chair and took a sip of coffee. It was slightly bitter, but he didn’t want to get back on his feet to get more sugar.

Seymour’s expression softened. “How are you, really?”

“I’m fine. Do I look like I’m not?”

“Honestly, a bit. Not that you were ever the smiliest person in our group, but you look a little down.”

Orlando grimaced. He didn’t mean to worry his friends. They all had better things to focus on, including Seymour. He had his twin brother and his mate. Really, Orlando was lucky that Seymour had even found time to get coffee with him.

Seymour bumped his foot into Orlando’s. “Come on. Tell me.”

Orlando sighed. He was here to spend time with a friend, and friends were supposed to listen to you. If Seymour was asking, it probably meant that he wanted to know. “It’s just hard.”

“You’re going to have to be more specific than that. What’s hard? Knowing you’ll never have Kennedy?”

Orlando groaned and kicked Seymour under the table. “I don’t want Kennedy.”

“Are you sure?” 

“I just thought he was hot, okay? I didn’t know he was your brother’s mate.”

Seymour raised his hands. “Okay, but you can’t deny it’s fun to tease you about it.”

“Is it? Because I don’t find it fun.” 

Seymour pressed his lips together, clearly trying not to laugh. Orlando rolled his eyes. He didn’t really care that Seymour was teasing him—in fact, he enjoyed it. It had made Seymour forget that he was waiting for a serious answer.

Unfortunately, that didn’t last long. 

“Seriously, what’s up with you? I thought you’d be happy to finally be out of the facility,” Seymour said.

Orlando took a sip of coffee just to waste a few more seconds. He didn’t want Seymour to worry about him, but Seymour would anyway, no matter if he was honest or not. They were friends. “It’s just odd.”

Seymour stared for a moment before waving his hand. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“I just had an objective for so long, you know? I was training, and I knew what would happen when I finished the program, but then I changed my mind, and now, I don’t know where to start. I don’t want to work for the council, but I don’t know what else I could do. I had to move out of the place that I called home for so long, and all my friends have their own lives. I don’t have anything.”

“You have your apartment, which is one thing you don’t have to worry about. We might all be busy with our personal lives, but it doesn’t mean you don’t have us, too.”

“I know. I’m just feeling whiny.” Because even though Orlando’s friends were busy with their mates and their jobs, they were still there for him. Seymour was currently sitting in front of him, sipping coffee and staring at him as if trying to read his mind. Life hadn’t ended when the council assassins’ project did. Orlando just had to give himself time to find a new direction.

He had no idea where to start.

“Okay, so you have your apartment. What else?” Seymour asked.

“What else, what?”

“Why are you so worried?”

“Well, I have to find a job.” 

“I don’t think it’s going to be as hard as you think. I mean, it definitely depends on what kind of job you have in mind, but you could start with something generic since you don’t know what you want. Have you tried applying here at the coffee shop?” 

“I haven’t applied anywhere.”

Seymour nodded. “That’s fine. The council will pay you for a few more months, so you don’t have to rush into it.”

Orlando had lucked out. The council had projected that not all the trainees would pass the final tests and that not all of those who passed would want to make it their lives, so in the contract, they’d agreed to continue paying anyone who stepped away from the program for a few more months to give them time to regroup and come up with something. That didn’t mean Orlando could slack, though. That money wouldn’t come in indefinitely.

He groaned. “I have no idea what I want to do.”

“Then you need to find out. Why don’t you start doing something new? You’ve been so focused on the program and training that you haven’t had the time to do anything personal. I know it’s weird to have so much free time, but it’s something to think about. You still have the security of the council paying you for a few more months. You can explore different things and decide what would make a good job for you.”

What Seymour was saying made sense, but it still gave Orlando pause. It was hard to let go of the control he’d had to have over himself while he trained and wrapped his mind around the fact that he had a different life now—a life where he was free to do what he wanted.

“I can see you panicking,” Seymour said gently. “Okay, I’ll tell you what I know about you. You like horrible TV shows.”

“They’re not horrible, just unrealistic.”

Seymour rolled his eyes but ignored Orlando’s words. “You love plants. You like to paint, even though you barely do it. Maybe you could take some art lessons? Just do something you enjoy.” 

Orlando nodded. He tried thinking about what he would enjoy, but he wasn’t sure. How sad was that?

* * * *
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LIAM TUCKED HIS PHONE between his shoulder and his ear. “No, I’m fine. You don’t have to go feed Parsley.” 

“Are you sure?” Liam’s mother asked. “Because I know how busy you are between your job and the community garden. I can help.”

Liam didn’t remember how many times he’d told his mother he didn’t need her to help. It was sweet that she worried about him and her furry grandson—as she called Parsley—but even though Liam’s life was busy, he still had enough time to feed himself and his cat. “Parsley gets enough food. I’m afraid that if you feed him, he’ll get so big that I’ll have to roll him around.”

“I would never do that to him. I’m just afraid he’ll get lonely. You’re never home.”

“Which is why I got a cat and not something that needed more attention. Parsley and I spend plenty of time together when I get home in the evening. Don’t worry.”

That wasn’t exactly true. Usually, when Liam came home in the evening, he barely had time to eat, shower, and fall into bed. Sometimes, he thought his life was too busy, but what was he supposed to give up? He needed his job to pay rent and feed himself, and he loved the community garden too much to want to stop going. The few hours he spent there every day were what put a smile on his face and made the rest of the week easier to deal with.

“I still think you could make gardening a full-time job.”

Liam sighed as he continued rolling the hose. He and his mother had talked about this many times. While he would’ve loved to make gardening his full-time job, he didn’t see how he could make money from it. His parents had offered to have him move back in with them until he got a business off the ground, but he didn’t want to do that. He loved them, but he needed his own space, and he had it.

His job in construction was reliable. Opening his own gardening business wouldn’t be, especially not in the beginning. Unfortunately, that meant that he was stuck with construction, but it could be worse. At least he had a job.

His mother sighed. “I’m just afraid that you’re overworking yourself. You work almost every day, Liam. That’s not good for you.”

“Gardening isn’t work.”

“Maybe not, but you spend so much time doing it that it might as well be. You need some rest and relaxation. When was the last time you went on a date?”

Liam put down the hose and straightened his back. His spine cracked, making him grimace. “So that’s what you were going for,” he told his mother. 

“I wasn’t going for anything.” 

“I don’t need to date to have a nice life.”

“No one said you had to date, but don’t you want to find love?” 

Right now, Liam wasn’t sure where he’d fit love into his life, even if it found him. He didn’t have enough time in the day to meet someone, date them, and give both of them the time to fall in love. It would be great if he could end up being someone’s mate because that would take some of the unknown out of the equation, but he wasn’t holding his breath. What would be the odds?

Besides, where would Liam meet his mate? He knew everyone who came around the community center. He worked in different places, but the only people he had regular contact with were the people he worked with, not whoever they worked for. He might bump into his mate at the grocery store, he supposed, but again, what were the odds?

He’d made his peace with being alone, and that was fine, even though some days, he yearned for more. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been on a date, but he was sure it had been years since he’d last kissed someone. It had been just as long since he’d had sex with anyone, but that didn’t bother him as much. He missed the intimacy and feeling loved more than he missed sex.

He wasn’t planning on telling his mother any of that. She’d start cooing over him and trying to find him dates, and that was the last thing he wanted. If he changed his mind about dating, he’d take things into his own hands. In the meantime, he might not be completely happy, but he was content, which was more than a lot of people could say.

“Maybe I should start dating Martha,” he teased.

“Well, you could do worse.”

Liam barked out a laugh. Martha was one of the other gardeners who frequented the community garden. She was in her eighties and often needed help, which Liam was happy to provide, even though she hated to ask. “I suppose I could. Look, I have to go.”

“You just don’t want to listen to me worry about you.”

“Well, I can’t say it’s nice, even though I know you do it because you care.”

She sighed. “Exactly. Your father and I both do and want you to be happy. I know you keep telling yourself that you are, but I’m your mother. I know you, and I know this isn’t happiness.”

“I guess I’ll have to try harder, then.”

His mother tsked but didn’t say anything. Liam was relieved.

No one was supposed to be happy all the time. Hell, he wasn’t sure anyone was ever truly happy. Maybe millionaires. They didn’t have to worry about money, so they could focus on what made them happy, but something told Liam that having so much money also brought problems.

It wasn’t a problem he would ever know. He had a stable job, but it was getting harder to pay rent and everything else with his paycheck. Maybe his mother’s idea about opening his own gardening business wasn’t a bad one, but he should do it along with continuing to work in construction. It would be even more work, but what else did he have to do? As his mother had pointed out, he didn’t have anything else. He certainly didn’t have a boyfriend. He had his job, his plants, and his cat. That was all he needed.

Or at least, that was what he told himself as he and his mother hung up. He pushed his phone into his jeans pocket and glanced around the community garden. As always on Saturdays, it was crowded, but it was one of the reasons Liam loved it. He didn’t have a lot of people in his life, but he never felt alone here.

Actually, now that he thought about it, he only had his family, which was a little sad. All of his friends had drifted away in the past few years, mostly because he didn’t have time for them. That was probably one of the reasons his mother was so worried. Maybe he should make an effort to find more friends.

He just wasn’t sure how he was supposed to do that.

He shook his head and pushed away a strand of hair that had fallen on his forehead. The temperatures were getting cooler, which unfortunately meant he didn’t have a lot of time left. He still gardened in the winter, but it wasn’t the same. It also didn’t occupy as much time as it did in the summer, so maybe he should find a winter hobby. His mother would probably cry from happiness if he told her he’d joined a book club or something.

The thought made him shudder in horror. He could think of nothing worse except the community garden closing or losing his job.

He shook himself and decided to stop thinking about it. It wouldn’t change anything, and it wasn’t like he had time to waste. He didn’t only take care of his plot at the community garden. He helped other people, too, including Martha, who was struggling to pull out some weeds.

Liam reached her side before she could topple over, although it was a close thing. “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked as he hooked a hand around her elbow and kept her on her feet.

She turned to glare at him. She always looked put together, even when she was gardening. She made pearl necklaces look good, even with dirt on her gloved hands. “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m gardening.”

“I already told you to call me if you needed help.”

“Ever considered that maybe I didn’t call you because I don’t need your help?” 

Liam grinned. He wasn’t offended by Martha’s snarkiness. He knew that deep inside, she loved him.

Very deep inside.

* * * *

[image: ]


“YOU SHOULD COME TO dinner,” Seymour said as he and Orlando left the coffee shop.

“You spent the entire afternoon with me. Why would you want to have dinner together, too?” 

Seymour frowned. “Because you’re my friend. I like spending time with you.”

Orlando had been teasing, but that was nice to hear. “I like spending time with you, too, but I’m sure that Jimmy wouldn’t be too happy to find me sitting on his couch when he comes home from work.”

“He’s not at work today. He’s with Wallace.”

Orlando bumped his shoulder against Seymour’s. “You know what I mean.”

“I do know what you mean, but seriously. I get it if you don’t want to have dinner with us, but you should consider it.”

It actually didn’t sound bad. What else did Orlando have to do? Go back to his empty apartment and stare at the wall? Turn on the TV and watch some reality show? He could think of nothing worse, but at the same time, he didn’t want to bother Seymour and Jimmy. They had their own lives, and they didn’t need to coddle Orlando.

Orlando’s gaze caught on a few flyers stuck on the wall by the coffee shop door. One was for a babysitter offering their services, another for a dog sitter doing the same, but the last one was more interesting. “There’s a community garden in town?”

“Really?” Seymour asked.

They both paused to read the flyer. It advertised a community garden not far from the coffee shop. Apparently, everyone was welcome, even if only to take a walk and look around.

“You like plants,” Seymour said. 

“I like houseplants. I doubt they have any of those in a community garden. They’re more for vegetables, aren’t they?”

“I have no idea, and since you don’t know, either, you should go and take a look. What’s the worst that can happen?”

Orlando could think of several things, but that was the trained assassin in him. Nothing would happen. It was a community garden. The people there were normal, unlike Orlando and Seymour. There would be no weird attacks, and no one would be trying to kill anyone.

“You should think about it,” Seymour said. “Even if you only go once, take a look around, and decide it’s not your thing.”

He was right. Orlando had been so busy worrying about what he wanted to do with his life and what his next step would be that he hadn’t given himself time to settle into his new life. He hadn’t allowed himself to do anything fun, either, because it felt wrong. He was supposed to focus on finding a job.

But he didn’t have to find a job he’d do for the rest of his life. He could do something less permanent, or hell, maybe something that felt less permanent but that would become permanent. Like Seymour had said, he could start at the coffee shop or even stocking the shelves at the grocery store. He just needed to start somewhere.

“You know, I think I’ll go to check it out now,” he told Seymour.

Seymour blinked at him. “Really?”

“Really. Like you said, it’s not like I have anything better to do.”

“That’s not what I said.“

“It pretty much is. Besides, you’re not wrong. I don’t have anything better to do, and I have to start somewhere, right? I might not find a job there, but being around people who like plants should be fun.”
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