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Content Note


This standalone novel is a cozy small town, slice of life, spicy omegaverse rom-com, but there are mentions of serious topics and issues. This book is intended for a mature audience 18+.

Below are the content notes and trigger warnings, some of which may be mild spoilers.

MC: Main Character

MMC: Male Main Character

FMC: Female Main Character

Spicy Content

This is paranormal fiction, not a realistic guide to sex or kink.

Why choose, MFMMMM, where all the focus is on the woman

MFM threesome & group sex

Knotting

Food play

Primal play - chasing

All holes filled on FMC/airtight

Daddy kink

DD/lg

BDSM elements

Age gap (30s FMC and older MMC)

Light breath play & choking

Cockwarming kind of (FMC falls asleep while knotted)

Sex in public places (but they’re not watched or caught, not exhibitionism)

Inappropriate use of a motorcycle

Trigger Warnings

This is a low stakes book, but there are mentions of serious topics, and potential triggers are listed here. If you think something needs to be added to this list, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me at winnie0aster@gmail.com

There is no pregnancy or talk of having children in this book.

This book includes:

Bite marks and mention of minor blood/bleeding from biting

Mental health: anxiety, panic attacks, calming techniques

Mention of hospitalization for anxiety in the past

Light bullying/being an alphahole

Light non-con pat down, like checking someone’s pockets to see if they’re stealing

Light stalking in public places

Threatening to have one of the MCs arrested

Accidental attempted bond by one of the MMCs, but the FMC isn’t upset about it

Mention of potential cheating in past relationships, but not by MCs, and there is no cheating between MCs

Mention of bad past relationships - no physical abuse, but manipulative behavior (not by the MCs)

Broken pack bond in past relationship (potentially likened to divorce)

Eating animal products (meat, butter, etc.), description of eating oysters


A Brief Introduction to the Starsfalls Omegaverse


The Starsfalls Omegaverse is a contemporary alternate universe with some fantastical paranormal elements. In this universe, humans have secondary biological characteristics and are in one of three designations: omegas, alphas, or betas. Omegaverse picked up these terms from the old, incorrect theories of wolf pack hierarchies, but the people in the Starsfalls Omegaverse are not werewolves and there is no shifting.

This omegaverse includes knotting, heats, slick, perfume/pheromones, scent marking, purring, growling, barking, and instincts are close to the surface.

Alphas typically form packs, a group of two or more alphas. They often look for an omega to be the center of their pack.

Alphas are larger than betas or omegas, while omegas tend to be smaller than the other designations. The majority of alphas are male, and most omegas are female, but the designations can be any gender. Alphas are extremely protective of omegas in general, and especially their omega/partner. In this world, alphas are legally allowed to physically defend and protect their omega.

In this omegaverse, the bond between alphas forms naturally when they spend a lot of time together and want to be in a pack with the other alphas. They do not have to bite each other to form the mental bond, it’s more of a slow development as they grow close. Bonds only occur between packmates, which is like a family unit of adults.

Omegas go through heats, where their body craves sex. This can be unpleasant to painful to go through alone, so they typically join a pack as a polyamorous relationship so there are enough alphas to satisfy their heat cravings. If omegas don’t want to be in a relationship, they may find temporary alphas to help them through their heats. They can also use knotting toys to help with the heat, but many report they are not as satisfactory. During a heat, omegas are only focused on that, so they are unlikely to remember to eat and drink, so alphas are responsible for taking care of them and making sure they don’t get dehydrated or starve. Omegas have heats several times a year, unless they’re on suppressants to reduce the hormones responsible for heats. Omegas prefer to be in their nests for their heats, a cozy space where they feel safe and comfortable. During their heat, omegas instincts are focused on sex, and their other survival instincts basically stop working, which is why at the beginning of a heat they are drive to hide in their nest as self-preservation. Once the heat is fully underway though, they don’t pay attention to anything else, so alphas should watch out for them to make sure they don’t accidentally get hurt.

In order to join a pack, alphas have to bite an omega, and then the omega bites the alpha back to complete the bond. If the omega does not bite them back, it means they have not accepted the bond, and it is incomplete.

Betas can join packs, but they do not have a biological imperative to do so. They can join a bond with alphas. Alphas instigate the bond unconsciously on their end, so that it draws the beta into their mental bond. They do not have to bite a beta into the pack/bond. To bond with an omega, the omega has to bite the beta to start the bond, and the beta has to bite them back to complete the bond.

Alphas and omegas have stronger scents than betas, and these can be used to find compatible mates. Alphas and omegas typically partner with someone who smells good to them. A scent match is a stronger scent connection that occurs when an alpha or omega smell extremely good to each other. This usually means they are highly compatible, like true mates or fated mates. Betas can be scent matches to alphas or omegas. Other betas are less likely/able to pick up on a betas’ individual scent. Betas can smell the scents of alphas and omegas, but they can not sense them as strongly as alphas and omegas. So while an alpha might be able to smell an omega from across the room, a beta would only smell the omega if they were standing right next to them.

Alphas and omegas have come that smells and tastes like their natural scents. Betas’ come usually tastes like their scent smells to alphas and omegas, other betas are less likely/able to pick up on their distinct flavor.


For everyone who loves sweet betas and anxious alphas.

And daddies.


Chapter 1
Daphne
[image: drawing of a vanilla orchid cutting]


As I struggle to breathe through the face full of flowers, I remind myself this is what I always wanted.

No, not the face full of flowers.

Well, maybe a little. They smell amazing.

What I meant was, I always wanted to work in a cute little florist shop. One where the workers know the meaning of each flower, stem, herb, and even the occasional fruit and vegetable they use to create their bouquets and arrangements. A shop that doesn’t just throw together a few roses and baby’s breath and call it a day.

Queen of Hearts Florist (with the face-hugging flowers) is that shop. The owner knows everything there is to know about plants, and she can produce any style of bouquet or arrangement, from the classic dozen roses (which are beautiful, I have no animosity toward the classics) to wild sprays of greenery and fruit and flowers going every which way. She can also tell you what each individual stem and grouping means, from asters for sentimental remembrance to zinnias for everlasting friendship.

Now I’m here, learning from the best after years of working in shops where no one cared about the florals as much as I did, and I’m not as happy as I should be.

“Tuck the white crocuses here and then bring over the pink peonies,” Anicka says.

“Of course,” I say, quickly but carefully arranging the flowers and hurrying to get the others.

We’re working fast to put these arrangements together for a big order, a last-minute bonding ceremony for a pack that decided they just had to do it this weekend.

Anicka wasn’t fazed by the order, smoothly transitioning into telling the omega what style of florals we could have ready for this weekend. If I had been the one to take that call, I don’t think I could have rattled off as many options as she did, despite having worked in florist shops for almost ten years. That’s nothing compared to Anicka’s almost half a century of experience.

If I didn’t know better, I would almost think she’s been doing this for centuries. With her sharp eyes and long, iron-gray hair, Anicka reminds me of a wise witch who lives in the forest making potions from her plants.

I’m not sure if it’s offensive to describe your boss as a witch, but I mean it in the best way possible. Who wouldn’t want to live free in the woods, doing what you want, eating what you grow or catch, and trading your potions and brews with the townspeople for anything else. Despite my admiring description, I don’t plan to tell Anicka that’s how I think of her. She’s a helpful but formidable woman, and I don’t want to be on her bad side (she scares me a little).

I add the peonies to the centerpieces and adjust the stems to vary the heights. While I work alongside Anicka and Poppy, the part-time florist, my thoughts stray again to why I’m not happier at my dream job.

Surely it can’t be the store itself. It’s the best florist I’ve ever seen, from the quality of the plants to the high standards of customer service. Most of our flowers and greenery are purchased from local farms, importing just a few specialty stems. I always wanted to work somewhere that cared about supporting local farmers.

Anicka is an amazing boss and I’m learning a lot from her, and Poppy is nice too. Good products, good coworkers, and innovative florals are everything I ever wanted. No more chain store florists who hardly know the names of the flowers and don’t care about creating the best bouquets possible for their customers.

Not to mention it’s the cutest little shop on Main Street, with a dark green wooden exterior and large windows. It has two bay windows we style every week, so it always looks like the shop is bursting with flowers and plants.

It’s not Queen of Hearts’ fault then.

The only other big change in my life has been moving to Starsfalls. I’ve lived here for six months now, and I think I’ve settled nicely into small-town life. I used to live in one of the biggest cities in the country, but it’s not like I need the city life. I don’t think I’m missing that at all. I love walking around this small town, browsing the boutiques and sampling the coffee shops and eateries. It’s nice to have things within walking distance if you don’t feel like driving. I even walk to work most days, since I’m renting a little townhouse just a few streets over. You could walk around downtown in the city, but cars were definitely required for most things.

Everyone in Starsfalls is so nice, and not too nosy or in your business. There is some gossiping, but it’s nothing malicious, mostly talk about what events are happening and the associated drama (like The Great Chocolate Shortage just before the biggest romantic holiday of the year) or who’s dating who, and didn’t he used to date her sister??

Dating.

A shudder wracks my body, icy fingers of horror tickling my spine.

I’ll never date again. Even if I wanted to swim in the dating waters, how would I do it? Get on one of those dating apps where people ask for nudes before even saying “hello” or “how are you,” or go to a bar and take home some random person? And then what’s the best outcome? I get into another relationship that drags on for years, the alphas claiming to care about you and love you…until they find someone better. Then they say they never really meant anything they said, and why would I believe they did? Just because they told me they loved me and wanted to spend their lives with me doesn’t mean that was the truth. It was obviously my fault for believing them. How foolish of me.

We weren’t bonded or anything, but I told them I wanted to get more established in my career before settling down. They agreed to wait, which I thought meant they cared about me and my goals. Now I know it’s because they didn’t love me, or even respect me.

After that six-year relationship, I’m not interested in dipping my toes in the relationship pool ever again, much less diving in. I can’t trust alphas now, or anyone really. Who’s to say those alphas (or betas) won’t stick around just until they find someone better too, a younger omega with a better fake laugh (I know her laugh was fake, because their jokes aren’t that funny.) It’s not her fault they dumped me, but it’s still irritating to be replaced so quickly. I feel bad for her, really (mostly), and hope she’s a faster learner than I am.

They’re not worth all the fake laughing she’ll have to do. I would have told her not to waste her time with my ex-pack, but she didn’t ask me, and I didn’t want to seem like the pathetic ex warning her away, so I left her to make her own choices.

Mentally complaining about my exes doesn’t make me feel better. Sure, they treated me badly when we broke up, but I really loved them before that. I loved their bad jokes because they came from my alphas, and their “too busy with work to see you” schedules were fine because it made me appreciate the time I got to spend with them even more. We were still discovering new things about each other, like they recently learned that I don’t like baked potatoes, only fried or mashed or boiled. There was so much more to learn about each other, which meant we were never bored when they had time for me.

The more I think about it, maybe our good times weren’t that good either. I know I’d told them plenty of times that I didn’t like baked potatoes, but they still took me out to baked potato buffets at least once a month (and why did our city have so many restaurants specializing in baked potatoes anyway??). They also expected me to laugh at their jokes every time, and would wait for me to giggle, staring me down until I did. And now I’m wondering if their “too busy at work” schedules may have actually been “too busy banging anyone but you.”

Even realizing they weren’t the alphas I thought they were doesn’t comfort me. My insides are still just as twisted up and wrung out as they have been for the past seven months.

At least landing this job at Queen of Hearts let me move far, far away and start fresh in a cozy town.

Now, if my brain and heart would just get the memo that we’ve moved on, I could finally start enjoying the happily single forever, pack-free life in Starsfalls.

“Daphne, do you want to arrange the florals at the ceremony with Poppy tomorrow? You don’t need me there to direct it, but I can be there if you want the backup,” Anicka says, interrupting my self-reflection.

I blink, running through what she said to make sure she said what I thought she said.

“I can handle it with Poppy, the two of us can get everything done,” I say.

Anicka already trusts me to handle big jobs on my own! Well, this isn’t a huge job, but there are at least a van load of flowers for the bonding, and that’s a sizeable amount to set up. I haven’t even been here a year, and she already recognizes that I can run events on my own. Well, Poppy will be there too.

But still.

Being in charge of the flowers for the bonding ceremony finally perks me up, and I feel more positive than I have in a while. I can’t wait to weave the flowers into the arch, arrange the centerpieces on the tables, and deliver the bouquets and boutonnieres to the appreciative gasps of the bonding party.

Maybe whatever part of me is being a downer is starting to realize life is good now.

Great job, great house, great town, and no deadweight alphas holding me back.

I have everything I need.


Chapter 2
Feliks
[image: drawing of a yarrow cutting]


“You have to lift with your legs,” I tell Ciro helpfully.

Muttered curses are the only reply I receive for my thoughtful advice. It’s just as well, I’m too busy laughing to carry on a conversation.

Ciro spits out leaves along with the curses, but the plants continue to whack him in the face as he unloads the plumeria from the delivery truck. I thought the heavy lifting might help him work out his irritation at the new plants, but it clearly hasn’t, and with the way they’re acting, the feeling is mutual.

Once I contain my laughter, I offer to help with the rest, but Ciro waves me off. I wait for him to finish so I can talk to him without interruption.

I lounge by the pots while Ciro signs off on the delivery. I don’t dare mention it now, but plumeria flowers look good, and I’m sure they’ll sell well. Maybe I’ll tell him I thought this was a good idea after he sees how popular they are.

For now, I’ll avoid the farmer’s lecture on the foolishness of importing tropical plants and attempting to grow them in an area that has hard winters.

Ciro stalks around his new plants muttering to himself, and I think I see him pick another leaf out of his mouth before he finally joins me.

“I assume you didn’t come out here just to watch my farm start pandering to influencer trends,” he says.

“It’s not pandering to buy new plants at the request of your local customers,” I say, barely resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

Ciro tilts his cowboy hat back to wipe the sweat off his forehead before pulling it back over his eyes.

“These are popular on that ShutterSoul app now, but soon enough this fad will be over and I’ll be stuck with dozens of tropical plants no one cares about anymore. This variety is especially finicky to care for, even without factoring in that this isn’t its ideal climate. I have to care for these delicate plants just because I listened to Anicka and her big ideas about staying current. The flowers I sell are doing just as well as they always have, my farm doesn’t need to branch out. She should have gone to one of the other farms with this idea,” Ciro says, the same complaints I’ve heard for the last few months.

“Anicka knows you’re one of the best flower farmers around, and she knows how to run her business and market her products. She wouldn’t ask you to invest in something with fleeting popularity. And no offense, but dealing with customers isn’t exactly your strong suit, so I would defer to her in figuring out what the people want. Anyway, they’re here now, so you might as well focus on the part you like best. Get them to grow, and Anicka will take care of the rest,” I say.

I may have been short with him, but I know Ciro likes the challenge, despite what he says. He needs to accept that things change, and changes don’t have to be bad.

He gives a curt nod. “I know Anicka knows what she’s doing. I’m sure you’re tired of hearing me complain.”

“I didn’t mean that you shouldn’t talk to us. I just don’t think this will be as bad as you’re making it out to be. Like you said, the farm is doing great otherwise, so think of this as a little experiment. If it doesn’t go well, no harm done,” I say, clapping him on the shoulder.

“That’s one way of looking at it. Now, why are you here?”

“Pack Leof has decided to bond this weekend instead of waiting. I wanted to make sure you had enough notice so you can take off Saturday and attend the ceremony with us.”

“I can be there,” Ciro says.

“I’m sure it will be a great party despite the quick turnaround. You know how good Maisie is at planning things.”

Ciro grunts, a noncommittal noise. “How long have they been together? Has it even been a year?”

Since I’ve known Ciro for years and have a pack bond with him, I’m able to detect the faint edge in his question.

“They’ve been with Maisie just over a year now. They’re a lucky pack to find their omega. I’m happy for them.”

“Yeah, thrilled. It’s great they’ve found what makes them happy,” Ciro says with the least inflection possible.

I barely hold in my sigh before asking if he has time to show me how the farm is doing.

Flower Gully is Ciro’s thing, but our pack used to help when he first started it. Now he has dozens of employees who could run it without Ciro overseeing the daily tasks. He loves the hands-on parts though, the daily care and watering and pruning and planting. I can’t see him ever removing himself that much from the growing process.

I know he’s implying that the farm is all he needs to make him happy, but the rest of us want a mate, an omega or a beta open to pack life. Ciro always denies he wants a mate for himself. He claims he’d be fine staying single and being a platonic packmate to our mate.

I’m not sure how he thinks his issues with romance will get any better if we find a mate who is happy to be with us and not him. There’s no way that’s the best solution. I’d like Ciro to work through his hangups before we find someone to join our pack, though it’s not like the rest of us are doing well in the dating scene. It’s a toss-up whether we’ll even be able to find a potential mate before Ciro is ready for one.

I look over the acres of farmland that used to be just grass. Greenhouses dot the landscape between rows of flowers, herbs, fruits, and vegetables. Ciro has devoted himself to this farm, nurturing it and caring for it like an extension of our pack. With all the love he has to give, I don’t understand how he fools himself into thinking he doesn’t want a mate.

This time I can’t contain my sigh over our love lives while Ciro talks about how the cloudberry plants are doing this year. He pauses at my sigh, but I explain it away as a reaction to how good they look. He continues the farm tour, pointing out the rows of white, pink, and purple bellflowers that are just starting to bloom.

I guess Ciro isn’t the only one who’s avoiding talking about the hard things.


Chapter 3
Daphne
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Isavor my lavender iced coffee with vanilla and brown sugar cold foam while I wait for my mind to wake up at this wicked hour (5 a.m.). At least I got up in time to drink my coffee and eat my sourdough toast with cherry blossom jelly and some sharp cheddar cheese before heading off to work. I peek out at the street from my perch on the window seat, curious to see who else has the misfortune of being awake this early.

I watch as the newspaper delivery person rides down the street on their bicycle, flinging papers as they go. I duck behind the curtains when they get close so they don’t catch me staring. Once they ride off, I peer out again to observe the early morning street. One of my neighbors grabs his newspaper on the way out the door. I press my face against the glass to see if I can figure out where he’s going. He’s wearing a business suit and walking toward the town hall and other services buildings, so I’m guessing he works for the local government.

I’m not sure that being a bigshot small-town politician is worth going to work at 5 a.m. on a weekend. I only have to get up early for the occasional event, I couldn’t do it every day. I’m thankful there are people like my neighbor to take on these incredible feats so the rest of us have a nice place to live.

I crunch through my toast and sip some water as more people trickle past. Parents wrangle their two young kids into the car before driving off, a food delivery truck trundles past, and someone zooms past on a motorcycle, going so fast all I can make out is a dark blur.

When my coffee cup is mostly empty, I stretch my legs and stumble back to my bedroom to get dressed. I won’t have to pack up the flowers at the end of the bonding ceremony, so after we set things up, I can come home and nap. I pull on my dark green corduroy pants and a black shirt. The pants match the green of the Queen of Hearts exterior. Not that Anicka makes us wear a uniform, but I think it’s nice to be recognizable as the florist.

Now that I’m as awake and prepared as I’m going to get, I lock up and walk to work. It’s a beautiful morning with a light breeze, the sky just lightening up as the planet spins us around to face the sun for another day.

I go directly to the back of the shop to start loading the delivery van. But Poppy is already there, hard at work, and I join in to get the rest of the florals moved into the refrigerated van. It only takes us twenty minutes, ending with the van about two-thirds full. This bonding party didn’t order as many arrangements as some of them do, but it’s still a sizeable amount.

I grab the notes Anicka wrote for how the florals are supposed to be set up at the venue. Poppy gets in the passenger seat, and I start the van, driving us to the old Virilis Bank where the ceremony and reception will be held.

We get there exactly on time and have everything unloaded with plenty of time to arrange things. We keep the bouquets and boutonnieres in a cold box until the bonding party is ready for them. I start winding the garlands around the pillars on one side of the gazebo while Poppy starts on the other. After we meet in the middle, we go back for the larger flower garlands to wind around the columns at the front where the bonding party will stand during the ceremony.

I use a handkerchief to dab away the sweat as we work. It’s still cool outside, but the moving around and heavy lifting makes me sweat regardless. I offer a clean handkerchief to Poppy, but she says she doesn’t need it. She does look remarkably perky. I’m not sure how, because she’s been moving as much as I have, yet somehow she managed not to get sweaty.

Poppy has told me before that she doesn’t need caffeine to get going in the morning, and that actually she doesn’t drink caffeine at all.

It must be some type of witchcraft to wake up ready for the day before the sun is even out, be this peppy without caffeine, and not get sweaty when lifting heavy things. Meanwhile, I’ve already had two coffees (I drank a second one on the way over) and can feel sweat dripping down my stomach.

We scatter the remaining flowers around the chairs set up for the attendees. Just as we finish, a petite, brunette omega flits over to us followed by three women, a tall omega and two betas.

“The flowers are amazing! Thank you so much—and you did this on such short notice! It’s magical! The perfect backdrop for my bonding ceremony,” the smaller omega says enthusiastically.

“I’m glad it fits your vision. We have your bouquets too if you want to check them over,” I say to who I assume is Maisie, the omega getting bonded.

“I’d love to! I’m sure they’re perfect, but I want a peek before I get ready.”

Her friends follow, and we show them the flowers for the bonding party, the women oohing and ahhing over our work. I bask in their admiration.

This is one of the best parts of the job. I love plants so much, how the flowers spiral out in a new geometry each time, how the leaves grow perfectly from the stem, unfurling slowly to give you time to admire the hard work it takes to grow them. How amazing it is that you can start with a pot of dirt, a seed, and with a little water and sunshine you can grow a whole new thing.

Beyond the wonder that is plants, I enjoy sharing them with others so they can enjoy them too. It’s also fun to be involved in other people's special days, even tangentially, and share in their happiness as they get bonded or married, or buy flowers for their sweetheart, or celebrate the birthday of someone special. I don’t consider myself to be very good at socializing, and I’m introverted anyway, but it’s nice to get out there sometimes.

Now that I’m all about the single life, work is going to be where I get most of my socializing, so it’s a good thing I enjoy it.

Although it doesn’t have to be I suppose. I should find some local friends. I’ve been so busy working on my career, and after moving away from my college friends, I never made much effort to develop new friendships, and got enough social interaction from my exes.

But just because I won’t date again doesn’t mean I can’t have a social life outside of work. Since I moved to Starsfalls, I’ve been preoccupied with settling in and have made no effort to find friends here. I need to change that. I could try one of those friend finding apps, like FindAPal. Or I could hang out somewhere after work or pick up a hobby that involves other people.

In college, it was easy to find like-minded people to befriend. As an adult, I’m only now realizing it might be difficult to find someone you have something in common with. It's not like we’re starting on common ground because we’re in the same biology class or something.

The hobby thing sounds better than looking for friends at a bar.

Now I just need to come up with a hobby. A lot of my free time is spent on plant-related things, and I don’t have much else going on. I guess that means I’m open to trying anything until I find a hobby I like. Maybe there’s like a cake-eating competition I could join. I’ve always loved eating and cake.

Speaking of cake…

“These pink peonies are the exact same shade as the cherry buttercream frosting on our bonding cake. It’s like you coordinated with our baker. You didn’t, did you? I don’t know how you would have, I don’t think we mentioned our cake decorator when we ordered the flowers,” Maisie says.

“No, we didn’t. It sounds you did a good job coordinating things if the colors match,” I say.

Now I really want to see the cake.

“Maybe you’re right. We requested a chamomile and lemon chiffon cake with fresh cherry and flower garnishes, and it looks amazing. You have to see it!”

Yesss.

“I’d love to! I can take a quick look if I won’t be in the way of setting up the reception.”

“You won’t be in the way at all. The cake is inside in the fridge. It’s safer to keep it hidden away until we’re ready for it, otherwise Laurence, one of my alphas, would be sneaking peeks at it during the ceremony instead of looking at me,” Maisie says, and her friends laugh.

“Laurence has more of a sweet tooth than any of us,” her omega friend agrees.

“He hasn’t seen you in your dress, though. There’s no way he’ll be able to take his eyes off you,” her other friend says.

Maisie grins. “It is a great dress. Come on, I’ll show you the cake.”

We follow her inside the building to the shiny steel industrial kitchen. Maisie has us line up in front of the fridge before she stands to the side and dramatically pulls the door open to reveal the cake.

We all gasp and Maisie smiles, pleased at our reactions. She doesn’t even look at the cake, instead watching us admire it.

The cake draws me in, and without realizing it, I’ve taken several steps forward to get a better look. The three-tier cake is covered in light pink frosting, with columns piped up the sides and edged with scalloped frosting. Small chamomile, apple, and lemon flowers are tucked in between whole cherries and slices of pink pearl apples.

It’s not just the looks that drew me in. The scent of sugary peonies on top of the other floral, fruity scents, lured me like a sailor to the sea. As soon as she opened the door, I could smell it.

“It smells good, doesn’t it?” Maisie says, and I realize my sniffing wasn’t so subtle after all.

I make myself step back and clear my throat so I can concentrate without the scent distracting me. “Yes, it smells lovely. What kind did you say it was again?”

“The cake is chamomile and lemon, and the buttercream is cherry flavored. I think the apple pieces on top are just there for decoration.”

That still doesn’t explain the sweet peony smell, but maybe some petals were used to help color the frosting or something. I can’t ask about it again since I was already sniffing her cake, like, a weird amount. I don’t want them to think I’m a cake freak or something.

“That sounds delicious. Well, if you’re happy with the floral arrangements, we’ll get out of your way so you can get ready,” I say, trying to distract them from my cake lust.

“Oh, sure! They look amazing, you don’t have to stick around. On your way out, you should go through the bar. We ordered cookies from Flourist too, and they’re up front so people can snack on them if they come early. You should grab a few. I really do need to start getting ready, my dress is gorgeous, but it takes forever to lace up all the parts. Thanks again, Daphne and Poppy, and tell Anicka I say thank you too.”

I take one last big, surreptitious sniff as Maisie closes the fridge.

We part ways, and Maisie hustles off with her friends, who are strategizing how they’re going to get her dress on.

“Do you want to check out the cookies on the way?” I ask Poppy.

“Definitely!”

At least Poppy likes sugar. We’ll get along just fine if she enjoys eating, even if she doesn’t drink caffeine.

We wander around, looking for the way to the front. I get another whiff of the peony scent, but it’s mixed with a sugary cookie smell. Now that I’ve got the scent, I’m on the hunt, stalking quickly down the hall to find the source.

After a few quick turns, we walk into a wood-paneled bar. The only thing I really see are cookies lined up on silver trays. I lean close, trying to determine which ones are the peony cookies. I can’t tell, the scent seeming to hover over all of them. Looking at the display labels in front of them, there are several flavors: rose and chocolate chip, mint and citrus, sage and apricot, lemon verbena and black tea, with petals mixed into the cookies or sprinkled on top like confetti. Decorative fresh flowers and herbs are scattered around the trays.

None of the flavors match what I smell. Instead, they all seem to have that fresh, bright peony scent subtly mixed in with the main floral ingredients. They must have the same base as the cake, peony petal infused sugar or something. That’s a cute way to have the rest of the desserts pair with the bonding cake.

Maybe I should get into cake making instead of cake eating. Or both. I can make the cake and eat it. Then I’ll have two hobbies.

Eventually, I tear myself away from the most amazing cookies I’ve ever smelled (after a few final deep sniffs) so Poppy can get a good look too. Despite making room for her, she continues to stand to the side to admire them.

“Which ones are you going to try?” she asks.

“What? Oh! Right.”

Maisie said we could take a few cookies on our way out. I was so preoccupied with finding out what kind they were, I forgot we could actually eat some.

I’ve never forgotten about food in my life. I’m not sure what’s going on with me today.

I inspect the cookies closely again, deciding which ones to sample. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Poppy pick up two and take a bite. I chuckle in my head, how cute to decide so simply which of the amazing food options to try.

I settle on one rose and chocolate chip cookie and a minty citrus cookie. I take a bite of the chocolate and chew slowly.

Heaven.

Poppy giggles, and I open my eyes, having unconsciously closed them as I focused on the taste of the cookie. I look around to see what she’s laughing at but don’t find anything, and now she’s just looking at me and smiling. I smile back before taking another bite. She must just be a giggly person in general.

And she does it all without caffeine. Amazing.

I enjoy my second bite, but still don’t taste anything besides the rose chocolate, no peony flavor at all. Strange.

I grab a napkin and wrap the rest of my cookies up to save them for later when I have coffee to go with them. I ask if Poppy is ready to head back, and she says she is, of course having already eaten her cookies.

After climbing into the van, I tuck my securely wrapped cookies in the cup holder.

On the drive back to Queen of Hearts, I still smell the ghostly scent of sugared peonies.

I sigh, and Poppy looks at me curiously.

“Weren’t those some of the best-smelling desserts you’ve ever smelled?” I can’t help but say.

No one else seemed to be as interested in their scent profile as I was, but surely even Poppy can agree they were one of the best foods she’s ever smelled. Top ten at least (I might even accept top fifteen as an answer).

Poppy giggles. Yep, she’s a perpetually happy person.

“Of course the cookies were delicious. Sterling makes the best cakes and cookies in town. I didn’t notice their scent very much, but I’m not an omega, so my sense of smell isn’t as strong,” she says.

“I suppose that could be part of it. Is that the baker at Flourist? I haven’t had their food before, but I have to agree these are the best cookies around. Do they only cater, or can you pick up a few dozen cookies for lunch?”

She giggles again. “They’re a normal bakery, too. You can buy single cookies or a slice of cake, or whole cakes and as many cookies as you want. They’re not far from Queen of Hearts, so you can walk or drive over on your break.”

“I’ll have to visit and ask how they get their food to smell so good.”

After another titter from Poppy, the rest of the ride is quiet while I contemplate the delicious desserts, and Poppy thinks about whatever it is that makes her so happy-go-lucky.


Chapter 4
Ciro
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Icollapse on the couch after making it home, kicking off my shoes without untying them since I can’t be bothered to make the effort after just barely surviving this exhausting day.

It was worse than my worst day on the farm, when all the tractors and plows broke and we had hundreds of plants to get in the ground by the end of the day or their roots would freeze. There wasn’t room for them in the greenhouses, so it was a long day of tilling and digging holes by hand. But by the end, I had the joy of seeing all of them in the ground, and we didn’t lose any to the cold.

Today, though, there’s no satisfaction to be had. My only relief was leaving those horrible conditions behind, though they linger in my mind, a dark haze polluting my thoughts. I wasn’t as active as I would be on a normal day at the farm, but my body feels like I’ve been in a car accident, sore and achy. It’s so bad that I don’t even have the strength to loosen the ridiculous red tie I’m wearing.

My packmates finally filter into the house behind me. I was the first one out of the car, dropping out the door before Alister had it in park.

They chatter away as if the events of the day mean nothing to them.

That’s not true. They chatter away like the events of the day were fine, or even, enjoyable. I don’t know how they could stand it, watching them up there, saying those things. They were all “I’ll love you forever” and “our pack is finally complete.” No mention of the fact that at any time they could be kicked out of their “forever pack.”

Even the fact that they already had bond marks doesn’t mean anything. Their omega could still shun one of them, get the alpha kicked out of the pack, and he’d have to find a facility to remove her bite. Unless he wanted to go through life suffering, being connected to his omega and not being able to be near her. That’s how alphas are driven mad. Even removing the bite is no guarantee that an alpha wouldn’t lose their mind eventually.

I’m glad I didn’t have that issue at least.

I cut off that line of thought before the dark cloud can further pollute my thoughts and lead me down a dark road, instead, tuning into what my packmates are saying. If I focus on their positive (ugh) comments about the day, it should at least distract me from the thoughts of my past.

“The flowers on the arch were a nice touch. They matched Maisie’s dress perfectly for the pink theme, but they still made her stand out against the dark green leaves. Your cake was the same shade of pink, Sterling, did you work with Anicka to get the right shade?” Kieran says.

“No, Maisie showed me a picture of her dress, so I worked from that. I wasn’t sure if the icing would end up matching well, because at first it looked a little too salmon pink. Once I added the blood orange juice, it lightened up perfectly. I’m running low on the dried hibiscus flowers, so I was worried I wouldn’t have enough to create a new batch if that didn’t work,” Sterling says in his quiet voice.

“Sorry, Sterling, I can get you more hibiscus flowers soon. They’ve been late to bloom this year, but they’re budding now. Do you need any other flowers in the meantime?” I say, opening my eyes.

I feel bad that Sterling was worried because I didn’t keep his supply stocked up. He’s never one to complain, so I should have asked if he wanted anything else while we waited for the hibiscus to bloom. I always supply him with some this time of year, and I knew they were late.

“It’s not a problem. I still have a few left, and I don’t have any other big orders coming up. I don’t need anything else,” Sterling says.

See, never complains, never blames others. Not a mean bone in his body. That’s why our pack needs to look out for him. He’s physically strong enough to take care of himself, but I worry he’s too caring. If a mugger demanded his wallet, I think he’d offer to get him more money from the ATM since the guy clearly needs help.

Well, he’s likely to do that not only because he’s nice but also because he tends to panic in social situations.

There’s not much crime in Starsfalls, so I don’t have to worry about some criminal taking advantage of Sterling. Or at least, I don’t worry about it much.

I sigh and tell him I’ll get him the flowers as soon as I can.

“The ceremony was perfect too, and their vows were so heartfelt. It was sweet to hear about how they fell for each other right away. There are always stories about alphas and omegas finding love at first sight, but it’s even better hearing it from your friends, like a real-life fairytale,” Kieran says, going right back to talking about the bonding.

Actually, I’m not sure that listening to their conversation is better than thinking about my past.

“It has been great to see our friends find their omega. Especially since they’re an older pack, it’s nice to see you can find love at any age,” Alister says.

“Well, the alphas are older. I guess that means in a few decades we can start looking for our young omega?” I say.

Alister frowns at me, the ever-present fine lines at the edge of his mouth deepening, and I feel even shittier for saying that. I usually keep my bleak thoughts to myself, but the bonding and all the lovey-dovey talk has pushed me past my limits.

That’s no excuse for lashing out at my packmates. I know they’re still dating and looking for The One, but they leave me to my bachelorhood with little comment, and I don’t tell them they’re wasting their time. That’s our status quo.

Normally when I get irritable, I can retreat somewhere to decompress, but the bonding was a full-day affair. I couldn’t escape it for long without people noticing and thinking I ate some bad shrimp. Which I didn’t. The shrimp was delicious and served using proper sanitation, so I didn’t even have food poisoning as an excuse to get out of the party.

“You know that’s not what I meant. They’re not that old, and it’s not like Maisie is barely legal, she’s almost thirty. As long as everyone is old enough, there’s no limit on finding love. I’m sure our pack will find someone close to our age eventually,” Alister says.

His quasi-lecture makes me bristle, but I was being an asshole, so I let it slide.

Mostly.

“Sure. There’s plenty of omegas and betas open to pack life out there. You can set up a traveling show and visit a new town every week. You’ve had no luck in Starsfalls, so it’s probably time to hit the road,” I say.

Alister ignores my remarks, turning away like he didn’t even hear me.

I’m just telling the truth, trying to protect them as much as myself. I’ve been burned before, and now I’m smart enough to avoid the thing that burned me. If only my packmates would listen to my advice.

“We haven’t dated everyone in Starsfalls. Besides, new people move here all the time,” Kieran says, not following Alister’s approach.

I scoff. “New omegas move here all the time? Right, the least common designation is just flocking to little Starsfalls to look for mates.”

“Starsfalls is a quaint town. Many omegas and betas like cozy places. It’s not surprising that new people are moving here. The business association always includes reports on the demographics of new residents,” Sterling says.

If only one of my other packmates had responded. I’m not going to argue with Sterling, and he’s right anyway. I know Starsfalls attracts new people, but I still don’t think the town is magical enough to pull in an omega who will stay with us forever.

“I have to go check on the plumeria,” I say, standing up abruptly and walking out, yanking off my tie as I go.

“Ciro, it’s late, and your workers were there all day. I think your farm will be fine until tomorrow,” Kieran calls after me, but I don’t stop.

There’s nothing at home to distract me when my thoughts are this tangled. The only thing that helps is the plants.

I feel a spark of satisfaction as I pull on my work boots, darkly amused that this suit is about to be muddied with farm work. While I tie the laces, I hear the murmurs of my packmates. Unfortunately, I collapsed on the couch closest to the garage entrance, so I get to hear their worried thoughts while I hurry to lace up my boots. I’m able to block their worry in the bond, but I can’t turn off my ears, so I need to get out of here fast.

“What is his therapist for if they’re not helping him with this?” Kieran whispers.

Sterling shushes him, since Kieran’s “whisper” was barely quieter than his usual deep voice.

It doesn’t matter, I already know what my packmates think. My therapist is useful, but there’s nothing else to work through in this regard. I can’t and won’t forget the lessons I’ve learned.

“…you were going to talk to him about this,” is the next thing I make out from Sterling.

“I’ve tried to bring it up, but he ignores it. I thought going to the bonding ceremony today might loosen him up, seeing how committed our friends are to each other. Maisie is kind and sweet. I thought surely he would realize that there are omegas who would never hurt their pack,” Alister says.

“Should it be on the omega anyway?” Feliks chimes in. He doesn’t usually get involved in these conversations, not when I’m around to hear it at least. “The blame should be on his ex-packmates. They’re the ones who chose a mate who wasn’t romantically interested in everyone. They’re the ones who gave no notice before⁠—”

I slam the door on my way out, cutting off the rest of his words. I don’t need them analyzing my past, I’ve done enough of that myself. It’s not for them to decide who was at fault and how I should feel.

I jerk the gearshift into reverse and speed out, sliding under the garage door just as it opens enough for my truck to get through. After turning around, I drive carefully onto the street and head to the farm.

As soon as I pull onto the farm road, my shoulders relax. I work to loosen the rest of my body on the drive in, starting with my fingers clenched on the wheel, and with that and a few deep breaths, I’m feeling better by the time I park.

I grab my pruning shears, a basket, and a flashlight, and walk into the fields. A few hours of working in the soil, harvesting flowers, and I’ll be able to sleep tonight.

My packmates and plants are all I need.


Chapter 5
Daphne
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In the morning, I’m still thinking about those cookies. I dreamed about them most of the night too, except for the one dream where a bear wearing a cowboy hat was chasing me through a forest. But then I found the peony cookies in a cave, and the bear and I sat down to eat them together. So I guess even that dream was about cookies in the end.

I’ve already looked up the hours for Flourist several times this morning, hoping they’ll be updated to say the bakery is open on Sundays. So far, no luck. Every time I refresh the page, it still shows they’re closed on weekends.

Their website says their desserts can be purchased at some of the cafes around town, but when I checked them yesterday, everyone had already sold out of Flourist’s goods. The workers said they sell out early, and on the weekends they’re out by midday on Saturday.

I still tried again this morning, but no luck. No more cookies until Monday.

I sigh mournfully. I discovered the best-smelling desserts in the universe, and to balance things out for my great discovery, the universe makes me wait two days to get any more.

I even considered going back to Maisie’s bonding to see if I could sneak one more cookie. If I brought a gift for them, surely they wouldn’t mind if I crashed their reception.

I’m not quite that food-crazed, so I didn’t. But I heavily considered it.

Heavily.

I sip my elderflower iced oat milk latte with vanilla bean cold foam and eat the pistachio and saffron croissant I bought at Quickie Coffee when I checked there for Flourist’s desserts. It’s a great croissant, but it can’t compare to the cookies.

Except when I think about it, I’m not sure the cookies tasted that much better than the other great cookies I’ve had. It’s the scent that sticks in my mind the most. They were the best smelling cookies ever, no contest, and smell is a big part of eating, so that makes them the best.

In between eating and checking to see if the Flourist’s hours have updated, I browse recipes for gourmet floral cookies. I figured I should start small at the beginning of my baking journey, so I’m going to try to recreate the cookies rather than the cake. I didn’t try the cake from Flourist, but it had that same peony scent. I can use the cookies to figure out the right ingredients to produce that smell, and then I’ll move on to my cake baking and eating.

It's nice to have a hobby outside of work. Now that I have this fascination with baking, it’s practically all I can think about. Plus, I can still use my plant knowledge for my new hobby. Most of Flourist’s desserts featured flowers, herbs, or fruit, and that’s the kind of food I want to make.

I bookmark a few cookie recipes to test out today. I’ve done some basic baking in the past, so I’m not starting my baking journey from scratch (hah). I have a stand mixer and plenty of bowls and cookie trays, so I have the equipment.

Now I just need to choose which recipes I’m going to try today, and then I’ll go to the store and stop by Queen of Hearts for any ingredients I’m missing.

Trying to recreate the cookies should get my mind off the fact that I can’t eat the most perfect cookies again until tomorrow. Either that, or I’ll be driven mad as I work in my lab, I mean kitchen, trying to recreate that scent until eventually I fall into a faint from the overstimulation of my senses.

Whatever happens, it’ll be an entertaining way to spend a Sunday.

I choose some basic recipes that focus on adding flavor to the dough itself rather than mixing in additions. After checking my pantry, I chug the last of my coffee and head out the door.

While I’m out, I might as well stop at one of the cafes just to see if they have a secret stash of Flourist’s cookies that they’d be willing to sell. I could offer to thank them with a nice bouquet from Queen of Hearts. I can also pick up another coffee while I’m there.

If I’m going to be baking all day, I’ll need the caffeine.
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I wipe the flour off my face after pouring out another few hundred grams. I think I only smeared more of it around though. I’m pretty covered in flour at this point.

I’ve baked three batches of cookies, and have dough chilling in the fridge and freezer. All the dough smelled good, and the baked cookies taste good, but they’re nothing like the ones from Flourist. Even the lemon verbena and black tea shortbread recipe I made wasn’t anywhere close to as good as the ones from the bakery. Sure, it was good, but after having Flourist’s cookies, I know it could be better.

I sniff the dough I’m mixing with rose and peony infused sugar. It has a faint floral scent, but it’s not the same as Flourist’s desserts.

I’m starting to think that my baking journey is going to be a short one.

If I buy a bunch of cookies from Flourist once they’re open, I’ll probably have a better chance of recreating them if I eat them while I bake. Although if I’m going to do that, I could just stock up on their desserts during the week. That way I’ll have some for the weekend too, and I’ll never run out. Then I don’t need to bother trying to recreate the perfect cookies.

I could ask Flourist about their special ingredients, but I’m sure they wouldn’t share their recipes.

Maybe I should shift my baking journey to some other type of food, like pies or croissants.

I calm my stirring, loosening my grip on the wooden spoon. It’s been a rough road, from the first high of smelling those cookies, to realizing I can’t hope to recreate the recipe of a professional baker, and finally realizing that I don’t have to walk this road. I can take another fork and become a great pie mistress.

Now, what am I going to do with all these cookies? I look at my counters, covered in dozens and dozens of cookies. Maybe I should have halved some of the recipes.

There’s only one thing to do, really.

I have to eat them all.

I take a deep breath as I prepare to slay this beast and then bite.

I could bring some cookies into work tomorrow too. I’m not sure why anyone would want to eat these when Flourist is open, but I might as well offer them to Anicka and Poppy.

But I don’t want my coworkers to feel obligated to eat a bunch of second-rate cookies, so I’ll eat as many as I can today.

For them.


Chapter 6
Daphne
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Aleaf pokes me in the forearm, and when I jerk away, another jabs me in the back.

I grumpily rub my back as I finish arranging this stupid spray for the nice people at Bank of Ploutos as they celebrate their 300th year in business.

I’m not really mad at our customers, or even the plants, even though I’ve been poked and prodded an inordinate number of times today (by the plants, not the customers).

What I’m really mad at is myself. If my half-asleep brain hadn’t snoozed my alarm five times this morning, then I wouldn’t have been running late, and I could have stopped at Flourist on my way to work. But since my big stupid brain snoozed my alarm, I had to rush to get ready and ran straight to work.

Well, I walked swiftly straight to work. I’m not a runner (weak ankles).

I finish the container arrangement with only a few more pokes and pricks, and then check the clock for the thousandth time, counting down the seconds until it’s time for my lunch break. Then I can powerwalk to Flourist and finalllyyyy get more cookies.

It’s 9:13 a.m., so a long two minutes have gone by, and that’s two minutes closer to cookie time.

“Is that for Bank of Ploutos?” Anicka asks as I take the flowers to the walk-in fridge, so they’ll stay fresh until they’re picked up.

“Yes, this is the last one. Their other arrangements are in here if you want to look them over. Otherwise, I can notify the bank that they’re ready,” I say.

Anicka opens the fridge door and follows me in, looking things over while I set down the container.

“They look wonderful. The white snapdragons and black hellebore are perfect for the bank lobby with its black and white mosaic floors. You really picked up on the elegance of the monochromatic color scheme. Very well done,” Anicka says.

“Thank you.” I preen at her compliment, perking up at the distraction from my cookie lust.

I look over the cluster of arrangements. I did do a good job, despite the fact that my thoughts wandered while I worked. I must be pretty skilled at floral arranging if I can do it on autopilot.

“I’m always happy to look at your work, but not because it needs to be checked. You’ve been here long enough that I can see you’re knowledgeable, and you always produce great work. I trust you can create what our customers want without getting my approval.”

That pushes all other thoughts from my mind. I’ve always worked under other people in floral shops. Even when I was promoted to a manager position, there was still someone above me who would check up on my arrangements or look over my records. This is the first time I’ve felt like I could run a shop on my own and work independently. It feels amazing to be trusted like this.

I know I still have more to learn about the industry, but this affirmation feels good.

“I’m glad. I love working here and learning from you and Poppy, and it’s been great to connect with our customers and this community,” I say.

“Happy to share what I know. Speaking of which, did you want to help me put together the florals for the grand opening of that frozen yogurt shop? They requested a mix of tropical flowers and fruits. Many florists rely on pineapples, coconuts, palm fronds, and ginger for tropical themes, but I like to create more unique arrangements unless requested otherwise. I’ll show you how I use ferns, rambutan, and trailing begonias to create shapes reminiscent of tropical areas, with tall and draping elements.”

“I’d love to! I think fuchsia or amaranth could be a good fit too,” I say.

“That’s an interesting idea. Let’s pull it all and see what works,” Anicka says.

I could also learn to be more assertive like Anicka. If I had her poise, I might have told my exes what I thought of how they treated me when we broke up. Instead, I just left and let them get away with using me as a placeholder until someone better came along.

Sure, maybe it was the mature thing to move on without argument, but it might have felt nice to give them a piece of my mind on the way out. They deserve to hear about how much they hurt me, though I can’t imagine they would care, otherwise they wouldn’t have treated me like that to begin with.

Before I presented as an omega, I knew I wanted to work with plants, and I always dreamed of being recognized for my hard work. I didn’t daydream much about finding a partner, or, after I presented, about finding a pack. I always assumed I would, but even after presenting, I still dreamed of having a successful floral career.

When I started dating them in college, things seemed to fall into place. My exes acted like they supported my choice to have a career and wait to settle down. We were still so young anyway. I didn’t think it was strange that they weren’t more eager to bond, even after we’d been together for years.

I don’t miss anything about having alphas. The only minor issue is that I’ll have to find a few to help me through my heat when it comes. I got suppressants after we broke up, so I have awhile until I need to worry about that.

I can always use that Heat Seekers app to find temporary heat help. That way I don’t have to worry about getting entangled with the wrong kind of alpha again. For alphas to join the app, they have to agree to leave after the heat and not pressure omegas into something more. The app vets its users and checks in with omegas afterward. It’s only at the omega’s request that the alphas would be allowed to see them again, if they wanted to.

And why would alphas want to see omegas outside of a heat? The alphas can simply stay single and use the app to get with a bunch of different omegas, without having to commit to anyone.

My nose wrinkles.

That’s what I want though. I don’t want alphas hanging around if they don’t want to be with me. It will be amazing to have them leave me alone after my heat without a fuss.

Right?

Right.

I focus back on the task at hand, holding the summer lilacs while Anicka pins them in place. I’m back to being immersed in my work, so I don’t even realize I haven’t checked the clock for the last few hours, and I’ve practically forgotten about the cookies.

Anicka puts the last flower in place and gives it another look, fluffing a few leaves here and there.

“I’m happy with how it turned out. Do you want to adjust anything?” Anicka asks.

I tweak a few flowers, but it’s mostly just for show. The smaller details will have to be adjusted again since they’ll shift in transit.

“I think they’re ready. I’m sure the customer will love them.”

I sweep up the clippings from our work area while Anicka returns the unused flowers. I’m picking up the tools when Anicka comes back and glances at the clock, reminding me I’m eagerly awaiting my lunch break.

I check the clock too and see it’s 9:53 a.m. Not as much time passed as I thought. I’ll have to get started on our next order and hope it’s as absorbing as this one was.

“We’re caught up on orders now,” Anicka says.

Well, there goes that plan. Taking stock and changing the waters isn’t very engaging. Guess I’ll keep suffering as a cookieless worker drone until lunch.

“You can take a break now if you want to visit Flourist. Poppy mentioned you were very interested in their desserts at the bonding ceremony. I know it’s hard to find them on the weekends, so you probably haven’t had a chance to get some yet. If you wanted to grab some extras to bring back and share, I can give you some cash.”

A clattering sound makes me realize I dropped the clippers on the table. The thought of getting those cookies made my mouth water and the rest of me feel liquidy. I grip the edge of the table so I don’t melt into a puddle, while Anicka waits for my response with a small smile.

I realize that her question requires a verbal response.

“Oh, you don’t have to give me money. I’m happy to bring back desserts for everyone. If you’re sure you don’t need me…” I say, edging toward the break room where my purse is.

“Take your time and enjoy your break.”

I think Anicka’s smile grows, but I don’t get a good look at it since I’m making off for the back of the store.

I barge through the “Employees Only” door, hurrying to untie my green apron as I go. I yank it over my head and stuff it inside my locker. I grab my purse and rush through the back exit.

I already calculated the fastest route to Flourist, and if I take our back alley over to Sunbeam Street, I can shave thirty seconds off the time. The sound of my pounding feet echoes off the brick walls as I aim for the end of the alley where the sun’s shining through.

Just as I’m about to turn onto the sidewalk, something knocks me back, stopping me from getting to my cookies.

Shadows descend as a monster looms over me, bulky arms sticking out at odd angles and antennae twitching as it hovers over its prey.


Chapter 7
Daphne
[image: drawing of a vanilla orchid cutting]


Iswat desperately at the antennae to keep them from touching my face, the scent of camellias, sticky and sweet, entrapping me. The monster seems unaffected by my attack besides secreting self-defense pheromones, which smother my other senses. I try to get away, but its enormous arms block the narrow alley. I swat at it again as I edge away, but it shifts toward me with a growl.

I squeak and back up, somehow getting tangled in my own feet, and start to fall. Before I do, the monster lunges and wraps its claws around my arms, pulling me close like a female praying mantis that just got laid. I squeeze my eyes shut so I won’t see my horrifying end.

“Quit knocking the flowers around. You’ll damage them, though it seems like you’re more likely to hurt yourself anyway. Stand to the side so I can get past, then you can be on your way to wherever it is you’re in such a hurry to get to,” the monster growls bitingly, instead of actually biting me.

I unscrunch my face from bracing for impact and frown. I tentatively squint my eyes open to behold the gargantuan insectoid.

The sun is in my eyes, slanting across the creature now that we’re turned around. It has green antennae and brown arms with “THIS SIDE UP” inked on them. I never imagined an insect creature would have tattoos.

In fact, I avoid thinking about insects or their humanoid relations in general. I suppose it makes sense that insectoids would like tattoos as much as humans do. This creature is about as polite as the humans in big cities too. Always in such a hurry to get where they’re going that they don’t have the common decency to say “excuse me,” or just go around someone instead of bumping into them in the first place.

Well, I’m not like that. As long as this insectoid isn’t going to eat me, I can show it how to behave properly.

I brush at its claws, and the creature reluctantly lets go of my arms. I steady myself against the wall, straightening up to my full, intimidating height of 5’2”. That’s two inches taller than the ferocious stork, and just imagine how much more havoc I can wreak with two extra inches on me. I channel the confidence of the stork for my response.

“Excuse me. It’s easier to get around if you follow the laws of traffic, and stay on the right side of the sidewalk. Have a nice day,” I finish haughtily, nose in the air.

There, that should show it that just because it’s capable of pushing people around that doesn’t mean it’s allowed to without consequences. I’ll push back (verbally).

I start to slide past the creature, determined to get back to my important cookie errand.

I’m just about past it when it scoffs, saying, “Right, excuse me. It’s not like I was the one barreling through a delivery entrance. I’ll be sure to edge along the wall, packages scraping the brick, to ensure they’re out of your way.”

I stop with one foot out of the alley, trying to decide if I want to get into an argument with an insectoid stranger. The bigger person would keep going. Just like I left without a fuss when my alphas broke up with me.

I decide to move on quietly again, but my body must have other ideas, because suddenly I’m pivoting to face the creature.

Except as I turn back, it’s no longer a giant insectoid. Now that I’m on the other side of it, the sun shines fully on the creature, transforming it into a giant alpha carrying boxes with flowers sticking out of the tops. I can barely see his face through the flower stems.

I notice that in addition to the tattoo I already saw on its arms, which is apparently a stamp on the boxes, the boxes are also marked with Flower Gully. That farm is one of our biggest suppliers, which would explain why he’s barreling down our alley with a bunch of flowers.

My mouth is already open, prepared to deliver my cutting reply, but before I can decide if I should argue, the alpha interrupts.

“Was there something else you needed, princess?” he drawls with mocking deference.

I close my mouth with a snap and purse my lips while I think of a response, my thoughts tangled and fuzzed by his words. Tingles race through me, and I get goosebumps, my nipples tightening. I must be so angry that it’s manifesting as a physical response.

I’ve never felt like this before. I clench my thighs together. Apparently, my pussy’s only possible contribution to my fight response is to provide lubrication, and I don’t think that’s going to help. It might work to distract him, but since I definitely don’t want to fuck him, I don’t want him smelling me and getting the wrong idea. I use scent-dampening products now, so he shouldn’t be able to smell that at least.

“How about an apology for almost knocking me over? This is a passageway, not a loading dock,” I finally say.

I’m not going to let another alpha act like something is my fault when it’s not. I don’t want to make our suppliers mad, but I’m sure Anicka will support me standing up for myself, especially against this guy. If he’s the usual delivery person, she’ll know all about his arrogance.

The flowers reach for me as he leans forward, the camellias blasting me with a fresh wave of earthy, floral scent like I’ve been transported, tending to a flower garden. He’s in a low bow by the time I realize what he’s doing, and with the flowers out of the way, I can finally see the alpha’s face.

His eyes are the first thing I notice, and not just because of the piercing look he’s giving me. The light amber eyes stand out in his tanned face, with wide cheekbones and a square jaw. The alpha’s short brown hair is barely visible under his cowboy hat.

“So sorry, princess. You’ve clearly slipped your escort and don’t know how to function in the real world. Next time I’ll make sure to drop to the ground so you can step over me and be on your way. Oh wait, you might trip then. Why don’t I just drop my packages and carry you instead, to ensure you get to your destination safely.”

I flush in anger, and maybe embarrassment. There’s no way he could know I’m prone to tripping. That must be a lucky guess.

I shift uncomfortably at his suggestion, since I do kind of like the thought of being carried. I would never want this alpha to hold me, though. It must just be the thought of someone carrying me through the streets so I never have to jog when I’m in a rush that interests me.

The thought of him dropping to the ground before me is also intriguing… I shake my head to clear the images that follow. I’m not interested in subjugating people, like his nickname implies. The thought of him down on his knees is certainly not sexually interesting, so I’m not sure where those ideas came from. Maybe I’ve been watching too much of that Contest of Crowns show.

I have to get out of here. The honeyed camellia scent has twisted its way inside me, making it hard to keep up with our flirting. I mean argument. See, the scent is messing with my brain. I’ve never reacted to camellias like this before, or any other flowers, so I don’t understand why it’s happening now. Perhaps it’s a late-developing allergy.

I’ll deal with that later. For now, there’s no point in arguing with this alpha. He can’t be reasoned with.

A strong breeze helps clear my head a little. I’ve let him keep me from the cookies long enough.

“I can get where I’m going on my own,” I tell him, cleverly winning our argument.

I spin away to continue my journey to Flourist, stumbling slightly over a giant (huge, really) crack in the sidewalk, but keep my head held high as I leave him behind.

I think I hear a low, dark laugh as I walk away, but I don’t look back. The fresh air is helping, and I walk faster to leave our strange encounter behind me.

A sign catches my attention, hanging over the sidewalk. The gold letters glint in the light, curling across the wooden board to spell out “Flourist.” A cake with elaborately piped icing is painted beneath the name.

When I’m less than a block away, I smell the sugary peony desserts and stagger forward, so close to reaching the sweetest cookies in the land.

I yank the shop door open in my haste. The rush of air lets out more of the sparkling, sweet scent, and my hair whips around my face like snakes sensing their prey is close.

I step inside, and after my hair settles enough that I can see, I lock eyes with a wide-eyed alpha. His green eyes are the color of new spring growth, bright and vibrant. At first I’m not sure if he is an alpha because he’s on the slimmer side, but based on his height and general presence, I think he must be. He has long, long, silvery-white hair piled on top of his head like a towering cake.

A wet splat breaks our staring contest as the slice of cake he was holding falls off the server.


Chapter 8
Sterling
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Should I use elderberries to flavor the frosting or pineapple sage? Will that pair well with the coconut caramel flavor of the sponge cake?

I could mix orange blossom water with the pineapple sage instead, which is reminiscent of their pack scents, but will taste better together. I need to decide soon so I can start infusing the sugar and making the extracts.

I resist the urge to bite my fingernail, since that’s unsanitary while I’m working.

I run through my next steps while I bring out the fresh cookies and restock the cake display. Oskar, my usual manager for Flourist, is out for a few days, and Minta called out sick this morning. Arlo took an early lunch to meet his sister, so I’m currently running the store alone.

Usually we have at least two workers running the front. I do most of the baking, so I don’t have time to help with the customer-facing side. Today is a rare slow day, which I’m grateful for. In fact, after the last big group trickled out, there’s no one else here. The only time this happens is when I first get here in the morning to start baking, or the few times I stay extra late to prep.

I’m just placing the last few slices of raspberry and nasturtium genoise cake when the front door flings open and a rush of warm, creamy, comforting vanilla-scented air fills the bakery. I look up as an omega steps through, like a goddess just blown to shore, chocolaty brown hair swirling around her.

I have a moment to stare before she notices me, so I see the way the wind pulls her brown cardigan against her soft curves. I follow the line of her body down to her tight pants, ending at her tiny shoes peeking out of the slightly too long cuffs.

As her hair falls away from her face, the omega finally sees me. I’m frozen as her dark leafy green eyes wash over me, pulling me under her spell. I can’t move, but I want to go to her, drop to my knees before her.

I’ve always been a romantic. How could I not be, when I’m constantly making desserts for happy couples and packs. But I’m rational enough to know I’m not going to find an all-consuming love like you read about in romantic ballads. I’ve never even had a long-term relationship, much less found someone compatible with our whole pack.

But one glance from this omega, and suddenly I’m a believer.

I’m still held immobile by her stare, waiting for her to come closer or release me from her enchantment and allow me to move again.

I’m freed when the slice of cake I was putting in the display can’t fight gravity any longer, and slides off the end of my server. The sound of the cake landing, icing splatting on the ground, gets the omega to release me. She looks down to where it disappeared behind the counter and gasps.

“Don’t throw your food away. I’ll eat it even if it’s a few days old!” she says, rushing to peer over the display.

At least she assumes I dropped it in a trash can, rather than accidentally and embarrassingly dropping it on the floor. She’s too short to see over the counter, even though she’s on her tiptoes.

The omega slips, fingers sliding down the curved glass, throwing off her precarious footing. I drop the server and grab her arms before she tips over.

My hands tingle where they gently grip her soft skin. I’m almost afraid to touch her because she feels even smaller than she looks with my hands encompassing her wrists.

From this close though, I finally catch more of her scent under the descenters. It’s almost a physical sensation, caressing me, her cozy vanilla scent is floral, like the orchid itself, but also creamy and fruity, like the bean from the sweetest Tahitian vanilla.

It’s true, love at first sight is real.

I don’t want to scare her off by asking her out immediately, when I haven’t even said hello. I’ll be professional and wait to see if she shows interest in me since she’s only been concerned about the desserts so far.

Cake squelches under my shoes as I set the omega back on her feet.

I nervously clear my throat and wipe my hands on my apron, hoping to return normal feeling to them. It doesn’t work, my hands still feel like she’s branded me, even though I was the one to touch her.

I clear my throat again and finally reply, “I’m just restocking, don’t worry, no food is being thrown out. There are plenty of desserts left, take a look around. I have to clean up a spill, and then I’ll be right with you.” I say the last part quietly, hoping she didn’t notice my clumsiness.

“Oh.” She glances down again like she’s trying to see what I have hidden back here.

My body seems to think she’s trying to look at me, but my mind knows she’s not.

At least, I don’t think she is. I glance down quickly to make sure my apron is in place. I’ve never had this issue before. I’ve never had a problem controlling myself in public. Or in private. I’m always a perfect gentleman.

“Feel free to look around,” I say again.

I step back in the hopes that she’ll turn her attention to the desserts. Unfortunately, I’d forgotten that my feet are surrounded by cake. I slip as soon as I put my foot down, immediately falling backward.

I catch myself on the shelves behind me, preventing me from fracturing my tailbone or skull. I slowly lower myself the rest of the way to the ground so I have a moment to tend to my bruised self-esteem before facing my omega again.

At least Ciro will be happy to hear that the triceps dips he made me add to my workout routine came in handy. That’s if I tell my packmates about this embarrassing moment. I want to tell them all about this omega, but surely I can leave out part of the story.

I’ve just consoled myself with the thought that no one else has to know about my fall, when the omega rushes around the counter.

I recall hearing a squeak as I fell, and thought it was my shoe on the floor, but now I think it must have been the omega reacting to me abruptly launching myself out of sight.

I’d somehow kind of hoped she didn’t notice me fall, or if she did, she would ignore it. Before I have time to warn her about the mess, she also slips in the cake, eyes widening in alarm.

I reach out to steady her, but as she continues sliding toward me, it ends up with me hugging her as she falls on top of me.

I curl around her, making sure no part of her hits the floor. The breath is knocked out of me as she lands. She’s so small her weight is negligible, it’s the feel of her body on mine and her vanilla scent in my nose that leaves me breathless. I’m afraid that if I move, she’ll disappear.

I stay frozen, reluctant to let her go, but my grip is loose enough that she could pull away.

I suck in a few shallow breaths, and she still hasn’t moved. I worry she injured herself, even though I didn’t see her knock into anything. I gently pat around her head and neck to check for injuries before I move her. She gasps when I reach the side of her neck, and I quickly move my hand away.

You’re not supposed to move someone with a neck injury without bracing them properly, but I don’t know how to brace her in this position.

I don’t have my phone on me. Maybe she has her phone on her so I can call for help. I pat the side of her pants, but don’t feel it in her pockets. Was she carrying a purse with her? I don’t remember seeing one, but I was too focused on her.

I waver between checking her back pockets or trying to gently slide her off me so I can go for help. In this case, isn’t it the right decision to touch an unconscious woman’s butt to check for a phone rather than risk injuring her spine?

The thoughts spiral and snarl in my head. Maybe I should try to wake her up to ask, but I don’t want her to move without realizing she shouldn’t and accidentally hurt herself.

“Um,” she says, startling me into freeze mode again. I hold still, my hands on her hips, and wait to see what she’ll say. “Are you okay?”

I blink a few times.

“Am I okay?” I ask.

She was knocked unconscious, but this omega is asking me if I’m ok?

“I’m—I’m fine,” I stutter out. “How do you feel? I don’t think you should move until I call someone to help. Do you have your phone on you?”

“Oh, um, that’s nice of you, but I don’t do things like this with someone I’ve just met. Or in public. I just wanted to make sure you’re not hurt. You disappeared so suddenly, I wasn’t sure what happened.” She pats my chest gingerly.

I crane my head to look down at her in confusion. She’s avoiding eye contact, but her pupils are the same size, so that’s good news at least.

I’m still trying to make sense of her words. What doesn’t she do in public?

“I’m not hurt. I wanted to make sure you weren’t hurt when you fell. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t realize you would come back here, otherwise I would have warned you to stay away. You’re sure you didn’t hit your head or anything?” I say.

“I didn’t bump into anything, you grabbed me before I fell,” the omega says.

“Oh.”

Did I? It happened so quickly, now I’m not sure. I thought she slipped in the cake and was going to fall, so I reached for her. Maybe she wasn’t actually falling, and I just pulled her on top of me?

Well, either way, it’s good news that she’s not hurt. That was my goal.

I guess I don’t need to keep holding her then.

I slowly sit up, bringing her with me so she’s on my lap. Since she’s shorter than I am, that makes it easier to check for head injuries. I look her over again, just in case she hurt herself without realizing it, but I don’t see any bumps or bruises.

Maybe my anxiety is acting up again. I finally find the perfect omega and immediately think she might die.

“May I help you up? Be careful standing, there’s cake on your shoes. I don’t want you to slip again,” I say.

“If you want. I’m sure I’ll be fine though,” she says.

I put my hands on her waist and lift her up, setting her on her feet. I would’ve cleaned her shoes off first, but I don’t have anything to wipe them with. I wait until she’s steady, and slowly release her.

The omega takes a step and immediately slips, foot flying straight out in front of her. I quickly grab her again.

“If you steady yourself on the counter, I can grab some towels to clean your shoes off. Is that okay?” I say.

She nods, and after she gets a good grip on the display case, I let go. She doesn’t move, so I slowly get up myself, watching her the whole time to make sure she’s stable.

“I’ll get some towels and be right back,” I repeat.

“Okay.”

She doesn’t look at me, but that’s probably for the best. I don’t want her to lose her balance.

I keep one hand on the wall to steady myself as I walk back to the kitchen. When I’m halfway through the door, I take a long look at her before leaving my omega behind. Then I hurry to the cabinet near the sink (keeping a hand on a wall or table) and pull out several dish rags.

I wipe my shoes off, just enough to get the large pieces off and make sure they’ll have traction, and race to the front, avoiding my pink frosting footsteps.

I slide smoothly through the swinging door, not wanting to startle the omega, but eager to get back to her. My eyes immediately look for her where I left her behind the counter, but she’s not there.

I whip my head around, but she’s not behind me either. I double-check both sides as I walk past the counters to the front of the store.

She’s not here either. I thought maybe she came around to look at the desserts from this side and was crouched so I couldn’t see her. Or, even worse, she walked to the front and fell again, but this time I wasn’t there to catch her.

I pace around the store looking for her, even checking under the tables to make sure I haven’t missed her.

She didn’t follow me to the back, did she? I didn’t hear her follow me, but I don’t know where else she could have gone. I go back to check the kitchen, but before I reach it, I notice tiny pink footprints leading the other way.

I quickly spin around and follow the footprints as they move away from the counter, keeping my head down so I don’t lose track of them.

I follow until they end at a half shoe print, cut off through the middle. I furrow my brows in confusion until I look up and realize they end at the front door. I blink at the backwards letters on the window.

Did she—did she leave? Why would she leave? She didn’t even clean off her shoes or wait for me to come back! I wasn’t gone that long.

She couldn’t have gone far.

I try to rush out after her, but when I yank the door open, it hits me on the forehead. I sidestep the door this time and make my way out, rubbing my head to make sure it isn’t bleeding.

I look frantically up and down the street, but don’t see the omega anywhere.

I remember the missing footprint, and follow the frosting along the sidewalk, moving fast now that I’ve found her trail again. I glance up and down between the footprints and the road ahead.

But after a few blocks, I look down to find that the frosting has disappeared.

I backtrack, realizing the footprints were getting fainter and fainter. I check to see if they go down an alley or side street, but they just stop in the middle of the sidewalk.

I keep going straight, looking in store windows and down side streets as I pass, but I get to the other end of the town square without finding her.

I rub my aching forehead as I try to decide what to do next.

She could have kept going straight into one of the residential areas. Or did she stay in the shopping district? Should I go back and check the side roads more thoroughly?

Unless she got in a car and drove away. I stare at the cars passing by, peering in the windows to see if my omega is in any of them.

I end up spinning in circles, looking in cars and shop windows and down side streets. I’m just starting to feel dizzy on my fifth spin when a hand on my arm stops my turn, and holds on to keep me from stumbling.

That’s probably for the best. I shouldn’t be making myself dizzy right next to the road.

“What are you doing, Sterling?” Ciro asks.

I blink and try to focus on him, but my eyes keep tracking away, still shaken up from my whirling search technique.

“Uh, I was just—just out for a walk. Stretching my legs after baking all morning,” I say.

I closed myself away from the bond shortly after meeting our omega, not wanting my packmates to feel my embarrassment following the cake incident, which meant I didn’t realize Ciro was nearby.

I don’t want to mention our omega to the pack yet, and, not to be mean, I especially don’t want to tell Ciro about her yet. I don’t want to get the others' hopes up until I learn more about her and see if she’s interested. I don’t even know if she’s single.

I definitely can’t mention her now that I’ve lost her and don’t even know her name to find her. I should’ve asked her when I had the chance, but I was trying not to be too forward, despite having her sit on my lap, and getting her covered in cake…

I have to shift Ciro’s attention away from my strange behavior.

“Are you okay? You’ve been…out of sorts recently,” I ask, even though I know what he’ll say.

Ciro clenches his teeth, muscles bulging along his jaw.

“I’m fine,” he grits out, dropping his arm.

“That’s good. I’ll see you later then. I have to get back to the bakery,” I say.

I wish I could help him, but Ciro won’t listen to me. The best way to help our pack is to get back to my search.

I’ve barely taken a step when he grabs my arm and pulls me around.

“Hold on. You don’t usually take a walk in the middle of the day, and walking rarely entails spinning around in the street. What’s going on?” Ciro says.

I shift around nervously. I’m not a very good liar, and I don’t want to lie to my packmates, but I can’t tell them about our omega yet.

If I say something that’s similar to the truth, I should be able to pull off the lie and avoid telling him what really happened. At least for now.

I rub the back of my neck and look off to the side. This pose makes me appear cool and confident, like this is no big deal, I’m not worried about it.

“While I was restocking the display case, I looked out the front window and saw a giant scaled bird flying by. I was so startled that I dropped the cake I was holding. I wanted to see where the bird was going, so I rushed out after it and followed it down the street. Except I lost sight of it, and I was turning around looking for it when you found me.”

Ciro stares at me, but I continue avoiding eye contact and look up at the sky, like I’m searching for the bird.

“You ran out of the bakery. To chase after a bird?” he says expressionlessly.

I nod vigorously and rub my neck again. “Mhm, that’s right. Big bird. Huge. Interesting color.”

I tap my foot a few times.

“That story explains the cake on your shoes at least,” he says.

“Yes,” I confirm.

Ciro believes me completely.

I almost feel bad about fooling him so easily. It’s a good thing I don’t like lying. Since I’m getting so good at it, I could do some unscrupulous things if I were that type of person.

“Do you want me to help you look for this ‘bird’ instead of going back to the bakery?” Ciro asks.

“Ah, no. I should get back to work. I’m sure the bird has flown far away by now,” I say.

“I’ll come with you. I want to grab some cookies before I go back to the farm.”

“Oh. Sure. Of course.”

I wasn’t sure if I was going to keep looking for the omega now or not. Maybe she’ll come back to the bakery later to get her desserts when there’s no risk of falling. Then I won’t have to track her down.

We walk back to the bakery, and I surreptitiously scan our surroundings just in case. Ciro glances over at me, and I quickly look up at the sky.

I make sure to step on the omega’s footprints on the way back, smearing them so Ciro doesn’t notice how small they are and realize someone else was with me.

When we’re halfway back, I gasp and start walking faster. Ciro also quickens his pace to keep up.

“Is something wrong?” he asks.

“No, nothing. Just eager to get back,” I say.

I just realized I left the bakery unlocked and unattended!

I powerwalk the rest of the way. I doubt anyone would steal from the shop, but no one can buy anything if no one’s there. I don’t want to keep my customers waiting, even if it’s for a good cause like finding your omega.

I relax when we get close. There’s no line forming outside or people milling around. That happens sometimes when we’re really busy, customers lining up outside the store.

Just as we reach the door, it swings open and a group of people come out. Before I can say anything, they greet us and thank me for the delicious new pistachio frangipane and magnolia cookies.

“You’re welcome—” I reply, but they wave and walk off before I can finish.

I decide against chasing them down so I can explain my absence, which would leave the shop unattended again. We go inside just as a large shadow passes overhead.

“Here you go. Enjoy!” Saige says to a couple at the counter.

I hold the door as they leave with their bags of desserts and hurry over to Saige.

“When did you come in?” I ask.

“About 10 minutes ago. I found the store wide open and no one was here. Is everything alright? Did something happen to Arlo?” Saige asks.

“No, everything’s fine. Arlo took an early lunch break, so I was covering on my own,” I say.

“You left the store unlocked and unattended?” Ciro says, sneaking up from behind to interrogate me, using the element of surprise to get me to confess.

I’m made of stronger stuff than that. I won’t be fooled into confessing with cheap tricks. I look over my shoulder at him, tossing the loose strands of hair out of my eyes like I don’t give a care, before nonchalantly answering, “I wasn’t gone for long. Like I told you, I had to check on something.”

“Right, you had to check on the giant bird,” Ciro says, quirking an eyebrow.

“That’s right.” I jut my chin out defiantly. He won’t break me with sassy interrogation techniques either.

“What big bird?” Saige asks with interest.

I’d forgotten he was here.

“It’s nothing, just forget about it,” I say, deflating.

I can’t keep up a strong front against two people. I have to get Ciro out of here so I can strategize in peace and quiet about how I’m going to find our omega again.

“What cookies did you want?” I ask Ciro brusquely.

He gives me a hard stare. I avert my eyes so I seem unconcerned, looking at everything but him to show that I have nothing to hide and this conversation isn’t stressing me out.

Finally, Ciro relents and tells me what he wants, and I pack up his desserts and send him on his way.

Then I have to wave off Saige’s questions. I didn’t realize he was so into birds, otherwise I would have come up with a different lie.

Eventually I get away to the safety of my kitchen.

Now, to figure out how I’ll find my omega again. I could put cookies at strategic nearby locations to lure her back to the shop…

I grab a piece of paper and a pencil to draw up my plans, so I don’t forget all the good ideas I’m coming up with.


Chapter 9
Daphne
[image: drawing of a vanilla orchid cutting]


Islam the door behind me as soon as I make it back to Queen of Hearts, leaning against it and panting from the effort of my run (quick walk).

I don’t think the alpha saw me leave. Or at least, I don’t think he followed me back here.

I feel flushed and my heart’s pounding, and that’s not just because of my run.

My little stumble doesn’t seem like a good enough reason to pull me against his body.

His hard, giant body.

I know he claimed he was catching me, but I don’t think I was falling to begin with.

Being pressed against him made it difficult to think, my thoughts all hazy, so I can’t even be sure about the sequence of events.

Still, it was pretty brazen of him to suggest I stay on his lap and attempt to call one of his packmates to join our cake party.

I feel tingly all over again.

I never felt like that with my exes. It must be because we were in public. My body went crazy because of the confusion of not wanting to get caught while rubbing up against an alpha. There’s no way I would be so hot for an alpha I don’t even know. It took me months to warm up to my exes and be sexually interested in them. I need to know someone well before I can open up and feel a physical connection.

Except for this baker guy.

No.

That was just because the risk of getting caught got me all flustered. I already decided this. The dampness on my thighs results from testing the boundaries of polite society, nothing to do with him personally.

Since I successfully pulled off my great escape, I can leave that embarrassment behind me. No one has to know.

“No one has to know what?” Poppy asks.

I squeak in alarm. I didn’t see her standing by the lockers.

As if my heart wasn’t already about to burst out of my chest, her surprise attack almost made me faint.

“Wha—what do you mean no one has to know?” I say nervously.

How did she know what I was thinking?? Is she a mind reader??

Why didn’t she tell me that before now. I would’ve made sure not to question her unfailingly chipper personality if I’d known she could hear my thoughts.

“You said, ‘no one has to know’ after you slammed and locked the door. I was just curious what people don’t have to know?” she says.

There’s good news at least. Poppy can’t read minds.

I guess I said some of my thoughts out loud. I do that occasionally when I’m stressed, but it’s been a while since I have.

I think.

I haven’t been stressed recently, so I’m like 95% sure I haven’t been talking to myself out loud. 69% sure at least.

“It’s nothing. I just saw, uh, a really big mouse out there. And no one has to know, cause, um, it might freak them out that there’s a giant mouse living in our alley. But he’s not hurting anyone, so I don’t want to scare him off,” I say.

I came up with that clever cover story so quickly. I’m rather proud of it.

“Aw, poor mouse. I won’t tell anyone about him, as long as he doesn’t come in and eat our flowers. If he does, we’ll have to catch him and relocate him somewhere else,” Poppy coos.

Perfect, she bought it.

“He seemed like a polite mouse from what I saw, so I’m sure he won’t cause any trouble.”

I take a deep breath and push away from the door. I survived my return mission without getting caught, so it’s time to get back to work.

I’m just tying my apron strings when Poppy continues her interrogation.

“Were you able to bring some cookies back?” she asks.

I accidentally jerk the strings too tight, knocking the breath out of me with a silent eep.

Her question is strangling me, so I can’t reply.

Oh wait, that’s still the apron. I hastily loosen the strings while I think of what to say.

“Well, you see, the mouse—” I say, but get cut off when Anicka bursts in.

“Emergency orders! We just got dozens of promposal orders. Some kid asked his date to the prom early, and that sparked a trend, so now all the students at Sunnyfalls High School are doing it. We don’t usually get prom orders for another few months, so we don’t have the stock for this. We need to work through the ones we have and prepare for more. Are you done with your breaks? Whenever you’re ready, I’ll need your help,” Anicka says.

“I’m ready!” I quickly reply.

Poppy also agrees, and we hurry after Anicka as she whirls back into the shop, pulling flowers from every direction and setting them on our worktables. Roses, carnations, ranunculus, and cherry blossoms stack into a floral mountain, ready to be made into the cutest promposal props.

My little field trip is quickly forgotten as we set up an assembly line to put the bouquets together, and more promposal orders roll in throughout the day, keeping us constantly busy.
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I wipe down the table, pushing the stem trimmings and petals into the trash, while Poppy inventories our stock and Anicka marks off the orders we’ve fulfilled.

We worked late, well past our normal closing time. Anicka said we could go home on time, but we chose to stay and finish the job. Working odd hours is part of being a florist.

Besides, I get paid overtime.

After picking up our tools, I drop into a chair at the checkout counter. Poppy is still walking around with a tablet, taking stock of our depleted supplies.

I’m too tired to get back on my feet and help, so I pull up the orders to see what we have in store for tomorrow.

My eyes widen at the list. How many kids are at Sunnyfalls High? I didn’t realize it was so popular for students to give each other flowers.

I certainly never received flowers from my schoolmates, or anyone, not even my ex-pack.

It would have meant a lot for someone to put in the effort of picking out flowers they thought I would like, or choosing the ones that reminded them of me. Even if they didn’t know the meaning of the flowers, it would have been nice to see what bouquet they came up with.

Whatever.

I can get myself flowers. I don’t need a partner for that.

“We’re not doing too badly on stock. It’s a good thing we had that early delivery today,” Poppy says, joining me at the counter.

Anicka doesn’t say anything, frowning as she scrolls through the orders, but I smile tiredly as Poppy bumps her shoulder good-naturedly against mine.

Anicka finally turns away from the computer and rubs her eyes. “We have fifty new orders, which is more flowers than we have in stock. When Ciro was here, he mentioned they have several crops that are almost ready. I’ll send him a message and see if he can get some for us in the next few days.”

“I’m sure we’ll be able to source enough between all our suppliers,” Poppy says cheerily.

I don’t comment, too busy twitching at the mention of Ciro.

I’d almost forgotten about my scare with the delivery guy after everything that happened today. I didn’t catch the Flower Gully alpha’s name earlier, but we didn’t have any other deliveries today, so that must be him.

Ciro.

No one has said anything about his attitude, and now that we need emergency flowers from Flower Gully, I can’t really start complaining about their delivery guy.

Besides, after my cake incident earlier, my run-in with Ciro pales in comparison. I should just forget about the whole thing. He might have been having a bad day, and I can’t blame him for not wanting me to crush the flowers. I didn’t want to hurt the flowers either, I just didn’t realize they were flowers.

We really need to put lights in our alley. If it’s dark enough that I can’t tell if I’m being attacked by a giant insectoid in the middle of the day, then it’s way too dark and dangerous out there.

I’ll have to suggest that at some point after we deal with this deluge of orders.

“I’m sure it will work out. It may be a few long days ahead of us though, if you’re willing to work late,” Anicka says.

Poppy and I agree. It’s not like I have any personal plans in the foreseeable future.

“I think that’s it for today. We’ll start fresh tomorrow,” Anicka dismisses us.

Poppy jumps up and starts closing down the store. I stand up more slowly and stretch before joining her.

When we’re done, we all go to the back to grab our things. I pull out my phone and check the time to see if my favorite restaurant, Meat Cute, is still open. I’m much too tired to cook anything tonight, and I don’t have any leftovers that sound good.

“Here’s some money for the desserts, Daphne. Are there any left, or did you need them as fuel up for our long day?” Anicka says.

My phone falls from my fingers and bounces a few times before skidding across the room.

Poppy bounds after it before I can react.

“The screen is cracked, but it still turns on!” Poppy shows me the spider-webbed screen, which looks the same as it always does.

“It’s fine, it was already like that,” I mumble, taking the phone back.

I’ve dropped my phone on harder floors than this. I don’t know why she thinks a soft wooden floor could take it out. It’s a survivor, I’ve had it for more than half a year. That’s the longest one of my phones has ever lasted.

Even though my fumble gave me a momentary reprieve, I still have to answer Anicka. I already mentioned a mouse to Poppy, so I could use that here too. Somehow.

I take a deep breath to get into character as “someone who saw a big mouse,” but before I can say anything, Poppy interrupts.

“There weren’t any desserts left by the time she got there. You know how Flourist always sells out,” Poppy says.

She turns her head to the side to give me a big wink.

“That’s too bad. I should have sent you on our snack errand earlier. Sorry you weren’t able to get any cookies, Daphne. I know how you were looking forward to them,” Anicka says, ignoring Poppy’s not-so-subtle wink.

Or maybe it was subtle, and I only noticed because it was directed at me. Perhaps Poppy is better at subterfuge than I thought.

I wonder what else she could be hiding behind that unassuming exterior. She was able to keep it a secret that she’s psychic.

Wait, was she psychic? I can’t remember what I concluded from our conversation earlier. I was so out of sorts after the cake incident and recovering from my run.

“It’s okay. I might try to eat fewer desserts for a while anyway. I want to focus on getting enough protein while I work on improving my cardio,” I lie.

There, that should stop them from asking me to go back to Flourist. A perfect lie, and I came up with it without even thinking about it. It just came out.

“You’re training cardio? I love running! I can give you some tips if you want,” Poppy says.

Wait. No.

“Oh! Or we could go on daily runs together,” she continues.

Stop.

“I swim laps and hike, if you’re doing that too. I love all kinds of exercise. We have to work out together, it will make it so much more fun!” Poppy says, practically jogging in place as she bounces around in excitement.

Why did I say I was going to do cardio? I hate cardio! I almost passed out wobbling my way back here.

Being bad at it is no reason to practice running, it’s a reason to avoid it at all costs so I don’t accidentally stagger into the street and pass out with sprained ankles.

“It is more fun to work out together, and it’s good to stay active so you can keep moving when you’re older. I enjoy hiking in the Fossfell Mountains, in between hauling flower buckets of course,” Anicka says.

“We’re lucky to live so close to great trails,” Poppy agrees.

I nod noncommittally.

The mountains around here are nice, but I’m not into hiking hiking. A leisurely walk along a scenic route is more my speed.

“I’m glad you mentioned your plans, Daphne. My friend is coming to visit soon, and she always brings me dozens of boxes of truffles since she runs a truffle shop. I usually bring some into work to share, but I’ll make sure to keep them away from you so I don’t mess up your meal plans,” Poppy says.

Fuck.

Why did my stupid brain come up with this plan without telling me?

“Well, I’m not cutting out all sweet things. Everything in moderation, as they say. As long as I eat enough protein, I can—” I say, but Poppy cuts me off.

“You’re right, it’s so important to eat enough to fuel your runs. A high-protein diet is really helpful.”

“Sure, and I can still fit in several desser—” I try again, but this time Anicka interrupts.

“Narcissus Nice Blooms just texted back. They have several buckets of flowers they can add to our order tomorrow,” she says.

“That’s great! We’re well on our way to making everyone’s promposal dreams come true,” Poppy says, immediately switching to the new conversation.

I wasn’t done convincing them to give me snacks!

Anicka and Poppy start talking about what bouquets we’ll be able to make with the new supplies. I wait to see if I can slip in something about how eating desserts is part of my “new meal plan.”

I don’t find an opening by the time Anicka locks the door behind us, and it seems like it’s been too long since we mentioned the desserts to bring them up again.

We say goodbye when they get to their cars, and I start the walk home with a sigh.

Maybe they’ll forget about my meal planning by tomorrow, especially with all the work we have ahead of us.

I try not to think about my day on my walk home.

I’m unsuccessful.

My mind keeps replaying the scare with the rude alpha, alternating to rolling around in cake with that other alpha.

My body tingles and flushes, obviously overwhelmed by the audacity of these alphas ordering me around and rubbing against me when we’ve just met.

Once I’m home, I rummage through my nightstand for the perfect thing to alleviate my stress.

After avoiding alphas for months, somehow, I ran bodily into two of them on the same day.

And I didn’t even get any cookies.


Chapter 10
Kieran
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Green paint splatters onto the floor as my brush flies across the canvas, joining the dried paint already flecking the wooden boards.

A few more strokes, and then water splashes on the floor to join the paint, as I vigorously clean the brush in a jar. I sigh and gently dry it off, setting it with the others. Degrading my paintbrushes isn’t helping me feel better, and I don’t think the paintbrushes are really into it either.

I dry my hands on a stained rag and step back to assess the painting’s progress.

The background is done, tall mountains and fluffy clouds. It’s the foreground that’s the issue. Wild honeysuckle spreads across a field, looking so realistic I can practically smell it. I just can’t decide what other plants to add to it. Everything I consider makes it seem unbalanced, grass would be too low, trees too tall. Nothing is quite right.

I mostly paint nature scenes with a focus on plants, but maybe I should switch to something else for a while. Not rocks, but something organic and captivating. Maybe mushrooms?

I visualize how I would paint a mushroom, long stem curving up to the rotund head, delicate gills around the base. I rotate the image in my head, analyzing how to shade the mushroom and add texture to make it look alive.

Hmm, still not my thing.

I’ll have to keep looking for something else to satisfy this craving.

My phone lights up, distracting me from my stagnant art.

It’s just as well. I was done painting for the day, and the ruminating isn’t leading to anything productive.

I check it and see a notification that Sterling just got home. I have my alerts set to let me know when anyone comes or goes. I’m home most of the day and tend to lose track of time, and I don’t like to be startled by someone else being here when I don’t expect it.

Before I leave my studio, I check to see who else is here. Sterling’s notifications are set as a priority, since he usually brings home extra baked goods that I love to eat. It’s usually the desserts that don’t come out looking perfect, or the recipe experiments he thinks aren’t good enough to sell yet.

More food for me, and his desserts are always good, regardless of the high standards he sets for himself. We’ve learned not to argue with him. If we try to talk up the recipes he doesn’t think are good enough yet, he just gets that fake smile on his face and says he’s glad we enjoy it. But you can tell he’s thinking of how to adjust the flour or flowers for next time.

I head straight for the kitchen, and Sterling is just putting something in the fridge when I walk in.

“You can leave out whatever that is, I’ll eat it now,” I say.

Sterling jumps like a cat seeing a cucumber, and I hear plastic crinkling before he turns around, clutching a domed cake box to his chest.

His eyes are wide and wild, darting around the kitchen before settling on me.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that. I almost dropped the cake again—I mean, for the first time today. I just—make some noise when you come into my kitchen,” he says.

I squint at him but raise my hands placatingly. “Alright, my bad. I will take that cake, though. Hand it over before it gets crushed.”

Sterling looks down at the container he’s clutching like a life raft as if he’s never seen it before. With an “oh” he loosens his grip and sets it on the counter, the plastic misshapen and wonky. The cake looks unharmed.

There’s a ton of frosting on it, my favorite. I pop off the lid and grab a fork, watching Sterling out of the corner of my eye. He’s leaning against the counter and staring at the ground, worrying his lip with his teeth.

If his initial overreaction didn’t make it obvious something’s bothering him, Sterling calling this “my kitchen” is another sure sign that he’s stressed. He only does that when he feels like everything else is out of control. Then it’s my kitchen this and my oven that, and he spends all day in here, where he’s in charge of everything.

That’s why we have two kitchens. One for Sterling to do whatever he wants, and one for the rest of us to use. As much as I wish otherwise, I can’t eat just his cakes and cookies all the time. I have to mix in a nice salad and steak occasionally too.

Sterling isn’t pulling out mixing bowls and butter though, so I’m not sure what’s going on.

“Are you worried about Ciro?” I finally ask after eating a few bites of the pistachio and rose Chantilly cream cake. His outburst the other day is still on everyone’s mind, and Sterling is the most susceptible to negative fluctuations in the bond.

Sterling twitches and jerks his gaze up before looking away, staring over my shoulder.

“What? No, I’m sure he doesn’t know,” he says.

I pause with the fork halfway to my mouth.

“I meant, are you worried about Ciro because he freaked out after the bonding ceremony this weekend. What are you talking about?” I ask.

Sterling looks around nervously, like he’s checking to see if anyone is lurking nearby. Despite being alone, he comes over and leans in close.

“It’s nothing,” he whispers.

“What’s nothing? And why are we whispering?” I whisper back.

Sterling has a tendency to spiral, so this could be something that’s not a big issue, but since it involves Ciro, it could go either way.

“I don’t want to say why,” Sterling eventually says, “but if you can keep this just between us, I would like some advice.”

“I can keep a secret if you want, but you know the pack won’t judge you,” I say.

“It’s just, I don’t want to tell everyone yet. But I will. At some point. Probably,” he looks away and mumbles the last word.

I frown but settle my face into a neutral expression before he turns back.

I can’t feel much through the bond, just that he’s jittery, worried about something. That’s clear enough from looking at him anyway.

I’m not sure when Sterling closed off his side of the bond. When I’m painting, I tune out everything else, and that includes the pack bonds.

I nod encouragingly when it seems like he might not continue. Sterling looks around shiftily once more, and then takes a half-step closer so that we’re basically toe to toe, before saying, “Do you know where I can get a private investigator?”

“A private—what? A private investigator? Why do you need one? What happened?” I ask incredulously.

Has someone been messing with his store? Sterling’s desserts are incredibly popular in town, like insanely so. It wouldn’t surprise me if someone has taken their obsession with his food too far.

I can’t think of any other reason he would need a private investigator. Sterling is too kind to have gotten into trouble in his personal life. Hell, he barely even has a personal life outside of our pack. He’s up early to work at Flourist and usually bakes even more in the evenings at home.

“Never mind, I don’t need one. I can do this myself,” Sterling says, edging along the counter to get out from under me.

I realize I’m looming over him, trapping him against the countertop, and step back so it doesn’t seem like I’m threatening him.

I was only threatening whoever is trying to tamper with his store.

However, I make sure to stay between Sterling and the exit. I don’t want him leaving until I figure out what this is all about.

“Whatever trouble you’re in, we’ll fix it. There’s some new alpha in town who investigates all kinds of things. Major companies and countries all around the world use him. Tell me what’s going on, and we’ll hire him,” I say.

Sterling shuffles nervously before asking, “He’s really that good?”

“He’s supposed to be one of the best investigators you can get. But if he can’t find what you want, we’ll get someone else. Don’t worry, Sterling. I’ll find his number so we can contact him.”

I pull out my phone to text Alice. I know he helped with some work they had done at the bookstore, so I’m sure she can get me his number.

“What should I say this investigation is about?” I say, trying again to figure out what’s going on.

“I’m trying to find someone in town. They, um, forgot their food at the shop, and I wanted to replace it for them,” Sterling says.

I wait, but he doesn’t say anything else.

“This is really about finding a customer who accidentally left their food behind?” I say, letting out a relieved laugh.

I thought Sterling was in trouble with the mafia or something with the way he was acting.

Not that there’s a mob in Starsfalls. At least, not that I’ve heard of.

Sterling’s face flushes. “They never came back to get their food. I don’t want them to think badly of my bakery, like it’s my fault they didn’t get what they came for after I scared them away,” he says, sounding upset.

I put a hand on his shoulder to make sure he’s paying attention. “Sterling, I’m sure this person won’t think you’re a bad shop owner. They’ll probably come back tomorrow and be embarrassed they forgot their things. Just replace what they ordered with something fresh, and throw in an extra cookie or two if you really feel that bad for them.”

He briefly perks up but then slumps against the counter again. “They didn’t come back today though. You really think they’ll come back tomorrow?”

I know he loves his food and his customers, but I’ve never seen him act like this. There’s more demand for his desserts than he can fill on a weekly basis, and he’s not this upset about it.

I’m not sure why one customer not getting a cookie is such a big deal.

“They were probably just busy and haven’t had a chance yet. If not tomorrow, then they’ll come back for your desserts soon,” I say.

“What if they never come back? Maybe we should hire the investigator to look for them now before the trail goes cold, or whatever it is those crime shows that Feliks always watches say. Isn’t the first forty-eight hours the most important?” he says.

“That’s for a missing person, Sterling.”

“This is a missing person! She—they ran out without their food and disappeared into thin air! I couldn’t find them anywhere, and I looked all over Main Street. I even looked again after work. Plus, I don’t even know why they ran away in the first place. Maybe they didn’t go willingly! Something bad could have happened to them!”

He’s hyperventilating now. I grab his shoulders to get him to focus on me, then walk him through taking deep breaths together. I do that until he doesn’t look like he’s about to faint.

I’m not sure what’s the best way to fix this. Trying to convince him it’s okay if this person doesn’t come back isn’t working.

I haven’t seen Sterling like this in years. I don’t want him to regress and end up back in the hospital. I thought he’d worked out his coping mechanisms so it would never get that bad again. But if something this small is affecting him like this…

I haven’t seen any other signs that Sterling isn’t doing well. He’s felt perfectly fine in the bond until now.

It could be Ciro’s trauma affecting him. He did say something about Ciro before. It’s possible this is about our larger pack issues.

Still, going along with Sterling’s plan to find the missing customer might help him feel better.

“Do you know their name? We might be able to look them up online. If they posted something recently, then you’ll know they’re okay,” I say.

Sterling shakes his head rapidly from side to side. “I don’t. I don’t know her name.”

I squeeze his shoulders again to ground him. “That’s fine. I can call the investigator. We’ll make sure this woman is fine so you don’t have to worry about it. There’s almost nothing dangerous in Starsfalls though, besides minor things like when a scaled bird carried off a roast boar from the town barbeque that year.”

“There was a giant scaled bird nearby! She’s smaller than a boar, what if it carried her off??” Sterling says, grabbing at my shirt. “Wait, no, that was just my cover story.”

“Your cover story for what?”

His explanation is making less sense as he goes on. I put the back of my hand to Sterling’s forehead to check his temperature. A fever would explain this delirium. I frown, moving my hand back and forth, but he doesn’t feel hotter than normal.

Sterling is looking at everything but me like he does when he thinks he’s pulling off a lie.

“Sterling,” I say sternly.

“Yes?” he answers innocently, still not looking at me.

“If you want my help with whatever is going on, you need to tell me the whole story, starting at the beginning.”

“If you just send me the number of the investigator, I won’t bother you about this anymore…”

“Sterling.”

He stares at the cabinets behind me for another few seconds before relenting and looking at me with puppy-dog eyes.

“I didn’t want to tell anyone until I know for sure,” he says sullenly.

He pauses, and I give him a sharp nod.

“I ran into an omega at work today, but she ran out before I learned her name, or even had time to really talk to her. I wanted to find her and see if she’s interested in a date before I told the pack about her. I don’t know if she’s single, or even likes me, so I didn’t want to tell you about her in case I got my hopes up for nothing,” Sterling says.

That explanation is more coherent, though I didn’t expect this to be about an omega.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen Sterling pursue someone before, at least not for a first date. Anyone he’s ever dated asked him out first, or it was a group date set up by one of us. Sure, after he started seeing someone, he’ll reciprocate and ask them out on more dates if he’s interested, but Sterling is never the initiator. Even Aero, the most shy, timid person I’ve ever met, was the one to ask Sterling out.

I scrub a hand over my eyes. I’m happy that Sterling is this passionate about someone, but I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the shift from thinking the mob was after his cookies to how cute it is that Sterling wants to ask someone out on a date for the first time ever.

“I’m happy that you found an omega you like, but where does the scaled bird come into this?” I ask, hand still over my eyes.

“Oh, right. Well, Ciro ran into me while I was running down Main Street looking for her, so I had to come up with a cover story about why I wasn’t at the bakery. I said I saw a big scaled bird I wanted to get a closer look at. It was a great excuse. Even though I had to come up with it on the spot, he totally believed me,” Sterling says proudly, puffing out his slender chest.

I guess I’ll also be coming up with ways to throw Ciro off Sterling’s trail until he’s ready to tell everyone about the omega.

“That’s great, Sterling,” I agree, picking up my phone to complete the half-finished text to Alice. “I asked for the investigator’s contact info. Why don’t you tell me what you know about the omega so we can pass on any potential leads.”

“She appeared suddenly, lured in by the scent of the bakery, drifting over to look at the desserts so gracefully. She was warm and sweet, and kind of flowery, like a rich vanilla that lingers on the tongue, curves everywhere, so soft. Hair the color of the best chocolate, dark green eyes like a lush, leafy plant. Even when I dragged her onto my lap, she sat daintily upon me, as if I were a tuffet,” Sterling says wistfully.

I pause my note-taking on my phone.

“You pulled her into your lap?”

I think my brain is breaking. Sterling had someone sitting on his lap when he just met her? Without even asking her name?

“You said this happened at the bakery, right? You didn’t sneak out to a club in the middle of the day?” I say, just to be sure.

“Yes, at the bakery. Oh!” Sterling pauses his reminiscing about the omega goddess to slap frantically at his clothes.

“Your phone is on the counter by the fridge,” I say, having seen his missing phone dance many times before.

Sterling darts over to grab it and starts tapping. I wait to see what shocking new thing he’s going to tell me next. Maybe he’s decided to change careers and become a candlestick maker.

“Here, this is her.”

Sterling shows me a still image from one of the security cameras at Flourist. A dark-haired woman stands in the doorway, clothes hugging every curve. She’s staring at Sterling like she’s starving, but he hasn’t noticed her yet.

The omega looks like you just want to take a bite out of her, or really sink your fingers in. Even with the grainy security camera footage, I can tell she’s beautiful. It’s not surprising that Sterling would want to ask her out.

After studying her for a bit longer, I try to look at the full video of her visit, switching over to the security camera app. Before I can press play, Sterling snatches his phone back.

Flustered, he swipes around before locking it and putting it in his pocket.

“I sent you the photo so you can give it to the investigator,” he says.

“Did you check the video to see why she ran out?” I ask.

“It doesn’t show anything, she just walks out after I go in the back to grab something.”

“Then you don’t have to worry about her being kidnapped. If I could see the video, maybe I could figure out what happened. Did she get a phone call before leaving?” I say.

“Someone outside the bakery could have called her out and then kidnapped her,” he says defensively. “She didn’t look at her phone or anything else before leaving.”

“Can I see the video?”

Sterling looks away before answering, “There’s nothing more to the video. She comes in, looks at the desserts, I step into the back, and she leaves.”

“Where does her sitting on your lap come into this?” I question him.

“That’s not important. What matters is she left before I could learn anything about her, so we don’t have much to go on.”

“Are you sure she wants to be found?”

I hate that I have to ask, but if she was sitting on his lap and wouldn’t tell him her name afterward, it doesn’t sound like the omega was very interested. I might have been wrong in my assessment of the image. Maybe she wasn’t hungry for Sterling, and it was the desserts she was looking at.

Sterling’s lip trembles, and I feel like shit for asking, but I don’t want him to pin all his hopes on this just for the omega to tell him off when we find her.

But Sterling firms his mouth and says, “She was worried about me when I slipped in some cake. She tried to help and stayed there to make sure I wasn’t hurt. She didn’t leave until after I assured her I was fine. She might have needed to get back to work, and that’s why she left. There’s no reason to think she wouldn’t want to see me again.”

“We’ll find her then,” I assure him.

I hope Sterling’s right about this, and not just for his sake. If Sterling found someone he’s this interested in, maybe she’ll be a good fit for the rest of us too.

We might finally find a mate for our pack.


Chapter 11
Daphne
[image: drawing of a vanilla orchid cutting]


The truck bounces me around as I drive down the rough dirt road to Flower Gully. I poke blindly at the radio, missing the button every so often as I go over bumps, looking for a station that isn’t just static.

Poppy got the nice work van for her supply runs to the other flower farms near Starsfalls. That was the right decision because our delivery van wouldn’t be able to handle this road. This flatbed truck has the height and the 4x4 steering needed to make it out here.

I do wish the suspension was a bit better.

I don’t mind the scenic drive though, with the Fossfell Mountains on either side. The windows are down, and the breeze blows my worries away. I can’t even remember the scent of Flourist’s dazzling peony desserts with this crisp country air in my nose.

A patchwork blanket of colors appears in the distance as I approach the farm, resolving into rows of waving flowers welcoming me in.

I slow down as I reach the first fields, leisurely driving the rest of the way to the office building.

Anicka said one of the farm workers will meet me there and direct me to which flowers are for us. When she called, they weren’t sure how many they’d be able to set aside for us, and they’re busy with harvests, so I’ll be loading everything myself.

After parking, I knock on the office door, a little wooden building, since I’m unsure of the protocol for entering an office building that looks like a house. When no one answers, I try one more time before opening the door to peek inside.

There are a few tables and a desk with stacks of papers and tablets, but all the chairs are empty. I enter and look around, still hoping to somehow find an employee to help me. I do a circuit of the interior before going back outside to do the same.

I shade my eyes as I search the fields, but there’s no one else around. I text Anicka to ask for her contact’s number at Flower Gully.

Once I get it, I call, and it rings several times before going to a generic voicemail. I don’t hear a phone ringing in the building, so it must be forwarding my call somewhere else. I try again, and just before it goes to voicemail, a worker walks around the corner, empty buckets clanking together in his hands.

The man hurries along, looking at a tablet, and passes by me before I say something, realizing he’s not planning on stopping.

“Excuse me, I’m here to pick up the flowers for Queen of Hearts,” I call out to him.

“Don’t have ‘em. Call the boss and see when you’re scheduled for pickup,” he says without breaking stride.

“Wait,” I powerwalk after him. “My boss already talked to him, and they’re supposed to be ready now. It was a last-minute order for the extra flowers you have available. Maybe they’re around here somewhere?”

He slows marginally, so I catch up until I’m just a few feet behind him when he replies, “Right, Queen of Hearts. We had some flowers bud unexpectedly, but no one’s had time to cut them. We’re short-staffed and won’t be able to get to them today. Have your boss call back tomorrow.”

“Oh, but we received tons of prom orders this morning, and we really need those flowers today. Is there any way we could get them? I can cut the flowers myself if you point me to them,” I plead.

The worker looks over his shoulder at me briefly before looking back at his tablet.

“Prom? Isn’t that like months away?” he says.

“It’s for promposals, actually. Apparently, asking a date to prom using flowers is popular with the kids right now, and everyone’s asking out their dates early so they can post it on ShutterSoul and get a bunch of smiles or whatever,” I pant out, still scurrying after him.

He stops abruptly and I almost run into him, skidding in the dirt like a cartoon character to avoid collision. He doesn’t see my antics thankfully, since he’s looking at the field of flowers to our left.

“The amaryllis here can be cut.” He points out the sections with blooms. “They won’t last long since they flowered a few days ago, but if they’re going out to the customer within a day, it should be fine. There’s also camellias and monkshood out this way that you can cut.”

“That would be great! I can harvest anything that’s flowering?”

From what I can see, there should be plenty of flowers, enough to fulfill the orders we have. Even if we get more orders, we should be set for a few days between these and the flowers Poppy is picking up.

“Yeah, just don’t cut anything else or trample them. You know how to cut flowers?”

“Yes, I’ve been a florist for years, I know how to cut flowers,” I say, bristling.

“There are extra buckets behind the office if you need some,” he says, speeding off again before I can say anything else.

I try to calm myself.

It’s nice of him to let me cut the flowers we need. Flower Gully isn’t open to the public for people to pick their own, so we’re getting special treatment.

I walk back to the truck and grab the tools and buckets we keep in the truck. I take the extra buckets the worker mentioned and fill them with water before walking out to the rows of amaryllis.

I set my things near a large cluster of blooms and start cutting.
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I made it through the amaryllis and loaded the full buckets in the truck, lugging more pails of water into the camellias to start on those.

I carefully cut the base of the long stems and strip the lower leaves before putting them in the water.

The heat is getting to me, and I wipe the trickles of sweat off my forehead.

It’s been fun being out here like a real farmer (sweat on my brow and everything) but I think I prefer the cool climate of the flower shop. I took my sweater off soon after I started, but as the sun beams happily down on me, I wish I had more layers to remove.

I glance around and don’t see anyone nearby. Workers were coming and going all morning, so busy bustling around they never looked in my direction.

I unbutton another button at the top of my dress to cool off. I’m getting dangerously close to looking like I should be on the cover of some milkmaid romance book. The low-cut, puffy-sleeved dress with a too-tight bodice was an unfortunate choice for today’s outing. It looked cute and classic, country chic, when it was all buttoned up and topped with a sweater.

But whatever. Since no one’s around, it seems safe enough to sport this daring style.

As another hour passes, I debate removing my dress entirely.

I’m not used to so much outdoor manual labor. My body is accustomed to working in cold florist shops with short stints setting up flowers at events.

Not these prolonged hours in the sun.

I look around for the hundredth time, still not finding anyone. Maybe they’re all on their lunch break.

Surely I could take my dress off for a little while to cool down and put it back on before the workers return.

I crouch and clip more flowers while I waffle about whether or not to strip down. I set aside the clippers to pop the leaves off, sighing in relief as a cloud passes overhead and blocks the sun.

I put the flowers in the bucket with a smile, the shade making it feel at least ten degrees cooler, a breeze blowing my hair back.

“Now you’re stealing flowers?” a deep, menacing voice says.

I squeak and dart to the side, the only reaction my body can come up with to escape.

I don’t make it far, hands grabbing my arms, and something drops over my legs to pin me down.

I squawk indignantly and struggle against my captor.

“Let go of me, you oaf!” I manage to spit out with the grass smothering me.

“First you steal and now that you’re caught, you insult me. I don’t know how you think that’s going to end well for you,” the giant idiot says.

“I’m not stealing! I got permission to cut these flowers,” I say, turning my head to either side, but I can’t get a good look at him through the hair in my face.

“Another lie. What else have you been pilfering, hmm?”

He pulls my arms behind my back and holds them there with one hand. With the other, he tickles my sides. I let out a breathy squeal and twist, trying to get away. His hand slides around to tickle my stomach and then moves down my thighs.

I try to buck him off, but his knee presses into my calves so I can’t move as I slowly realize he’s not trying to tickle me.

He’s patting me down!

“I told you I didn’t steal anything. You can’t search me like this!” I say in outrage.

He’s treating me like I’m some criminal!

“You’re brazen enough to steal in broad daylight. Who knows what else you might have taken. Is that what you were doing yesterday? Or were you just casing the place?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I twitch as his hand travels up my inner thigh before moving away to pat my lower legs.

“I wasn’t even here yesterday, I was at work,” I puff out.

He checks the inside of my boots, and I try to throw him off again now that his knee isn’t on my legs, but I only flail my middle upward like a worm.

“Hold still.” He pops the side of my ass suddenly before going back to feeling up my ankles.

I moan and freeze. This is not the time for my body to realize it enjoys being spanked.

I quickly get myself under control and resume squirming, trying to get away, but it’s like a switch flipped and everything is making me wetter, the hands holding me down, my nipples rubbing against the dress every time I move, even the scent of the camellias is turning me on now.

Thankfully, the man stops his physical interrogation before I embarrass myself by producing enough slick to leak through my underwear.

I go limp, blades of grass tickling my lips as I pant. I’m not sure if he’s an alpha, but hopefully he can’t smell how aroused I am over my scent blockers.

“Where’d you park? Up in the hills? I’ll be taking back everything you stole, and then we’ll see about pressing charges based on how much you took. I might be lenient if you didn’t steal much,” he says.

“Pressing charges,” I huff and resume my inchworming, trying to get away from him. “You’re going to be in so much trouble when you realize what a mistake you’ve made.”

He leans close and whispers in my ear, “You can’t flirt your way out of this. That may have worked for you in the past, but I won’t be fooled by an omega shaking her ass.”

I sputter unintelligibly while he pulls me off the ground and tosses me over his shoulder. My hands are finally free, so I push myself up on his back to look for help, but there still aren’t any workers around.

I slap a hand on his back and kick my feet, but his arm is banded around my lower legs, so that doesn’t accomplish much.

I didn’t get a good look at who’s carting me off, he got me up on his shoulder too fast. The only thing I can see from my new vantage point is his muscular back and ass, which isn’t a bad view, but it’s not going to help me identify my kidnapper once I get away. Unless the police will do a lineup of their backsides.

He’s walking quickly, and we reach the farm’s main office in no time.

I renew my struggles to get free. If he lets go now, I think I could make it to my truck and speed out of here before he catches me.

He pulls the door open, and I struggle harder, trying to roll off his shoulder. He spanks my thighs more firmly this time, though it’s still just a slight sting.

“Stop moving, you’ll hit your head on the doorframe if you keep that up,” he says.

His warning is unnecessary. I’ve already frozen, clenching my thighs together, hoping he doesn’t notice that I like it when he spanks me.

We enter the building unscathed except for my throbbing pussy.

He rolls an office chair into the corner and sets me in it, putting his hands on the armrests to loom over me.

“You!” I exclaim when I finally see his face.

The alpha from Queen of Hearts’ alley quirks an eyebrow. “Hard to keep track of all the peasants you run into, princess?”

I’m too busy gaping to respond.

“Now, what were you planning to do with those flowers? Do you think everything in this kingdom belongs to you? That you can just take anything that catches your fancy?”

His words conjure up images of what I could take, and I flush and look away.

Ciro grips my chin to turn my face back.

“Tell me. Unless you want me to turn you over to the police right now. I could be persuaded to be lenient if this is the first time you’ve done this.”

He’s making me confused, leaning over me and holding my face close while he issues commands in that firm voice. I’d be leaning in if he weren’t holding me in place.

A shred of dignity waves pathetically in my mind, reminding me that as much as my body loves being tossed around and ordered about, I haven’t agreed to do those things with him.

I straighten my spine and give him a stern look, trying to give the impression that I’m looking down my nose at him even though he’s above me. Ciro’s eyes flick to my lips, so I’m sure he sees my pursed expression and knows I mean business.

“I already told you. I’m here to pick up the flowers for Queen of Hearts. When I got here, one of the workers said they didn’t have time to cut them, but told me I could collect them myself. I don’t know why you think you have any authority over me, but if you’re really so concerned about theft, you can call our shop, and Anicka will tell you I’m telling the truth. Now, I need to get back to work. Some of us have important things to do. We can’t all just wander around town half-cocked, complaining about everyone we run into,” I finish my imposing lecture with a haughty sniff.

I won’t take any more shit from smug alphas who think they know everything and can do whatever they want just because they have big dicks.

I have a big dick too. He’s pink and his name is BuzzyBoi and he vibrates, so he’s way better than this alpha’s dick.

No matter how big or knotty it is.

My eyes momentarily stray lower before going back to staring Ciro down.

His nostrils flare in irritation. “The workers wouldn’t let you pick the flowers yourself.”

“Well, one did! He said they were too busy to help, and I asked how I could get the flowers today, and he told me which ones I could cut,” I argue.

“I see. So, what did you do to get him to agree? Did you order him around, princess? Or did you do something else to convince him?” he growls, and the chair creaks under his grip, though his hand on my chin remains gentle.

“I just told him we really needed the flowers for our customers. It’s not a crime to ask for help!”

I don’t know why he’s so angry about that part. It’s between the worker and me. If he didn’t want me to cut the flowers, he could have said no.

“That’s all you did? You didn’t show him these pouty lips too and plead your case on your knees?”

He’s staring at my mouth, and I realize it’s fallen open.

Is he suggesting what I think he is??

I’ve never tried to seduce someone to get what I want! Why would he think that about me when he barely even knows me? Is this alpha some kind of psycho? Or is it because I’m an omega and he thinks that’s all we know how to do?

A sudden tinkling sound breaks the tension, and Ciro clenches his teeth before letting go of my face.

He pulls out his phone and answers, “Yes?” Watching me while he listens to whoever’s on the other end.

“In addition to what?” Ciro says, narrowing his eyes at me.

Like I should know what’s going on with his phone call? I glare back at him and consider poking him in the eye. I think I could do it while he’s distracted. I slowly creep a hand up and hover it near my stomach, waiting for the best time to strike.

He stands up abruptly and takes a few steps back. He’s still between me and the exit, so I remain in the chair for now.

“What did this person look like?” he asks the caller, looking me up and down.

“No, I’ll tell her,” Ciro says, and then hangs up.

I open my mouth to ask what’s going on, but he holds up a finger to silence me. For some reason that works, and I snap my mouth shut.

I lean back in the chair with a huff, decidedly not pouting.

He scrolls through his phone before putting it up to his ear again.

“Hey. Did you send Poppy to pick up the flowers?” After a pause, he says, “I don’t think I’ve met her. My team just informed me they haven’t had time to cut your flowers yet, and they let her cut them, so if you’re missing a worker, that’s why. I’ve been out this morning, but I’m at the farm now so I can get those flowers clipped and sent back to you.”

Ciro listens for a moment and then hangs up. He puts his phone away and stares at me with a clenched jaw.

I glare right back and cross my arms.

His eyes follow the movement before asking, “What’s your name?”

I consider not responding. It would serve him right. He hasn’t been listening to me, but he’s more than willing to listen to whoever he talked to on the phone.

But since I want to get out of this situation as quickly as possible, I deign to answer.

“Daphne.”

He grunts, and I think that’s all the response I’m going to get.

I glance at the front door and contemplate walking out of here on my own terms (or running for it just to get out of this mess, no matter the cost to my dignity).

Before, when I thought he was just some psycho alpha, my only hesitation at the thought of poking his eye was because he has nice eyes and it would be a shame to hurt them. Now that Ciro finally realized I’m not a thief and we’re business associates, there are potential professional conflicts with poking him. Poking his eye, that is.

It’s too bad those eyes keep glaring at me and looking down on me.

“How long have you been working at Queen of Hearts?”

“About six months, I guess.”

He frowns and gives a curt nod before looking down like he’s deep in thought.

This is my chance.

I slowly stand up and edge toward the door, facing him in case he makes any sudden moves.

I bump into the wall and slide along it until I reach the door, fumbling behind me for the knob. I slowly turn the handle so it doesn’t make any noise. When I feel it unlatch, I quickly spin around and yank it open, darting outside.

At least, I try to.

I squeak as I’m yanked back inside, Ciro’s giant arm around my middle stopping my momentum.

He slams the door shut and pushes me against the wall.

“I didn’t say you could leave,” he growls.

His forearms are braced on either side of me, hips practically touching mine, and I’m panting as I stare up at him.

His eyes are dilated, and I have no idea what he’s going to do next.

As the seconds tick by, my fingers itch to tangle themselves in his shirt and drag his lips to mine.

He leans closer, but I hesitate to close my eyes. I want to keep admiring his sharp jaw and shortbread-colored eyes and full lips and imagining how they’ll feel on mine (and other places).

Soon I won’t have to imagine, but I don’t want to miss this view, so I hold off on closing my eyes until the very last second.

“Just because you act like the princess of Queen of Hearts’ alley doesn’t mean you get to act like a princess on my farm. At least not without consequences,” Ciro says in a low voice.

My eyes fly open. His face is close, but his lips aren’t on mine.

He is looking deep into my eyes, but it’s more like a challenge rather than longing.

So, we’re not kissing then?

As his words register, I gasp.

“I’m not acting like the princess of anything! You’re the one acting like some king alpha of the alley and dirt.” I poke him in the chest (his eyes are still too good-looking to poke). “Some of us are out here working hard for our customers. You’re out there goofing off, not even coming into work until halfway through the day, and then tossing your customers around!”

He bares his teeth before gritting out, “I put my all into this business. You’re the spoiled one, demanding favors and wanting a large order with less than a day’s notice. You’re lucky Nash has a soft heart and let you convince him to gather the flowers yourself.”

I thought the phrase “spitting mad” was just hyperbole, but now I know it’s a literal description.

It’s one thing to call me princess, it’s quite another to suggest I’m a spoiled employee who orders people around and makes them do the work for me.

His own analogy doesn’t even make sense. If I were a princess, would I be out here in the dirt cutting the flowers myself??

I’m practically foaming at the mouth in my ire. I know if I say anything, there will be spit emphasizing every word whether I like it or not.

I don’t care what Ciro thinks, and it’s high time I showed him that. I’ll also show him I am a princess, in that I’m classy and won’t stoop to his level by continuing to argue with someone who’s unreasonable.

I draw myself up into my most regal bearing, and then swiftly bring my knee up, hitting him on the upper thigh. Not in a spot that will do any real damage, but close enough that he knows I could hurt him if necessary.

Ciro jerks back in surprise, cursing, but pauses like he’s assessing whether I actually hit his brain.

I don’t wait to see how long it takes him to figure out I only bruised his thigh, if that (his thigh felt really thick and muscular. I don’t think I have enough strength to hurt him much, even using my pointy knee as a battering ram).

I make it out the front door while he’s staggered and run to the truck.

I fumble in my pocket for the keys, which he thankfully left on my person during his search, and yank on the door handle, frantically pressing all the buttons on the remote until it unlocks.

I hop inside and slam the door behind me, locking it just as Ciro reaches the truck.

He bangs on the glass after trying the handle. “Princess! Open this door!”

I start the truck and throw it in reverse, giving my response in sign language before peeling out.

I back down the road several hundred feet, but he keeps running after me. When there’s enough distance between us that I won’t hit him, I quickly do a U-turn and speed down the road away from the farm.

I check my rearview mirror and Ciro is finally far away, though whether he stopped trying to chase me or I just outpaced him, I don’t know. I focus ahead and go as fast as I can to get off the farm.

Once I’m on the main dirt road, I pick up even more speed, just in case Ciro tries to turn this into a car chase. I check the mirrors again and, thankfully, don’t see anything.

I had already loaded dozens of flower buckets onto the truck, so at least I’m not leaving empty-handed. The flowers I gathered should be enough to get us through most of our orders.

The ride back is even rougher than the drive out here, but I don’t want to risk slowing down. I’m going just fast enough that I’m not a danger if I come across another car, and I’m not stopping until I get back to town and safety.

A particularly deep rut in the road almost causes me to lose an eye as the vehicle drops, making my chest bounce up toward my face.

Alright, I slow down marginally to prevent a nipple from hitting me in the face. Maybe I should hold them down while I’m on this road. Who knows when I’ll hit another pothole.

I keep one hand on the wheel and use the other arm as a strap across my chest. As the road continues to jostle me, I keep feeling my dress rub against my hand, and it’s silkier than I remember it being.

I run my fingers across the fabric and admire my choice of clothes. I don’t usually buy dresses this satiny, but maybe I should buy more. I don’t always like the way they look on me, but if they feel like this, who cares how it looks. I’m the one who has to feel it after all.

What brand was this dress again?

I glance down like the dress can tell me, choking when all I see is skin. I quickly look back up and brake hard after making sure there’s no other cars around.

I remove my arm with trepidation to find that more than half of my boobs are out after unbuttoning my dress earlier, and that silky feeling was all skin.

No wonder that idiot kept getting close to me. Even though Ciro despises my life choices, he certainly had a hard time keeping his hands to himself.

I button my dress back up with shaking fingers, glad that the loose drapes of fabric kept my nipples covered at least.

I’m also glad I didn’t end up deciding to garden in the buff.

After a few deep breaths to center myself, I restart the drive back to Starsfalls.

I rarely wear revealing clothes, so the next time I see him, he should be less interested in rubbing up on me. Since Ciro dislikes me so much, I’m sure it will be no trouble for him to ignore me when I’m not dressed up. Or dressed down.

I frown as I feel an ache in my chest. I must have strained something while bending over to clip all those flowers.

Well, it doesn’t matter what he thinks of me. I don’t care about his opinion. In fact, I hope I never run into him again.

As I near town, I try to focus on other, less embarrassing, happy things. Like cookies.

No, not those. That just reminds me of Flourist, and I can’t go back there either.

I’m suddenly finding many places to ban myself from in Starsfalls.

I tap my fingers on the wheel as I run through other subjects to think about instead. Ciro keeps popping back up though, my mind wanting to analyze our conversation and every minute detail of our interaction.

I think about coffee instead, every delicious drink I love to order, salted iced lavender latte with brown sugar cold foam, iced sakura matcha latte, hibiscus and vanilla bean paste latte, and cinnamon oat milk latte with orange blossom foam, but in the back of my mind, my brain is listing all the things I should have said to really show him I’m not to be messed with.

It would have been nice if my brain had told me these things at the time.

I slow down as the first few businesses come into view at the edge of Starsfalls, my shoulders slumping.

It doesn’t matter. I’m sure we’ll both mutually avoid each other from now on, and everything will be fine.


Chapter 12
Daphne
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What kind of heavy-ass flowers did Poppy pick up from the Lucky Anemone. I almost drop a crate on my foot for the fifth time this morning, grabbing the crate just in time so I don’t irreparably mangle my toes.

I heft the box onto the rolling cart and take a breath before turning to pull another one out of the van.

It was nice of Poppy to get up early and pick up our order, but now I’m kind of wishing we had traded spots. Then I could have had a pleasant morning drive, sipping my coffee, and left the van for Poppy to unload.

Instead, I’m the one risking toe and limb, while Poppy is off to pick up the rest of the flowers from Flower Gully.

I huff in disgust thinking about Flower Gully. Sure, the farm was nice, but now it’s tainted.

It was convenient that Poppy offered to pick up their flowers unprompted.

When I got back to Queen of Hearts yesterday, Anicka wasn’t upset that I didn’t bring back as many flowers as we were expecting. She was happy with Flower Gully offering to have the rest of them ready for us this morning.

I guess Ciro never said anything to her about our confrontation, which is the one good decision I’ve seen him make.

Although everything was his fault, so he’s the one who looks bad in that story. It makes sense he didn’t mention what happened, it’s simple self-preservation. Nothing to do with sparing me by not mentioning he found a half-dressed woman taking flowers from the farm.

Besides, Ciro recognized me from the alley. He should have realized I work at Queen of Hearts rather than assuming (like an ass) that I’m casing all the flower places in Starsfalls to steal from them.

He didn’t handle things well, carrying me off like that…

Very uncouth. And inappropriate. And I wasn’t into it at all.

After I got back to town yesterday, I realized I had forgotten my sweater, so that’s another thing to blame on him. I had to tear out of there in such a rush, I left my sweater and some buckets, shears, and clippers behind.

I struggle to move another crate to the cart, hot and bothered thinking about stupid Ciro, and just as I’m about to set it down, it slips and hits the box below. The wooden lid pops off, and I’m assaulted by yarrow as they spring from the box, emerging like they’ve just been released from a denim prison after watching Anti-Gravity Alien Ass 69.

No wonder these crates are so heavy, they’re packed full, every inch filled. Lucky box.

I try to lift the crate onto the stack despite not being able to see over the flowers in my face. But their attack continues, and now I can’t breathe as the spicy-sweet yarrow pollen invades my nose.

A sudden sneeze wracks my body, and it’s all I can do not to drop the flowers or hurt my back as the sneezes keep coming. I wobble, but before I tip over, the crate is lifted from my arms and placed on the cart. I don’t have time to thank my rescuer before another sneeze hits, but at least now I’m free to sneeze into my elbow.

A tattooed arm appears, holding out a black handkerchief, and a large hand pets the back of my hair.

“Here, kitten. Let’s fix you up,” a deep voice says.

I straighten up, alarmed that a stranger managed to sneak up on me.

I thought it was Anicka or maybe Poppy who helped me.

Instead, it’s a large beta in a black leather jacket.

Tattoos peek out from his V-neck shirt, and his hands are covered in more black ink, some kind of mechanical design I can’t make sense of, too stunned by his sudden appearance and rugged good looks.

Despite my surprise, I follow his instructions, reaching for the handkerchief so I can make sure my face isn’t snotty.

But before I can take it, he brings it up to dab at my nose, hand cradling the back of my head.

The beta’s intense concentration is mesmerizing. He’s focused like he’s performing delicate surgery, brow furrowed while he gently blots my face.

I’ve been holding onto his arm while he tends to me, letting him do what he wants without complaint.

When he’s done cleaning off the pollen (and maybe snot, I guess), he leans back to look at me.

“All better. How do you feel?” he asks.

“I’m great. Good. You’re welcome. Thank you.”

I have trouble jumpstarting my brain with his face so close, looking into those sweet chocolate cake eyes.

What were we talking about again? The weather?

He gives me a crooked smile, and I realize I’m staring at him like some sort of shocked owl.

I should be doing…something.

I think.

I don’t remember what, but I do know I don’t want to be someone who stands around staring at any attractive guy I come across. No matter how nice his tattoos look as they lovingly curl across his chest or how messy his brown hair is, like he just took off a helmet.

Did he just take off a motorcycle helmet?

No, don’t picture that, or I’ll never get out of here.

I take a step back since physically distancing myself seems like the best course of action to pull my mind out of the gutter.

His arms flex, and I’m distracted again, so when something knocks into the back of my legs, I don’t even consider trying to save myself.

I crumple.

I don’t hit the ground though. The beta catches me and holds me around the waist, keeping me upright.

I remain limp, hands resting on his chest.

That was not a swoon.

“Careful. It might be time to take a break. I can unload the rest of these for you,” he says.

I nod obediently, and he smiles before setting me on the edge of the trunk. After ensuring I’m steady, he unloads the rest of the crates.

I watch with rapt attention, especially after he takes off his jacket and tosses it next to me, unveiling more tattoos. Now that I’m not so stupefied, I recognize the shapes as machinery parts, nuts and bolts and other pieces I don’t have a name for, like a schematic. The black ink covers his arms and hands, all the way down to the tips of his fingers.

He goes back and forth, bending over, muscles bulging as he lifts the boxes.

“Where do I take these?” he asks, leaning against the arm of the cart.

I blink and look behind me at the empty van, finding he’s unloaded all the boxes already.

“Oh! Thanks. I can take it from here, you’ve done enough already,” I say, hopping off my perch.

I zoned out while watching him, and now I’m embarrassed I let him take over. I don’t even know this guy, and I’m letting him manhandle my flower. I mean flowers. Not my flower. I don’t even refer to it as a “flower” anyway.

I close the van slowly. He hasn’t left yet, and I’m not sure how to get rid of him politely.

Actually, I’m not sure if I want him to leave.

My plan really was to avoid alphas, and he’s a beta, so that’s not breaking my self-imposed alpha hiatus…

“It’s not a problem. I can unload them if you point me in the right direction,” he says.

I suppose I can take a little more time to decide whether I want to scare him off.

“Just through here,” I say, leading us to the back door of Queen of Hearts.

I stumble as I finally take my eyes off him long enough to see a large, shiny black motorcycle at the end of the alley.

I was right about the helmet hair.

But I can’t let that waylay me. I unlock the door before I start picturing how he looks riding the bike.

He grabs it and holds the door open for me to enter first, pulling the cart in after us.

I take him to our walk-in fridge where he unloads the boxes, and once again I let him do all the work because he told me to keep resting.

By the time he’s done, I still haven’t decided if I want to spend more time with him or not.

I don’t know why I’m thinking so hard about this. He probably doesn’t care about me other than helping a fellow townsperson in trouble, and even betas have a latent sense compelling them to help and protect omegas. I’m sure it has nothing to do with me specifically.

Rugged guys like him have never been interested in me. My exes were your typical business bros. None of them had tattoos or rode motorcycles or helped carry my things.

Wait, they never helped me carry things?

I wrack my brain, trying to remember the times my exes helped me. I can’t think of anything specific, but surely they were kind and helpful. There just wasn’t anything major I needed help with, so of course it wouldn’t be memorable when they did everyday things like hold a door open for me or…

Did they ever hold doors open for me? Not that my partners have to, but it is a polite thing to do. My exes must have opened doors for me over the years. I can’t have been the one opening doors every time, letting them walk through ahead of me.

Plenty of memories of me opening doors pop up.

Oh sure, those come to mind easily.

When I moved from Nerium to Artemisia, I packed up all my things by myself and drove the moving truck. My exes didn’t help with any of that. They didn’t help me unpack either, even though I moved there to be with them. Plus, they relocated without asking me, and I was left to follow along behind them.

I should have realized then that we weren’t right for each other, but I’ve always been independent. I just continued taking care of myself after we started dating, never stopping to think that a relationship should provide support.

Although I accepted this beta’s help gracefully, with little thought to my independent nature.

Speaking of which, he finished unloading the boxes a while ago and has been watching me while I have an internal debate.

At least I hope it was internal. Poppy said I was talking to myself out loud the other day, and I’ve been stressed recently because of my several awkward alpha run-ins, so it’s possible I was talking out loud again just now.

When he sees I’m no longer lost in thought, he smiles at me. Even my mouth wants to follow his lead, and I find myself with an answering smile.

“I’m sure new doors will open for you,” he says, still with that warm smile.

Fuck.

That doesn’t even tell me how much of what I was thinking made it out of my mouth. Did I just say something about no doors being opened for me, or did I mention my exes and how they didn’t seem to care for me at all except for what my body could do for them and how I’m only realizing that now?

The smile melts off my face, no longer trying to charm this handsome beta who is likely just another door to heartbreak. Though at least he’d hold the door open for me.

“Well, thanks for your help. You know where the door is…” I say awkwardly. Too much door talk, but there’s no fixing that now.

I force myself to look away from the striking figure he cuts in his dark shirt and worn jeans. We’re surrounded by shelves of colorful flowers, but somehow he draws the eye more than any of the flashy blooms.

His smile dims briefly, but he nods. “Alright, kitten. Let me know if you ever need help. I ride by often, so I’d be happy to stop in.”

“Sure,” I say.

But I won’t.

He traces a finger along the outline of the phone in his pocket, but I keep my face averted, and he gives up without asking for my number.

He follows me out of the fridge and back the way we came. I lean in the doorway, watching him walk down the alley to his bike.

I start to feel guilty for dismissing him so quickly just because I assumed he has bad intentions.

If he is interested in me romantically, I could see how it goes. Betas don’t have the intense drive to partner with an omega like alphas do, so it’s less likely that he only wants to be with me because of my designation. I still have no interest in getting roped into a pack just because I’m an omega.

“Wait!” I call out before I end up waffling about my decision for so long that he leaves.

I’m going to get out of my head and do what feels right. No more thinking.

Starting now.


Chapter 13
Daphne
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He turns back with a hopeful, eager look that I almost miss, quickly schooling his face into polite interest.

“I…” I didn’t think this through. What am I going to say? I don’t want you to leave me?

No, remember, no more thinking. Just go from brain to mouth, no analyzing thoughts beforehand.

“I have some pastries and coffee if you want to eat breakfast before you go. As a thank you for the help. My coworker dropped the food off fresh this morning from Tie Me in a Knot,” I say, sweetening my offer.

“That would be great, I love Tie Me in a Knot,” he says.

“Great,” I repeat with a smile.

He follows me back in, and I introduce myself, holding out my hand to shake like we’re at some stuffy business meeting.

“It’s nice to meet you. I’m Feliks,” he says, rough fingers gentle as he takes my hand. An electric shock travels up my arm, ensnaring me and rendering me immobile. Despite his gentle hold, his grip is like steel, and he easily moves my hand around as he shakes it.

When he releases me, my arm drops back to my side. I flex my fingers, trying to get normal feeling to return, but I can still feel the ghost of his hand wrapped around mine.

I take him to the employee kitchen and turn on the espresso machine before pulling the bakery bag out of the fridge.

“I’m not sure what kinds she got,” I say, sliding the contents of the bag out onto the counter.

“I’m not picky.”

He moves close to sort through the white paper-wrapped food, long fingers slipping beneath the edges and gently peeling it back to see what’s inside.

My breath catches as I watch him, and he smiles when he sees me looking.

Flustered, I spin away to prepare the coffee and try not to imagine him unwrapping other things. It’s unfortunate that I wore a white shirt today.

I put the coffee grounds in and start the first shot of espresso. I avoid looking at Feliks as I pull out the creamer, whipped cream, and two glasses.

“How do you take it?” I ask him.

“However you like it,” he replies in a low voice.

I turn away again to hide my red cheeks. If that’s the way he wants it, he’s going to get super creamed.

“The matcha and strawberry cream croissant, praline peanut croissant with stone fruit jam and peanut butter, and cherry and chocolate bowtie pastry all look good, I can’t decide,” he says.

“Take it all,” I say without turning around.

“I don’t want to eat everything before your coworkers get some.”

“It’s fine. Poppy already ate, and Anicka and I will just eat a few. There are plenty of extras.”

“You haven’t had breakfast yet?” Feliks asks in surprise.

“That shipment was delivered earlier than usual. I didn’t have time to eat before unloading things.”

“That’s even more reason to make sure you eat. You need calories to fuel you,” he says seriously, like we aren’t talking about whether I ate some bread this morning or not.

“I had coffee with lots of oat milk and creamer, so that’s plenty of energy,” I say defensively.

Feliks’s head drops. “That’s not the same as solid food with protein. Here, take this hot honey, microgreens, ham and Swiss croissant and tomato confit, roasted pesto, and mozzarella pastry, that’s a well-balanced meal,” he says, rifling through the packages to pull two out and hand them to me.

“Hey, you’re eating breakfast too,” I realize. “Why are you allowed to start your day without food, but I can’t? You’re the one who ended up moving most of the boxes.”

“I ate when I got up this morning, before working out, and it’s been a few hours, so I’m ready to eat again. It’s important to fuel yourself throughout the day, otherwise you risk getting jittery and crashing,” he lectures, pulling out plates and unwrapping our food.

I would argue that he can do what he wants and I’m not obligated to follow his advice, but he hands me a plate with the ham and tomato pastries, along with a rhubarb, lemon tonka bean custard and biscuit crumble pastry, and I take it without thinking. It’s too irresistible, I can’t deny I want it.

I take a bite of the tomato pastry while walking over to our little dinner table. Feliks opens the fridge and brings me a cold water bottle, taking the cap off before setting it in front of me. I absently nod my thanks, mouth full.

I’ve finished the tomato one, and I’m halfway through rhubarb custard when he grabs our coffees and his plate and joins me.

I pause my ravenous eating as he sits down. I knew this furniture was old and rickety, but it’s never seemed so precarious as it does now, Feliks’s muscles overflowing the small seat. His chair creaks ominously but holds, so I tentatively go back to eating.

It’s not just the chair that he dominates. His broad shoulders block the window behind him, casting the table in shadow. His legs are spread wide since he’s too tall for them to fit under the table. They bracket mine, my knees tucked between his. Feliks rests his hand next to his coffee cup after taking a sip, and it seems like it covers half the table.

Despite the obvious size mismatch, he hasn’t complained about the poor accommodations.

I watch him while I eat. Feliks lifts the cherry pastry to his mouth, full lips closing around it before pulling it away, leaving a perfectly formed bite mark.

The sight makes my neck tingle, and I rub at it to chase away the feeling.

I might need to read through the side effects of the suppressants I’m taking. I’ve never been so randomly horny as I have been this past week, attracted to strangers I just met. I think they’re suppressing the horny too much, and my omega is trying to break out and bang anyone she can.

“What are you thinking about?” Feliks says.

My “no overthinking” things plan didn’t last long.

“Uh—birds,” I say, the first thing that comes to mind. “Those giant birds have been hanging around the gazebo in the town square a lot recently. I was just wondering if they were plotting something. It’s so hard to tell with them, with their wide eyes and twitching tails.”

He chuckles. “It is hard to tell what they’re thinking.”

“Uh huh,” I agree dreamily, lost in Feliks’s chocolate eyes.

Luckily he takes over the conversation, bringing it around to more normal topics like how long have I worked here, have I always wanted to be a florist, what’s my favorite restaurant. I answer without hesitation, excited by his undivided attention.

Occasionally I pause, unsure if he really wants to hear all of my thoughts, like the backstory behind why I don’t like polka dots, but he always encourages me to continue, and the interest in his probing, doe eyes have me opening up again.

No matter what I say, Feliks seems interested and isn’t judgy at all, which is what makes me nervous when getting to know new people. I’ve always been somewhat of a loner I guess (besides my exes), and I rarely go out and socialize.

He even listens intently when I ramble about flowers and their meanings, telling him which ones are my favorite for various occasions. He asks questions about the meanings, spurring me on.

I want to learn more about him too, but whenever I ask, Feliks’s answers are brief, and he always shifts the conversation back to me.

When sunlight slants across the table, the sun finally high enough to reach over Feliks’s tall frame, that reminds me I’m supposed to be prepping for another busy day today. I need to unpack the crates before Poppy returns with more.

“Are you alright?” Feliks asks, putting his hand on my arm.

“I’m fine, just realized I should get back to work. It’s going to be a busy day,” I say reluctantly.

“Of course, I’ve taken up enough of your time. Thank you for letting me have breakfast with you,” Feliks says, sitting back.

I hadn’t even noticed we were leaning so close to each other while we chatted.

We stand up, and it almost seems like he grew taller since we’ve been sitting here as he towers over me.

“I enjoyed our talk, kitten. I’d like to do it again sometime.”

He holds out his hand for me to shake, and I duck my head to hide my silly smile as I shake it.

“I’d like that too,” I reply shyly. It’s been so long since I wanted someone to ask me out, my heart is pounding like crazy.

“How about we meet at Meat Cute this Friday at six? I’d offer to pick you up, but I don’t want you to accept a ride when you don’t know how good of a driver I am yet,” Feliks says with a teasing grin.

He remembered my favorite restaurant! And was nice enough to offer to pick me up without pressuring me to be alone in (or on) a vehicle with an almost stranger.

I’ve never been on a motorcycle before, so it’s probably best that he doesn’t pick me up. It would be embarrassing to fall off on our first date.

“I’d love to meet you there!” I practically squeal.

He grins, and we exchange numbers before I walk him back to the exit. I’m trying to play it cool and not bounce around too much with how excited am for our date.

Feliks pauses before opening the door and looks back at me.

I don’t know which of us moves first, but suddenly my hands are fisted in his shirt and his are in my hair.


Chapter 14
Daphne
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We meld together, Feliks’s lips fitting perfectly with mine.

Sparks travel through me, and our kiss intensifies quickly as I open my mouth for him.

My body is a riot, nerves firing off everywhere even though it’s just a kiss.

I dig my heels into Feliks’s back, pressing myself more firmly against him, and he groans and palms my ass. He grinds against me, although our height mismatch means my core is against his stomach, the friction making me desperate for more.

I tug harder on his shirt and vaguely hear something tear, but I’m too excited by the new patches of skin that are exposed to pay attention. I keep one arm around his neck and use the other to explore the planes of his chest, brushing through light curls as my hand travels down.

Feliks slides my shirt up and palms my breast, calloused fingers making me moan as they drag across my skin and squeeze my nipple. I press against his hand in a silent demand for more.

Instead, he removes his hand and pulls back. I whine in distress, trying to chase after his lips.

“I didn’t mean to go this far. You looked so precious I couldn’t stop myself from kissing you before I left. That was all I planned to do, I swear,” Feliks says, panting hard.

I hear him, but I don’t care that we just met and we’re making out in my place of work, I want more.

I pout at him, unable to think enough to form words, but he just smooths the hair back from my face and kisses my forehead. He lowers me to the ground (I’m not even sure when he picked me up), and I try to cling to him before a better idea strikes.

I let him set me on my feet and then grab his hand and lead him away from the exit.

Feliks huffs out a confused laugh. “Where are we going?”

I take us further down the hall, cutting the corner quickly in my haste and almost bouncing off the wall, until I reach our destination.

I push on the heavy door, and it slowly creaks open, having been neglected for too long.

I pull Feliks in and push him onto the couch we keep in the extra storeroom that we basically never use. Small clouds of dust billow up as he lands.

I must have surprised him, because I easily maneuvered him despite his size advantage. I turn on a small lamp and close the door before following him down onto the couch.

“Kitten.” He grabs my hips before I’m fully seated on his lap, keeping me suspended over him. “What are you doing?”

His hands flex on my hips, and I can see the strain he’s under after our kiss. I want to fix that for him, for both of us.

I push on Feliks’s shoulders to get him to lay back so I can help him, but he doesn’t budge. I’ve lost the advantage of surprise.

“I want to continue what we started. Don’t you?” I say.

His eyes flick down my body and pupils dilate with lust, but he clenches his jaw and returns his gaze to my face.

“I definitely enjoyed our kiss, but I didn’t mean to rush into this. I want to date you, get to know you. I’m not looking for a quick fling,” he says.

That cools my ardor.

Some people assume omegas are quick to get into bed, but it doesn’t seem like that’s what he’s suggesting. He sounds uncertain, like he’s worried I’m not interested in him for more than his body.

I tried to learn more about him at breakfast, but maybe Feliks just takes everything slowly, including opening up to someone.

That’s fine by me. I’m usually slow to open up too.

I’ve never felt this intense attraction before, and I let myself get carried away, assuming Feliks felt the same.

“I want that too. I’m not looking for just a quickie. I haven’t felt this way about someone in a long time. Or maybe ever,” I mumble the last part before continuing. “We’ll take things slow.”

I didn’t mean to pressure him, and now I feel bad for coming on so strong and dragging him back here.

I look away and try to get up so he can leave, but Feliks doesn’t let go.

“You’ve never felt this way before?” he asks in a strangely flat voice.

I glance at him from under my eyelashes, but I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

“No?” I say uncertainly.

It’s embarrassing to admit, but I’ve never felt so out of control with a partner, not even during my heats. Sure, my omega made me crave sex and knots, but I didn’t crave my exes specifically. I should have realized that wasn’t a good sign, but to be fair, I had no experience otherwise.

Feliks stares at me for what feels like an eternity but is probably only a few seconds.

“Fuck it,” he says and crushes his lips to mine.

He pushes his tongue into my mouth before I catch up with our change of plans, but once I do, I eagerly suck on it and Feliks groans.

I moan as he drags my pussy along the ridge of his cock and tangle my fingers in his hair, tugging on it to spur him on. He thrusts up into me, and I work to match his rhythm, scratching at his back and pulling on his shirt, overwhelmed by the feelings zapping through me.

Feliks kisses along my jaw up to my ear, teasing it with his teeth. I whine at the feeling of his teeth so close to my neck. He brushes his lips down my throat but doesn’t bite it.

I return the favor, but after a few kisses and licks, I can’t help biting my way across his neck to his shoulder and digging my teeth in. Feliks bucks up into me and moans, grinding me hard against his cock.

My new favorite toy is suddenly tugged out of my mouth, and I flip through the air to land on the cushy couch. I open my eyes wide in surprise and find Feliks already straddling me, yanking his torn shirt off.

I prop myself up to touch this new treat, but only get to stroke his chest briefly before he pushes me back down. He puts his hand on my neck, using his thumb to tilt my chin up for a hard kiss.

When he lifts the hem of my shirt, I raise my arms to help him get it off.

Feliks stares down at my exposed chest before diving in to cup my breasts and press his face against them, kissing and licking.

I drag my nails across his back as he teases me, rubbing my slick-drenched thighs together. Before I get too desperate, Feliks shifts to kiss my stomach and slide my pants partway down my thighs.

Feliks gets up to take off his own pants. I watch as he hastily unzips his jeans, glad he’s as eager for this as I am. He pulls his jeans and boxers down together, large cock leaning toward me. Precum is already dripping down the side, making me thirsty.

I’ve never seen a beta’s cock in person before, but Feliks’s seems just as big as any alphas’, it just doesn’t have a knot, the bulge at the base that would swell and lock us together.

With no knot to stop us, we could keep going after he comes, depending on his stamina and interest. In the past, there were times I wanted to keep going, but my exes locked us together before I was ready for things to end.

I try to kneel on the couch, but Feliks left my pants hampering me, so I’m struggling to get up.

Before I can get to his cock, Feliks pushes his jeans down and kicks them off, having already toed off his boots while I was distracted by the show.

He pushes me back on the couch again, kneeling to pull off my shoes and pants.

He lifts my feet, putting one over his shoulder and the other on the couch, spreading my legs wide for his broad shoulders to fit between them.

His breath is hot on my white cotton-covered pussy. Feliks looks up at me as he licks my pussy, only the thin material separating us. I whine and try to press closer, but his arms on my thighs keep me trapped on the couch.

Feliks keeps licking, teasing me through the fabric and tracing the slick that trickled down my thighs.

He presses his tongue in like he’s trying to get it inside me, stretching the fabric.

A tearing sound follows a sudden sting on my hip as Feliks rips off my underwear.

Now that there’s nothing between us, he circles his tongue around my clit, making me buck, and pushes his tongue in. His nose bumps my clit as he undulates his tongue, my slick dripping down his chin.

I hold on to his hair and grab the back of the couch to brace myself while he eats me.

It doesn’t take long for me to come, legs shaking as Feliks holds me open so he can keep licking me through my orgasm.

He’s still licking by the time I come down, making my muscles twitch as the pleasure builds again. It’s too much and not enough, but I’m jittery and can’t muster up the strength to go after what I really want.

I settle for pathetically tugging on his hair to get his attention before saying, “Put your cock in me. Now.”

Feliks jolts like my voice caused an electric shock and stands up, aligning our hips.

I’m so busy being smug he followed my order that I almost miss watching him guide his cock in.

I moan as it stretches me, my slick making it easier for him to work the big head in. He thrusts shallowly, slowly pushing farther in. I tighten my legs around his hips to urge him on, but Feliks puts a hand on my collarbone to hold me in place while he continues at his own pace.

The anticipation is driving me into a frenzy, when I’d rather he be driving me into the couch. I whine and scratch at his arms, but he just gives me a stern look.

Eventually he puts his knees on the edge of the couch and thrusts forward, giving me half of his cock. My legs twitch and shake with every slow withdrawal and thrust, but I need more, more of him.

His cock hits a sensitive spot, and I let out a plaintive whine at the gentle torment. It makes my eyes water, needing more but being denied. I scratch at him again, digging my nails into his arms and shoulders.

This time I get more of a reaction, and he puts his hand on my neck, thumb lightly pressing on the base of my throat.

“Behave, kitten,” Feliks says firmly.

I freeze and stare up at him, wide-eyed. I like this dominant side of him…but I still want what I want, and I’m not getting it.

I slowly and deliberately dig my nails into his arms again while maintaining eye contact. He clenches his jaw but otherwise doesn’t move or try to stop me.

I don’t press too deeply, not wanting to actually injure him, but I keep my nails there, waiting to see what he’ll do next.

“So you want to be a bad kitten?”

I nod several times. “Yes,” I answer breathily.

My heart is racing in anticipation, and maybe some nervousness, because I don’t really know Feliks that well and don’t know what he’ll do. My pussy clenches around him, and my slick drips down to pool on the couch beneath us.

Feliks growls, not a real one like an alpha, but a deep sound, the closest a beta can make to a true growl. It doesn’t matter to me or my omega that it’s not an alpha sound. I thrill at the noise, eager for him to let go and give us everything he’s holding back.

He increases the pressure on my neck slightly before asking, “Are you sure about that?”

“Yes,” I repeat, willing to let him do anything he wants at this point.

I’m surprised when he smiles, but I only see the flash of teeth briefly before he pulls out and flips me over.

He pulls me to my knees, but when I try to get up on my elbows, he pushes my upper back down so my face is on the cushion.

He lets go after ensuring I’ll stay in that position and kneels behind me, spreading my legs wide.

Feliks rubs my ass and thighs, spreading slick around as he runs his hands through the mess I’ve made.

I have the cushions in a white-knuckled grip.

He hooks one hand around my hip to hold me steady. I squeak as his other hand connects with the side of my ass, the sudden crack loud in the small room. The sting is there, but it’s not very intense, the sensation only heightening the rest of my feelings.

My pussy clenches, wanting attention, but I don’t mind the pause in fucking if this is going to be the interlude. Hopefully when his cock returns, he brings this energy with it.

Feliks rubs the spot he just hit, making me shiver.

“Is that alright?” he asks.

“Yes. More.” I wiggle my ass.

Feliks lets out a low laugh. “Tell me if I need to stop.”

He pinches my cheek before spanking it again. I twitch and moan, more slick dripping down my thighs as all the feeling centers in my lower half, nerves going wild. He slaps my thigh, speeding up his spanks all over my ass and leg, before switching hands to leave stinging brands on the other side.

I whimper as he plays with me and slowly inch back, keeping my face against the couch and moving my knees back, wanting his cock inside me too.

Feliks continues spanking me, so I don’t think he notices I’m getting closer. If I rub against his cock, I think I can tempt him into putting it inside me while he spanks me.

But Feliks grabs my thighs and halts my progress. He squeezes them, brushing his thumbs along the edge of my lips, so close to where I want him. Now that he’s stopped, I can feel my entire backside throbbing, pussy aching.

“What do you think you’re doing, kitten?” he says.

“More,” I whine.

“More?” He uses his fingers to spread my lips wide.

I moan incoherently.

Feliks holds me open as he guides his cock to my entrance. He holds it there, head barely pressing against me, my pussy drooling on it.

I whine again, and he fists a hand in the back of my hair, pressing my head into the couch. He throws his weight forward, lifting my knees as he shoves his cock deep.

The suddenness leaves me breathless, but I don’t have time to adjust. Feliks barely pulls out before slamming in again, and again and again, still holding my head in place so I don’t slide away. My nipples rub against the couch as he bounces me, still sensitive from Feliks playing with them.

I claw at the cushions, pleasure zinging through me as his cock hits deep, stroking all the pleasurable spots inside me. The sound of Feliks driving his cock into my dripping pussy is loud enough that I can hear it over my whimpers and his grunts.

He spanks me several times in quick succession without slowing. I whimper as the mild pain mixes with pleasure and starts to tip me over the edge.

I don’t notice him readjusting until it’s too late. Feliks pinches my clit, summoning my orgasm, which hits like lightning. My body quivers and shakes, and I squirt on his thighs.

Feliks fucks me through my orgasm and eventually I’m limp except for the aftershocks, but his fingers keep rubbing me. He tugs on my clit, like he wants me to come again.

I don’t have the strength to push his hand away, and while I know he would stop if I asked him to, I don’t. I let him do what he wants with me, assuming he has a fun plan in mind.

I’ve never had a partner take charge of my body like this. It’s freeing to let someone else be responsible for my pleasure.

I want to do the same for him, bring Feliks pleasure too. I want his come in me, I want it to fill me until I’m overflowing and it drips down my thighs. I want his scent all over me, though the earthy, wild yarrow scent is still stuck in my nose, so I’m not even sure what he smells like.

My legs jerk again as he plays with my oversensitive clit, and I whine but don’t stop him. I’ve never orgasmed twice in a row, and I already came earlier. Maybe if he did this during my heat I could, but not right now. Then again, my partners have never been like this.

My eyes roll back, and I don’t think my legs are supporting me at all, it’s just Feliks holding me up so he can fuck me.

“You’re such a good kitten,” Feliks croons. “So good. I want you to come for me again.”

I whine. Want to be good for him. Don’t know if I can.

He keeps talking in that low, deep voice, praising me and giving commands. I want to please him, but I have no control over myself, he’s in charge of my body.

“Very good, kitten. You want to be my good kitten, don’t you?” Feliks says.

I respond with a high-pitched whine.

“Then be my good kitten and come for me. Now.”

And I do.

My body goes from limp to tense in less than a second as I come. It’s a bigger release than I’ve ever felt before, like I’m gushing on him.

My pussy milks him, needing his come. Feliks is barely pulling out now as he thrusts while I squeeze him. He slows even more, rubbing his cock deep inside me.

Feliks comes with a groan, heat filling me until eventually I feel it on my thighs, dripping down my legs.

I assume he’s done when he stops moving and just holds his cock inside me. It feels good and makes me happy that he’s choosing to stay close, even though he doesn’t have to.

“Good kitten,” Feliks says, breathing hard.

I would be smug that I left him breathless, except I’m so wrecked I can’t even move. I think Feliks gets all the credit, he fucked me so good he ruined me.

He strokes my hair, fingers sliding through to massage the scalp. Once he’s recovered, Feliks pulls out and turns me over.

I smile up at him fuzzily, still not over the most thorough fucking of my life. He smiles back and strokes my cheek before leaning down for some gentle kisses.

“Was that okay? Not too rough for my kitten?”

My heart flutters hearing him call me his (so does my pussy, but it already had its turn being claimed by Feliks).

“It was amazing,” I sigh happily.

Feliks kisses me again, more thoroughly this time, sucking on my tongue.

He abruptly cuts off the kiss and pulls away. “You know you can tell me ‘no’ whenever. We just met, and I wouldn’t normally be so…intense, but it seemed like we were both into it. I hope you feel safe enough to tell me if it was too much, or if you don’t want to do this again.”

I tear up.

“I liked everything we did,” I sniffle. “Was it good for you too? I didn’t do much.”

Feliks gathers me in his arms and sets me on his lap. I tuck my head against his chest.

“It was amazing. You were perfect, kitten, and I enjoyed making you feel good. I wanted to make sure you don’t have any regrets. If you do, please tell me,” Feliks says, chest rumbling comfortingly under my ear as he talks.

I’m calmer already. I’ve never reacted like this after sex, but maybe the intense highs and lows have my emotions all mixed up too. I vaguely recall hearing that emotional drops are common after sex like that.

“It was just what I wanted. I’m looking forward to our next date,” I say, blushing.

Feliks puts his hand on my cheek and tilts my face up, looking into my eyes.

“Me too. I want to get to know you better,” he says.

I smile, and Feliks kisses me softly, cuddling me. I drift between sleep and wakefulness, no worries on my mind.

Our time together ends with a bang, the loud noise startling me so much that I jolt and bang my head on Feliks’s chin. He tightens his arms around me so I don’t fall off his lap.


Chapter 15
Daphne
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The noise penetrating our bubble of bliss reminds me I still have to work today.

That actually, I’m at work.

And that I’m naked and covered in come at work!

Feliks must realize it at the same time I do, because he stands up with me still in his arms and checks to make sure the door is locked.

He discovers what I already knew, that there is no lock on the storeroom door. But Feliks isn’t deterred, sliding a nearby table over to block it so no one can burst in and catch us in the buff.

He sets me on the couch and grabs a box of cloth napkins to clean us up.

“Daphne! Daphne, are you back here?” Poppy calls down the hallway.

I pale and look around for my clothes, but Feliks is already there, holding out my pants for me to put my legs through. I stand up, and he buttons it before helping me put my shirt on.

Feliks yanks on his own clothes while I frantically pat myself down to make sure there’s nothing out of place. I hardly pay attention as he lifts my feet one at a time to put my shoes on, too busy panicking.

I do notice that his shirt is torn down the middle, so now the V-neck reaches his belly button. I frown, vaguely remembering manhandling Feliks’s shirt.

Poppy calls out for me again, spurring me to action. I scurry over to the door and press my ear against it, but don’t hear anything else.

I look back at Feliks to see if he’s ready to sneak out of here, and he nods.

I nod back, ready to begin our covert mission.

Feliks lifts the table and sets it to the side.

I crack the door open and peek out. I don’t see anyone, so I step out and gesture for him to follow me.

Feliks follows me quietly down the hall, and we’re halfway to the exit when Poppy calls to me from the front of the store. I grab his hand and pull him along faster.

I don’t break stride once we reach the door, shoving it open and walking us out to safety. The coast is clear, and I release Feliks’s hand so he can get out of here.

I’m so worried about being caught I don’t even think about saying goodbye, starting back for the shop. Feliks catches my hand and pulls me back, giving me a hard kiss.

“I’ll see you on Friday,” he says with a grin that makes my breath come out in a shaky exhale.

I watch him walk away and get on his bike before I remember I need to get back to work.

In my hurry, I carelessly let the door slam behind me.

“Daphne, is that you?” Poppy calls out.

“It’s me. I just stepped out for a minute. Is the next shipment ready to be unloaded?”

If I pretend I wasn’t even here, then it’s less likely she’ll suspect I was messing around at work.

We meet in the hallway.

“Sure, if you’re done with the boxes from What Lies Beneath, you’re welcome to help,” Poppy says.

“Of course,” I say.

“Great, thanks!” she says perkily.

I relax as I follow her back to the alley.

It seems I got away with my unprofessional behavior.

Seeing Flower Gully’s name on the boxes reminds me. “Did you happen to see a green sweater at the farm? I think I dropped it when I was there the other day,” I say casually.

“Oh! I didn’t, but I can call and ask about it if you want,” Poppy says, too helpfully.

“Uh, no. Don’t worry about it. I’ll get it another time,” I say, mentally writing off that article of clothing.

I sigh wistfully but comfort myself with the thought that I still have dozens of other cozy sweaters.

We load the cart without mishap and bring it inside.

It’s not until later that I realize my underwear is gone.

A few silently panicked hours after that, I’m able to sneak away from Poppy and Anicka and look for my underwear in the storage room.

I search everywhere but can’t find them, and have to admit defeat.

I grab the cloth napkins we used to clean up with so I can wash them at home and return them. If I do that, my coworkers will be none the wiser about what Feliks and I got up to in here.

As long as no one stumbles upon my underwear.


Chapter 16
Sterling
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Iwait anxiously in the front hallway, hoping Kieran hurries up so we can get out of here before any of our packmates ask what we’re doing.

I pace back and forth, rubbing my hands together and wishing I were mixing cookie dough between them.

We’re going to meet with the stalker guy Kieran found, Roman, and see if he found out anything about our omega.

I know it’s not fair to call the investigator a stalker, but I think my mind is trying to project my own stalkerish feelings onto someone else. If Roman is the one doing the actual stalking, then I’m not to blame for stalking my omega. I’m simply requesting information about her so I can find her again.

I stop and bare my teeth at the thought of anyone stalking my omega but me.

I shake my head hard and resume pacing, though I can’t quite stop my lip from curling.

Okay, no one else is allowed to follow her around but me, but it’s okay that I’m trying to stalk her, I mean “investigate” her, because I think she should join our pack and we’d make her happy and she’s so perfect and we should be together forever.

Once Roman figures out who she is, we won’t need him anymore, and he won’t have anything else to do with our omega.

I comfort myself with that thought. He’s just a means to an end, not a threat to my omega.

If Roman didn’t already have a bonded omega of his own, I would have gone wild at the thought of him chasing after mine.

As it is, I’ve been very calm about the whole thing.

I glance at the clock for the twentieth time. None of our packmates are home, but I still worry about being caught. Feliks went on a ride this morning and will probably be out for a while. Ciro went to work early as usual, and Alister’s car is gone, so he must be working at the office.

I also went to work at the usual time, but cleverly snuck home after a few hours.

Kieran is supposed to be ready at nine so we can go meet Roman at Pen and Tellem Bookstore.

It’s still a few minutes until nine, and I’m sure he’s cleaning up after painting, so there’s no point in going up to remind him.

I continue wearing a hole in our rug while I wait downstairs like a normal person.

No one else is here, no one else is here, I chant to myself while I pace.

I can’t tell the others to know about our omega yet, because then I’ll have to tell them I lost her, and I don’t even know if she likes me.

I wring my hands faster.

“What are you doing home?” Alister says.

I jump and stagger backwards into the wall, trying to face the threat while also being scared out of my mind.

“Uh, um, nothing. Just came home to have lunch with Kieran,” I say, recovering quickly. I unclench my hand from where it’s clutching my chest.

Alister simply raises an eyebrow, making me want to spill my secret immediately. I don’t want to disappoint him by keeping things from him.

A door slams, making us turn, and conveniently breaking the authoritarian hold Alister has on me.

The man isn’t able to turn off his dominant aura, and it always makes me want to roll over immediately and give him whatever he wants.

Luckily for us, Alister only uses his aura for good, and doesn’t try to control us with it.

Not often, at least.

When he does give us “strong suggestions,” they’re about things in our own best interest, like don’t experiment with mercury paint without using protective equipment, or make sure you go to the doctor for checkups even though doctors scare you.

Alister always comes with me to my doctor appointments though, so I don’t mind too much that he makes me go.

Ciro stomps past without acknowledging us, headed toward his rooms.

Kieran appears at the top of the stairs, glancing at Ciro’s retreating form, before ambling down to join us.

“Ready to go pick up those books?” Kieran says to me.

“Yep. Yes. Ready. Let’s go,” I respond in a higher pitch than usual.

I edge around Alister to escape to the garage, but his voice stops me before I get more than a few steps.

“I thought you were going to get lunch,” Alister says.

I clear my throat before answering, hoping that will make my voice go back to normal. “Right, lunch after books. Kieran wanted to pick up some painting books, and I wanted to see if the bookstore has any new cookbooks. Then lunch at Miner’s Diner. Do you want to join us?”

I thought offering for Alister to come with us would make it seem like I wasn’t lying about what we’re doing, but I didn’t consider what we would do if he actually agrees. Surely he’ll say no.

Alister considers for long moments while I look at a painting of a beach on our wall (so I appear casual and unbothered about the invitation, like I’m not lying about the purpose of our excursion).

“Thanks, but I have a business meeting in an hour. You two have fun,” he finally responds.

I slump, relieved my ploy worked, but hurriedly correct myself and stand up straight. I subtly jerk my head at Kieran, gesturing that we should leave before Alister interrogates us further.

Kieran nods back at me. “Right, we’re off. See you later,” he tells Alister.

I scuttle to the garage, eager to get away from Alister’s prying eyes, sure, but even more excited that with each step I’m closer to finding my omega.
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Roman said he hasn’t felt the need to set up an office since moving to Starsfalls, going virtual for most of his work.

Hence, that's why we’re meeting him at the bookstore. It has small rooms you can borrow for a quiet place to read, or in our case, privacy for a meeting.

I presume our meeting location also has to do with the fact that Roman’s omega works part time at the bookstore. Kieran chats with Alice at the front desk while we wait for Roman.

I shift impatiently, and Kieran is getting a concentrated dose of my irritated feelings in the bond, since I’m hiding them from the rest of our packmates so they don’t get suspicious.

Kieran doesn’t let on, though, casually talking with Alice about her current read, some cowboy book.

I’m too keyed up to make polite small talk, though it’s not like I’m very good at that to begin with.

Unless it’s about food, I have a hard time making casual conversation with strangers or acquaintances.

Roman finally saunters up to the front fifteen minutes before our scheduled appointment time.

Kieran introduces us, and we shake hands.

I work to calm my breathing. Soon I’ll know more about my omega, maybe even her name!

Roman gets a room key from Alice, and we follow him up to the second floor.

He locks the door behind us and takes one of the seats arranged around a high coffee table. I hurry over to sit on the couch closet to him, hovering on the edge of my seat. Kieran joins me a moment later.

I’m practically vibrating by the time Roman opens his laptop and pulls something up on it. He turns the screen around to show us the photo from my security camera.

I lean forward to touch the woman on the screen.

“I take it this is the omega you’re looking for?” Roman asks in an amused voice.

“Yes, that’s her,” I say without looking away.

Roman takes the laptop back, and I try to follow it, almost falling off the couch. Kieran settles me back with a hand on my shoulder.

“I discussed this with Kieran already, but before we continue, I want to go over it again. I need to hear it from you directly, Sterling,” Roman says.

His stern demeanor makes me twitch, but he doesn’t have as much power in his order as Alister can wield.

“I understand wanting to find your omega,” Roman continues, “but are you sure she wants you to find her? I’m not going to help you harass someone, and I’ll be keeping track of you to make sure you don’t do anything untoward.”

He pauses to give us a hard look.

I sit up straight despite my nerves. If I can just talk to her one more time, then I can ask if she wants to go on a date. If she says no, I’ll leave her alone.

I would never actually stalk her if I knew for sure she isn’t interested.

“How did you meet and why do you think I should help you find her?” Roman says.

I take a deep breath to steady myself, so I’m coherent and can show that I’m trustworthy. I exhale, and launch into describing the brief, bright time I spent with my omega. I tell them how perfect she was, how amazing and sweet and precious. However, I’m also forced to admit how I messed things up and almost got her hurt because I let her slip in cake, and lost her when I went to clean up my mess.

When I finish, Roman is watching me with an inscrutable expression.

I fret he won’t help us, but I told him the truth, so there’s nothing else I could have done.

While waiting to hear his verdict, I’m already thinking about the other ways I can try to find our omega if Roman won’t help us. I could get Kieran to draw her portrait, and we could print out posters with the picture saying we’re looking for this omega, and if found, please call us.

No, that sounds creepy.

And I don’t want a bunch of other alphas looking for her.

I could put up posters about myself and say the Flourist is giving out free cake to the customer who had to run out before we could serve her after a “cake incident.”

There, that sounds better.

“And if I find out who she is, what do you plan to do?” Roman eventually asks.

“I want to ask her out, get to know her. Unless you find out she’s already in a closed relationship. Then there’s no reason to bother her. I wouldn’t be able to be just friends when I want her to join our pack,” I say.

After another hard stare that I don’t look away from (so focused on my omega that I forget to avoid eye-contact like I usually do to show I’m unbothered and not lying), Roman nods in acceptance.

“Her name is Daphne, and she works at Queen of Hearts. She moved to Starsfalls about six months ago, which explains why you’ve not run across her until now. Flourist draws everyone in eventually,” he says with a chuckle.

Daphne I think dreamily. What a perfect name for our omega.

And a florist! I can’t wait to talk to her about her favorite plants and make her lots of desserts with the most delicious flowers and herbs I have.

I’m so overjoyed I don’t even think to thank Roman for the compliment.

“She works at Queen of Hearts?” I say to confirm I heard the amazing news correctly.

“I’m surprised we didn’t run into her at Pack Leof’s bonding ceremony. They’re the ones who did the flowers, right? You didn’t see her when you dropped off the desserts?” Kieran asks me.

I could have found my omega a whole week earlier! Gotten to know her in a romantic environment and not embarrassed myself and scared her off.

Kieran squeezes my arm, grounding me, and I clear away the negative thoughts spinning a web in my mind. I won’t get caught in that trap.

“There wasn’t anyone there except for the bonding party. Do you think Ciro knows her? He must, he’s always dropping things off at Queen of Hearts,” I say with a frown.

Surely he knows Daphne. Ciro delivers most things himself, even though he has employees he could delegate that to.

Maybe Ciro doesn’t like Daphne.

Kieran rubs my back as I hyperventilate.

How will our pack work if Ciro doesn’t like her? I know he has hangups about omegas, but I thought if he got to know her, he’d like her and eventually grow to love her.

That must be it, Ciro just hasn’t given Daphne a chance yet. I’m sure it’s because they’re both professionals who would never consider doing something romantic with someone they work with and risk damaging their business relationship.

It will all be fine.

I’ll see if Daphne likes me and we can go from there. I’m sure the rest of our pack will love her, and vice versa. Ciro is the only wild card when it comes to omegas or mates, but I know he’ll like her too if he gives love a chance.

After settling myself down, I notice Kieran is still rubbing my back and saying something in a soothing voice. I pat his forearm to let him know I’m fine.

We’ll get our omega. Ciro will just have to work through his issues so he’s ready for her.

Roman waits patiently for me to calm down before continuing. “Do you want her number? Or do you plan to visit her in person since it sounds like you already have a connection to her?”

I want to know everything about her, but calling her out of the blue seems like a step too far for my stalking plan. It’s bad enough I’ll have to follow her to work, but to be fair, she came to my work first. If she seems uninterested, I’ll leave and never bother her again.

It’s unfortunate I can’t get Ciro to introduce us. For one thing, he’s more likely to scare her off, whether on purpose or by accident, based on the past acerbic interactions I’ve seen between him and our potential partners. For another, if Daphne isn’t interested, it will just make it awkward that one of her shop’s biggest suppliers asked her out while she’s trapped at work.

“We don’t need more information. I’ll stop by Queen of Hearts and see how things go from there,” I say.

Roman leans back in his seat with an approving look, which makes my heart skip a beat.

“That sounds like a good idea. Is there anything else you need?”

“No, this was great. Thanks for your help,” Kieran says.

We shake hands with Roman before leaving.

I’m just as jittery as when we came in, but now I know my omega’s name, Daphne, and I know how to find her!

Next, I need to figure out how to make a good second impression. I should definitely bring her cookies. Little risk of slippage that way.

We say goodbye to Alice as Roman returns the room key. Alice barely manages a half-wave before returning to her book, Big Tex and a Good Hard Trucking.

Once Kieran and I are back on the sidewalk, I inhale a big lungful of air, feeling refreshed and hopeful now that I know more about Daphne (I can’t even think her name without feeling all warm and fuzzy).

“Are you going to go see her now?” Kieran says.

His question makes me realize I’m facing the direction of Queen of Hearts, staring down the street like I’ll suddenly develop x-ray vision and be able to see through the buildings to check on my omega.

“No,” I eventually answer. “I want to plan out what I’m going to say. We have a love of plants in common, so I can use that to strike up a conversation. Besides, I want to make some of my best cookies to bring her.”

“I’ll tell her you say hi,” Kieran says, taking a step toward Queen of Hearts.

I sputter incoherently and consider tackling him.

Kieran stops and turns back with a laugh. “Just kidding.”

“Rude,” I grumble.

Kieran bumps his shoulder against mine good-naturedly.

“I’m not sure I would recognize her anyway, your security camera isn’t very clear,” he says.

I sputter again. “Wouldn’t recognize her? She’s amazing! You would know it’s her from across the street, from across town! If there weren’t any buildings in the way. Even if you couldn’t see her, you’d be able to sense that she’s our mate.”

Kieran still looks skeptical, but I’m not worried. He’ll realize how special she is once they meet.

Kieran drops me off at the bakery before returning home to his studio. We’ll strategize later about our meet-cute with our cute omega, Daphne.

I’m not sure how I’ll make it through the day without anyone asking why I’m sighing dreamily every few minutes.

We’ll be reunited so soon, I can practically taste Daphne’s silky sweet floral vanilla scent.


Chapter 17
Alister
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Sterling and Kieran are still behaving strangely.

I’ve had to reel myself in multiple times over the last few days, not giving in to the urge to question them until they tell me what’s going on.

I never intended to be an authority figure in this pack, but our dynamics sometimes shift in that direction. Even when I make very sure not to order my packmates around, they tend to listen to my opinions and do what I suggest anyway, especially Sterling.

Kieran’s tells are more subtle, but even without Sterling’s obvious avoiding eye-contact to seem like he’s not hiding anything move, it’s clear Kieran is part of whatever is going on.

I loosen my cuffs as I walk back to my office.

I will not follow Ciro to question him about why he’s home at this time, and in such a snit. He’s been extra moody ever since Pack Leof’s bonding ceremony, but that doesn’t explain why he’s home in the middle of a workday.

The only one who isn’t acting strangely is Feliks. Maybe I’ll ask him if he knows what Kieran and Sterling are up to. Although I don’t want to be tempted into giving them my opinion on something they’re trying to hide from me.

I flex my fingers before logging into my email. I can channel my instincts into my work rather than my pack.

A door slams, and I pause, my fingers hovering over the keys. I refocus on the email from Darcy, my assistant, suggesting we celebrate the completion of our latest project with a small get-together for our team and partnering companies.

If Darcy weren’t so good at his job, I would have transferred him to another department years ago. I don’t care for all the company parties he suggests, standing around making small talk and praising everyone’s hard work, looking like a jackass when I know they’d rather have a bonus than have their boss throw a silly party where they have to stand around and schmooze.

Of course I still give them a monetary bonus, but I’d rather skip the unnecessary socializing. And Darcy keeps suggesting them, so I keep providing. Since he’s closer to the workers than I am, I assume he knows that at least some of them like the gatherings. Our partnering companies enjoy being schmoozed, or at least their managers do, so overall I suppose it’s a good idea.

With a flick of my wrist, I reply in the affirmative, telling Darcy he has free rein to plan it without my input.

Party planning does not soothe my controlling instincts.

I read through the rest of my emails, tensing every so often when a door or cabinet slams in the distance.

I move on to reviewing other work documents when I run out of emails. Another loud bang has me out of my chair and halfway across the room before I realize it.

I can’t hold back any longer. All this knocking around is sure to damage something. Ciro can have a fit all he wants if he won’t accept our help, but I draw the line at creating a mess.

I walk swiftly down the hall, angling toward where I heard the last thump.

I find Ciro in the upper lounge, tossing cushions off the couch. I grab his forearm to stop him from rumpling the next cushion he’s aiming for.

“Do you need help finding something?” I ask mildly.

“No. I just need my arm back,” Ciro says tightly, jaw clenched.

When I don’t let go, Ciro pulls the pillow off with his free hand. I sigh and release him, watching him rifle through the rest of the furniture in the room.

When he’s done, he walks to the door but stops short. I know Ciro feels the weight of my stare, but I’m not sure if it’s enough to compel him to explain why he’s on a tear. I can’t feel anything from him in the bond except for surface-level irritation, all deeper thought blocked from prying senses.

“Have you seen a clipboard with my order sheets from Seedy Company?” he asks tersely.

I resist the urge to raise an eyebrow. “No, but I’ll help you look. Where have you checked?”

I help him search the other common rooms, hoping that if we look long enough, he’ll eventually reveal what’s really upsetting him.

Except Ciro gets more tense the longer we look, and he hasn’t divulged anything despite my subtle prompts.

I lean against the kitchen counter as he sorts through the mail stack for the third time.

“Walk me through your day up to the last time you had it,” I say.

Ciro snorts. “I already retraced my steps, thanks,” he says sarcastically.

After flipping through the mail again, he drops it, letters scattering across the table, and hangs his head.

“I brought the order sheets home last night. I worked on them in my room before going to bed and looked over the seed catalogue this morning while I got ready. I know I had the clipboard at breakfast because I almost spilled my coffee on it. I cleaned up my dishes and drove to work. I checked emails in my office for about half an hour before going to place the order, which is when I realized the paperwork wasn’t at my desk,” Ciro says.

“Is there something else on your mind?”

He glares at me. “I can’t misplace something without it being a midlife crisis? I just set something down and don’t remember where.”

“Mid-life?” I inquire.

“You know what I mean,” he grumbles.

“I don’t think I do. Do you mean you’ve been in such a bad mood recently that you’re worried it’s prematurely aging you, and you’re catching up to me in age?”

“You’re an asshole,” Ciro says before storming out.

I consider following him and pushing a bit more to see if we can get out whatever’s festering inside him.

The garage door opens before I make up my mind, and I let Ciro leave without chase.

I slowly walk back to my office to see if anything has come up to distract me from my packmates’ secrets.

When the garage door sounds again a short time later, I take my time getting up to check on Ciro, not wanting to seem like I’ve been waiting to ambush him (even though I kind of am).

I don’t find him when I venture out, and checking in the bond I realize it’s Feliks that’s nearby, not Ciro.

I turn toward his room so I can have a normal conversation with a packmate for the first time today.

I follow the faint scent trail of vanilla bean custard to Feliks’s room. He must have stopped by Flourist while he was out.

His door is closed, so I knock once before saying, “Feliks, do you want some steak? I’m about to make an early lunch if you want to come down.”

“Uh, sure. I’ll be there in a bit,” he says through the door.

I frown, surprised he didn’t open it to reply. Actually, he rarely closes it during the day.

I take a deep breath and let it out. I’m just on edge because of the others. There’s no reason to analyze Feliks too, looking for things to involve myself in.

“See you down there,” I say, leaving him to whatever he’s doing.

I pull out a cast-iron skillet and start heating it.

I don’t mind being in the kitchen, but unlike Sterling, I almost abhor baking. It relies heavily on formulas, which results in me spending a great deal of time measuring ingredients exactly and checking temperatures frequently while things bake.

Sterling says there’s still room for variation in baking, but that doesn’t work for my mind. If a recipe will fail because I didn’t weigh the flour exactly or have the correct proofing temperature for the dough, I’ll get too focused on following each step precisely and won’t enjoy the process.

Cooking allows for more variation, and I don’t feel the need to control it as strictly to ensure it turns out well.

Once the steak is seared to perfection, I plate it and add some leftover tabbouleh from the fridge.

Feliks comes in just as I take out the silverware, and I hand his plate over.

He thanks me, pushing his wet hair out of his eyes, and digs in.

I join him at the counter, and we eat silently. I watch him shovel the food into his mouth, barely finishing chewing before he takes another bite.

“Rough ride?” I ask after he’s cleared his plate.

I cut another slice of steak, barely halfway through my meal.

“It was a hot ride.” Feliks clears his throat. “But amazing. Just felt like I could go for a refreshing shower,” he says, scrubbing a hand through his damp hair.

Unfortunately, I spoke too soon about Feliks being the only one acting normally.

Somehow I refrain from commenting anything beyond that I’m glad he had a good time.

Being left out of my packmates’ lives makes my control issues worse, but they aren’t obligated to tell me everything. As long as their secrets aren’t going to hurt the pack or themselves, it’s their right to have privacy.

It’s up to me to find another way to get some stress relief.

Feliks fidgets while he waits for me to finish eating and quickly helps me clean up before dashing off to work.

I wring out the dishtowel, twisting tight. I let go when I feel the fabric straining, shaking it out and neatly arranging it on the towel rod.

If I’m going to manhandle something, I might as well go for a workout. I change out of my casual suit into gray sweatpants and an old t-shirt, and go down to our basement gym.

After lifting weights until I can barely feel my limbs, my mind still hasn’t quieted.

My alpha keeps going over all the ways to get our packmates to open up and how we could solve their problems if we took the reins.

I push through a shower with foal-like legs, and my alpha still hasn’t worn out his mantra of fix, fix, fix.

Maybe there’s an upcoming work project I can get a jump on so I don’t nip at the heels of my packmates.

After changing into a fresh suit, I log in and see a new message from Darcy. He’s rushing to plan the celebration for this project on Friday since our partners will be returning to their offices in other cities.

I offer to help, despite my distaste for the actual event. Darcy tries to brush me off, but I wrest a few tasks from him.

After reading through what he sent me, I close my laptop, pleased that one of them can be done in person and there will be plenty of options for me to carefully consider.

I might as well get started now. I grab my car keys and get in the SUV.

I should be able to stretch this errand to the end of the day and hopefully wear out my alpha before returning home.


Chapter 18
Daphne
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I’m back to work, calm, collected, and refreshed.

I pull my shirt out to unstick it from my back and fan my damp hair in the hope that it will dry quicker.

So, I’m not totally collected after my morning, but I am more clearheaded now that I went home and showered so I don’t have to worry someone will realize I’m a mess from being fucked in our storeroom.

Anicka returned with more flowers just after Poppy and I finished unloading the ones she brought back. We spent all morning unpacking and watering everything.

During our lunch break, I went home for a quick shower, ostensibly to clean up after getting sweaty from moving heavy things around. That aspect of the job isn’t uncommon, but I don’t normally shower mid-day. I was thankful that neither of them questioned me, and Anicka even offered to let me take a longer lunch break, but I showered and ate within the usual hour.

Now I’m back at work, clean and underweared. I was sad to wash Feliks off me, but it felt more awkward to walk around at work like that.

I trim the leaves off the gladiolus I’m prepping for more promposal orders and let my mind wander. It goes straight to Feliks, of course, as it has been since this morning, picturing his tattooed muscles when he took his jacket off, his grin when I talked about floriography, his brown eyes looking up at me from between my legs…

“Are these ready?” Poppy asks.

I jump, finding her standing next to me.

“Uh, yes. Those are ready, and I’ve almost finished with the zinnias,” I say, letting her take the pile of clean-stemmed gladiolus.

“Great! I’ll bring you the Queen Anne’s lace next,” she says.

I agree, and Poppy hustles off, coming back with several big bunches and setting them on the table next to me.

My nose twitches as the dewy, comforting scent of the Queen Anne’s lace flowers curls around me.

I determine not to slack off for the rest of the day. No—for the rest of the week—to make up for my extended breakfast break this morning.

I get so in the zone, having found the perfect rhythm of grab, cut leaves, trim stem, that I don’t hear Anicka calling my name. Her words only penetrate my flow when she’s right in front of me.

“There you are,” Anicka says hurriedly. “We just received a large order for a business party this Friday. I think we’ll be able to manage it in time, but could you take care of the planning?”

“Yes, of course,” I say, pleased that she trusts me to fulfill a large order on short notice.

“Great, the customer is here now. We’ve worked with this business before, but it’s a different person than usual. He doesn’t know what he wants and has never chosen the flowers for an event before, so he’ll need some hand-holding. Leave those flowers, Poppy can finish them up,” she says, gesturing for me to come to the front of the shop.

I follow her out, wiping my hands on a towel, trying to remove some of the clinging scent of the herbal flowers that seems to be all I can smell.

After turning the corner past the filler flowers display, I stop abruptly.

A dark-haired alpha in a crisply pressed suit faces away from us, looking at the honeysuckle flowers.

I watch, mesmerized, as he lifts an elegant hand and slowly strokes the edge of a pink petal. My mouth goes dry at the sight, but it has the opposite effect on another part of me.

Finally having sex after months of being celibate may have given my omega the impression we’re on the prowl for more.

I wonder if this alpha would get messy, or if he would remain as polished and in control in the bedroom as he appears to be out of it. My pussy gives an interested throb, slicking the way for us to find out.

The alpha turns at Anicka’s approach, his bearded jaw in profile, light glinting on the gray hair at his temples. His light blue eyes snap to me immediately, following as I dart over to hide behind Anicka.

I stay behind her as she explains our event packages and introduces me as the one who will help the alpha with his order.

I’m so thankful I went home and got underwear, otherwise this alpha would smell just how ready I am to help him.

I need to corral my omega. We’re not hunting alphas.

Sexy betas with big muscles and tattoos are on my hunting permit though. I don’t see any of those around, so we need to stop wasting our slick on this distinguished alpha.

No matter how much he looks like he’d be a great daddy.

Anicka finishes up her spiel, and gestures again that I’ll be taking care of him, only to finally realize that I’m not standing next to her like a normal person. She looks back to find me hiding behind her, and I quickly grab a notepad off the counter and step forward.

I hope that plays it off like I just moved away for a second to grab something, at least for Anicka. I don’t really care what this alpha thinks, as long as he doesn’t complain about me to her.

Ugh, I have to act normal and professional while my omega is panting after him.

And he’s still tracking me with his eyes. I worry that he’s not just interested in fingering the flowers.

Anicka leaves us to it, returning to working through our avalanche of promposal orders.

The alpha and I stand in silence, staring at each other. He seems content just to watch me, and it’s making me tongue-tied bearing the brunt of his undivided attention.

Eventually I unknot my tongue (I don’t want my tongue involved with any knots) and get this consultation started.

“So, what’s the event we’re decorating for your work, Mr….” I trail off uncertainly, realizing I don’t know his name.

Did Anicka say his name when I wasn’t paying attention? Shit, why did I have to try to address him by name. I don’t even usually address people formally like this, but I was trying to set the tone for a clear separation between client and worker, no funny business allowed.

“Alister. You can just call me Alister,” the alpha says smoothly, holding out his hand for me to shake.

I raise my own since I don’t want to seem rude at work, and he hasn’t done anything offensive for me to be standoffish anyway.

I try not to look at his fingers as I reach for his hand, willing my omega to stop picturing what it would look like to have him stroke my petals.

I almost don’t notice as he shakes my hand, because as soon as his large hand enveloped mine, a sense of calm enveloped me like I crawled under my weighted blanket.

I watch, almost from a distance, as he moves my arm, content to let him maneuver me however he likes if it will make me feel like this. I have no worries, no cares, and no more concerns that an alpha is so near.

Alister stops shaking my hand but doesn’t let go, and neither do I.

He watches me for a moment and smiles. I smile back blissfully, enjoying the break from thinking.

When he strokes a finger across my pulse, an answering heat awakens in my core.

With that one simple motion, my body is suddenly on fire, burning from the inside out, but I don’t feel out of control. Alister’s steady hand is keeping me contained, and all I have to do is wait for his direction, happy for him to take charge.

Except he lets go.

Alister releases my hand and steps back, staying at a respectable distance.

I blink, unsure what to do since he’s given me no command.

“Shall we go over my needs here or is there somewhere more comfortable we can go?” he asks in his deep, smooth voice.

I nod readily and say, “Yes, let’s go somewhere private.”

It takes me a moment to realize I’m supposed to move, but when I do, I jump to it, hurrying around the counter.

“This way,” I say, leading him to one of our small consultation rooms.

I feel like he’s close enough that we’re practically breathing the same air. But when I subtly glance at him, he’s several paces back.

It must be something about his alpha that makes his presence seem so large.

Alister follows me into the room, and I close the door behind us, turning to face him.

There’s only a table and chairs in here, but this was the closest place where we won’t be disturbed.

Hopefully we can make it work. The table seems sturdy, at least enough to hold up to me leaning over it. I trail my gaze over Alister’s powerful body. Well, it can probably handle him bending me over it.

Alister pulls out a chair and looks at me expectantly.

I guess we’re starting off on the chair.

I sit and he pushes my chair up to the table, walking around to sit across from me.

I squint at him in confusion.

Alister rests his hands on the table and leans forward. I lean in too, eager to see where this is going.

“Can you offer some suggestions for arrangements? I’ve never done this before, so I’ll have to rely on your expertise,” he says.

I picture the many arrangements we could make.

“What are your favorite flowers? We could start with those, since I’m sure you have great taste,” he adds.

My heart drops into my stomach, and I flinch. As my heart returns to my chest, it races and makes me shaky.

The calm Alister had blanketed me with is ripped away, replaced by my usual thoughts.

I think back over what I said and feel some small relief that everything I told him when I thought we were coming in here to fuck also applies to planning an event.

The fine lines between Alister’s eyebrows deepen as he watches my reaction. “Is something wrong?”

There’s nothing to do except forge ahead and get his order done quickly.

Now that he doesn’t have me under his spell, I’m just as eager to get away from this alpha as I am all the others. No matter how much he tempts me by wantonly splaying his large hands on the table.

I take another quick peek at his hands before getting down to business.

“Nope, nothing, just thinking about which of my favorites are in season,” I say.

I pat my apron and pull out my phone and the notepad I fortuitously tucked in there. Normally we use a tablet for placing orders, but I can make this work without it since I “forgot” to bring it with me.

I show him pictures of the popular event flowers we have in stock, describing the type of arrangements we can make.

Alister watches me for a moment but doesn’t press me about my change in attitude. I breathe out a sigh of relief when he looks down at my phone.

“They all look great,” he says. “I’m afraid I don’t have a good eye for decorations, so I’ll defer to your judgement.”

I behave professionally for the rest of his visit, and we get everything planned out, with Alister agreeing to basically all of my suggestions.

Before I know it, it’s time to say goodbye.

We stand and I wait awkwardly for him to go out the door first, not wanting to feel his presence bearing down on me again.

Alister extends his hand to me, and I hesitate but still can’t think of a reason not to shake. I brush my hand against his quickly and pull it back before he can get a grip on me, subduing me like he did before.

“Thanks for choosing Queen of Hearts! We’ll contact you on Thursday to confirm everything before we deliver your flowers on Friday,” I chirp in my best customer service voice.

“Thank you, Daphne. I enjoyed doing this with you. I’m not normally one for party planning,” he says, voice trickling over me like honey, drawing me back into his trap, except it felt like freedom when I was in it.

I let out a high-pitched giggle, like Alister is just so attractive I’ll laugh at anything he says. My stupid laugh is partially fake and partially from nerves, but it successfully breaks the moment.

“I’m sure you could have picked out something nice on your own. Let’s check you out,” I say, trying to hurry him along.

“Up front,” I add when he smiles.

Alister holds the door open for me, and I escape our non-fuck room.

At least this time he walks next to me.

I quickly ring up his order, and he pays the deposit, fingers brushing mine as he hands me his black credit card.

When I give it back, his pupils dilate, and his hand stays on mine.

“You’re welcome to stay and enjoy the party. We’ll have plenty of food,” Alister says in a low voice.

His tone and the promise of food make several parts of me flutter in excitement.

“Won’t it be strange that I don’t work there?” I say breathily.

“Not at all. We’ll have several teams there, so no one will question a face they don’t recognize. It’s not meant to be a business function anyway, just a party for people to enjoy,” he assures me, stroking the pulse point on my wrist.

I desperately try to reason this out.

I still think it would be weird to go to his work party. It’s also not much of a party if I don’t know anyone and everyone’s just standing around eating.

On the other hand, I love eating. And Alister will be there.

No wait, that’s one of the cons.

I’m still avoiding alphas because they’re untrustworthy, and they don’t care about who you are as a person, just that I’m an omega, and they’re so handsome, and dominant, and big everywhere…

“Say you’ll consider staying at least,” he proposes, interrupting my train of thought (which I think went off the rails somewhere).

“Oh-okay,” I say, unsure what I’m agreeing to.

Alister grins, the delight making him appear several decades younger, although it also highlights his age as the fine lines around his eyes deepen. His smile draws my attention to his sharp teeth, and I unconsciously tilt my head to the side, exposing my neck.

I’m happy I made him happy. I know if I obey him, he’ll make sure I have a good time.

“Here’s my personal number in case you want to get in touch before then. About anything,” Alister says, finally releasing my hand to pull out a business card.

He writes his number on the back in an elegant script, adding the command “call me” at the end.

I accept the card and hold it to my chest like it’s everything my heart has been longing for.

“See you soon, Daphne,” Alister says.

I watch him walk to the door, and he looks back at me with one last smile before leaving.


Chapter 19
Daphne
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It’s a new day at the flower shop, but once again, some of the floral scents are overwhelming the rest. Today, it’s the peonies and dahlias.

I might need to go to the doctor and see if there’s something up with my nose.

I brace myself against a nearby table. Heaven forbid I become allergic to the thing I love most and that I’ve made a career of.

A few deep breaths don’t clear out the scent of the chocolate dahlias and sunshiny peonies, but it does calm me down.

I comfort myself with the thought that there are shots to cure pollen allergies. If the problem I made up in my head is even real, it’s fixable, so everything’s fine.

And it’s not like I find the smell of these flowers to be objectionable. I’ve always loved the scent of peonies, which is probably why I hunted down Flourist’s desserts so obsessively, and the smell has grown on me even more in the past week. Probably because I was denied more of the sweet desserts, never able to relish in them again after running out of Flourist.

And now the dahlias are just as strong, and I don’t understand why I can’t smell anything else.

I carry the flowers up to restock the front of the store. Even with all the promposal orders, we have enough florals for our usual sales.

It’s always so cute seeing our regulars buy flowers for their partners each week. Poppy said some of them have been coming in as long as she’s worked here.

A clatter comes from the other side of the store, but I ignore it as I arrange the flowers since Poppy is around and she’s always eager to assist the customers.

I go back and forth restocking the other buckets that are low, humming to myself while I work.

More rustling and indistinct murmurs drift over.

“Do you think the customers over there need help? Did they say they wanted to browse on their own?” Poppy pops up beside me to ask.

I accidentally drop the stems back in the bucket, water splashing on my apron.

“Oh, uh, I don’t know. I thought you were helping them. I can go check, it did sound like they were having trouble,” I say, embarrassed.

“It’s no problem, I’ll do it! I just didn’t know if you had already tried to help them,” she says.

“I’ve got it. I’m just finishing up here. You can watch the register in case anyone else comes in,” I say.

I dab as much water off me as I can and hurry through the rows of flowers. I feel responsible for these customers since I was ignoring them when it sounded like they were struggling.

I follow the noises to the tropical flower section, where the scent of dahlias and peonies oddly gets stronger.

Whispering cuts off abruptly as I round the corner.

“Oh,” I say, pulling up short.

I recognize the alpha from Flourist.

Of course I remember him, I sat on his lap. But even without that, I’ll never forget him. He’s more striking now, with his hair loose and draped around him like a cape, long enough that it reaches his waist. It’s so pale I still can’t tell if it’s blonde or white, seeming to shift with the lighting, and his eyes are the same soft green. The baker looks just as good out of an apron, in a white button-down shirt and tight black pants, in contrast to the colorful metal tin in his hand.

Despite his brazenness that day, he still doesn’t seem threatening. If another alpha (or anyone at all, really) had pulled me into their lap when we just met, I would’ve yelled at them. But for some reason I had no desire to do that with this alpha.

He has another alpha with him, broader than the baker, though they’re both on the slimmer side for alphas. The new alpha has shoulder-length black hair, curling lightly at the ends, and dark blue eyes. His long fingers are covered with silver rings, matching the silver earrings in his ears. The left ear has a long, dangly one and a few stud earrings, while the other just has a few studs. Like his companion, he’s on the willowy side for an alpha, and with all his jewelry he’s just as flashy as his silver-haired friend.

He’s wearing a nice shirt and pants too, and I wonder what event they’re dressed up for that has the baker skipping out in the middle of a workday.

The alphas straighten up when they see me, though the baker’s shoulders are turned in and he fidgets when he sees me looking. The other alpha is tense, staring at me without blinking. It could be seen as unsettling, but it reminds me of the focused look people get when admiring art in a museum, taking in every stroke and tiny detail, not wanting to blink in case they miss something.

I blush and look away.

I don’t know this alpha, so I don’t know that’s what that expression means. It could just as easily be the look he gets before he hunts someone down in the woods.

I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. I’m not sure I would mind him chasing me around though.

Dampness slides down my thighs, and I clench them together. I adjust my apron to make sure it’s covering the damp spot, but realize it’s the water that splashed on me earlier seeping through to my pants, not slick escaping my special omega underwear.

I relax, relieved they won’t see the effect they’re having on me, before remembering I have a job to do.

And that job does not entail ogling alphas.

“Is there something I can help you with?” I ask them.

“Yes,” the new alpha says immediately.

“No,” the baker says almost as fast.

I raise an eyebrow and look between them. Neither seems inclined to change their answer.

“Okayyy,” I say, drawing out the word slightly more than is professional.

I’m not going to hang around mindlessly while these alphas figure out what they want. I did that for too many years already.

“I’ll just come back in a few minutes and give you guys some time to look around.”

They both agree to that, the baker nodding eagerly.

I walk to the next aisle so I can eavesdrop to see what they’re up to.

Sure enough, low whispers filter through the flower rack. Except, no matter how much I press my ear to the flowers, I can’t make out what they’re saying (the alphas, not the flowers).

When the whispering stops, I press even closer, getting my nose stuck in a scentless lily.

“We could use some help now, if you have a moment,” the dark-haired alpha says from behind me, not on the other aisle where he’s supposed to be.

I inhale sharply and then sputter, trying to get the petals out of my mouth. I make sure my best customer service smile is securely in place before turning to face them.

The alpha who spoke is closest to me, with the baker standing behind him.

“What can I do for you?” I say, super calm and collected.

Earring guy smiles crookedly and says, “We want to get the best bouquet you have for our date. Could you help us make a custom one using the flowers you like best?”

My eye twitches. They’re getting flowers for their partner when one of them had me sitting on his lap less than a week ago?

I barely keep my smile in place without letting it fall into a snarl. My lips may be curled slightly more than they were a second ago, but I still think anyone would call this a smile. Even if I’m showing teeth. Like a lot of teeth. Most of my teeth.

Whatever, it’s not my business anyway. They could be in an open relationship, or they’re not serious yet with whoever they’re buying this bouquet for. Totally fine.

I have no right or reason to be mad at all. And I’m not. At all.

“Of course, sir,” I clip out. “Right this way. I’ll show you some of our most eye-catching blooms.”

I’m not usually so formal with customers, but I’m too annoyed to be casual, afraid I’ll let my true thoughts slip out about how cruel it is to tease everyone you come across and get them to sit on your lap when you’re not even going to ask them out.

The alpha twitches, I assume bristling at my tone. He must have expected me to fawn over him being such a good partner, getting flowers for their mate.

He’ll have to look elsewhere for someone to shower him with praise.

I barely hold in a harrumph.

I turn on my heel and leave them to follow me to the front, where we have some of our most popular flowers. The roses and lisianthus, along with the usual fillers like baby’s breath and feverfew.

Flower preferences are so individual it doesn’t make sense for me to make the bouquet I would want, like the alphas requested. I’ll help them make a base with the classics and add a few focal flowers so it’s unique and custom. That’s usually a safe choice when someone doesn’t know what type of flowers the recipient likes or loathes.

I grab a flower bag and stop in front of the buckets, throwing my arm wide like I’m a showgirl showing off our wares.

I just can’t figure out how to act normal around men these days.

“These are our most popular flowers. I’ll let you choose some of these and then we’ll add in a few unique flowers,” I tell them.

“Uh, um,” the baker says, clutching the little box to his chest so hard that it makes that tinny clanging noise as he bends the metal. “We wanted you to pick out your favorites. Please.”

“Just because I like certain flowers doesn’t mean everyone will. We’ll put together a mix of classic and unique flowers that your special someone will love, don’t worry,” I say more kindly.

I can’t stay mad at the baker, he’s too endearing, like a little bunny you just want to protect and take care of with his soft eyes and silky hair, except he’s also a bunny man you would fuck.

I think that analogy got away from me a little bit.

The alphas glance at each other so quickly I almost think I imagined it, derailing my bunny cosplay thoughts.

“You seem like you have great taste though, so we really want to know what you like. If you’d be willing to tell us some of your favorites, we can put the bouquet together ourselves,” the dark-haired alpha says.

He moves closer, lowering his voice. “I’m Kieran, by the way.” His eyes wander over my neck and the top of my exposed shoulder.

The look is almost physical, like he ran his thumb along my neck, and it makes me shiver. His eyes move back up to my face, pausing on my nose, and he smiles.

Kieran brushes his fingers against my nose, wafting the dark chocolaty dahlia scent around.

“You had some pollen just there,” he whispers.

“Th-thanks,” I whisper back, noticing his face is very close to mine, my head tilted almost all the way back because of his height.

“My pleasure,” he purrs back.

A throat clears next to us, and I look over to find the baker glaring at him.

“The flowers,” the baker prompts him.

“We’re getting there,” Kieran says.

“It doesn’t look like you are. This wasn’t the plan.”

I don’t know what they’re talking about, and I’m not sure I care.

They keep arguing, but I’m hardly listening, my omega too pleased that the alphas are so close.

I sway closer, subtly trying to scent them, but I can’t smell anything over the flowers.

I never realized how much suppressants dampen your sense of smell.

The alphas must have come to an agreement while I wasn’t paying attention, because now they’re staring at me.

“Um, flowers?” is the only thing I can think to say, the only thought my mind can conjure up with them standing so close.

“Yes, we’d love for you to choose your favorite flowers,” the baker says eagerly.

Kieran nods and steps back, giving me room to breathe.

My omega whines, but I’m not as desperately needy as her, so the sound echoes only in my head and doesn’t make it out of my mouth.

I turn away, not trusting myself to say anything else since I missed part of the conversation. It was just a lucky guess that they were talking about flowers.

I move through the shop, pulling my favorite stems, no more brainpower left to convince them to personalize the bouquet for their intended.

I briefly explain each flower as I add it to the growing bunch in my hand. To the alphas’ credit, they listen intently as I describe the flowers and their meanings, seeming interested.

After taking them through the entire shop, I have to hold the bouquet with both hands because it’s grown so large, and even then I worry I might drop some.

“Let me get that for you,” Kieran says, smoothly pulling the bunch out of my hands to hold it in one of his.

I haven’t felt this awkward around alphas since high school, when I had to figure out how to interact with them normally while everyone’s hormones were going crazy.

“That’s everything I would recommend. Feel free to adjust or take things out, and when you’re ready, I can check you out up front,” I say.

“It’s perfect, you can check us out whenever you want,” Kieran says with a grin.

I roll my eyes at the juvenile line, furthering the feeling that I’m in high school, but my cheeks still heat because I have been sneaking peeks and checking them out.

We weave our way back to the register, and I ring up their bouquet. They don’t blink at the price, even though I didn’t hold back with picking out my favorite, sometimes rare (i.e. expensive) stems and created a massive bundle. The bunch is way bigger than a normal bouquet and really more fit for a table arrangement. Only giant men with giant hands could comfortably carry around a bouquet that size.

After paying, I thank them for coming in as a soft goodbye, but they don’t leave. Kieran looks to his friend? Packmate? The baker, whose name I still don’t know. He shifts from foot to foot and looks past my shoulder, clutching the tin to his chest again.

“I wanted to, um, here this is for you.” He holds out the tin to me abruptly.

It is a nice tin, elaborate, colorful scroll designs edged in gold. I eagerly grab for it now that I’ve had a closer look. It will look great with my decorations at home.

As I take it, it’s heavier than I’m expecting, and I glance up at him.

“There are a few different cookies in there since I wasn’t sure what you’d like. I would have brought you cake, but it's messy to transport, and I already have enough trouble with that, as you saw,” he says, laughing nervously and picking at the cuffs of his sleeves.

“I wanted to bring these by since you didn’t have a chance to buy anything the other day. I feel bad for creating such a mess that I couldn’t serve you. Serve the cake,” he mumbles, and it almost looks like he blushes.

I barely notice because I’m so busy opening the tin and admiring all the cookies. I hold it up to my nose and sniff each kind, and these I can smell over the actual flowers. There are five main scents: bright peony, honeyed camellia, spicy yarrow, herby Queen Anne’s lace, cocoa dahlia, the flowers mixing sweetly with the vanilla beans to create dozens of mouthwatering confections.

I shove one of the cookies with the strongest peony scent in my mouth and close my eyes on a moan, the flavor making my tastebuds tingle. I want to chew it fast, like a dog who stole food off the counter, because it tastes so good, but I don’t want the flavor to go away, so I force myself to take my time and taste every morsel.

I open my eyes to find the alphas staring at me and almost choke on crumbs. I can’t believe I zeroed in on the cookies so hard I forgot where I was and that I’m supposed to be representing the shop as a professional who doesn’t shove cookies in their face while they’re waiting on customers.

“Thank you, this was really nice of you. They’re delicious,” I say after swallowing and subtly wiping my mouth off.

They take so long to respond that I’m sure they think I’m a food freak and they’re never going to talk to me again.

“I’m glad you like them so much,” the baker eventually says, staring at my mouth, obviously thinking I’m a messy fool.

Kieran puts his free hand in his pocket, clearly unwilling to risk touching such a crumby person.

It’s not like I wanted to get with these alphas or even be friends with them, but it still stings that they’re so turned off by a woman enjoying some delicious food.

Whatever, it’s their loss. I thought alphas were supposed to enjoy providing for their omega.

I mean, I’m not their omega, but that’s not the point. I thought they liked giving people food, and now they’re all uncomfortable because I enjoyed it?

I feel myself mentally shutting down, writing them off in my mind forever, dead to me.

Healthy? No.

Self-protection? Yes.

I’m not going to spend time with people who make me feel bad about who I am.

The baker is back to being all shifty (eyes and stance) and avoids looking at me. Kieran is acting the same too, though he’s slightly less fidgety. He keeps his hand firmly in his pants pocket, making the fabric bulge in the front.

I close the tin and put it under the counter. There’s no point in eating more right now when I’m upset. I won’t be able to taste anything.

“Well, have a good day,” I say again.

I step away from the register and angle toward the back with the celosia so I can deal with my feelings of rejection in private. The blooms won’t care if they get a little salty water.

“N-no, wait! There’s something else we wanted to ask you,” the baker calls out to me.

I pretend I didn’t hear him and keep going.

“Please, Daphne. I don’t want you to leave again before I get the chance to ask,” he says just behind me.

His sweet voice sounds so desperate it stops me in my tracks, and in my turmoil I don’t even question how he knows my name.

I slowly turn to face him.

“I wanted to ask, if you’re available—I mean single, but also available, if you would consider going on a date with me?” he says.

I blink, nonplussed. I knew he was hitting on me at the bakery, but I thought my cookie moans had scared him off.

“I’m not sure…” I say.

I shouldn’t have looked up into his green eyes. They’re so velvety and forthright, imploring me to say yes.

He finally plucks up his courage, standing taller, and lifting one of my hands to hold it in his like we’re royalty in a fairytale.

“I know we didn’t get off to the best start, and I wanted to make up for that,” he says.

Kieran appears next to us, holding out the bouquet.

“We thought it would be cute to give you your favorite flowers, even though we had to ask for your help with it. I hope it was fun and not too much like work. Even though you’re at work. I guess it sounded like a better idea when we came up with it,” Kieran says, looking bashful. “But now we’ll know your favorite flowers for next time. I hope you’ll accept our offerings and consider going on a date with us?”

I stare at the giant bouquet.

So they tricked me into building my own bouquet, and they’re asking me out while I’m on the job…I’m kind of into it.

This is the first time a date has bought me flowers, and they got my favorite kinds, and listened to me tell them all about each flower and why I like them? How could I reject that, it’s ten times better than receiving a random bouquet.

My heart flutters happily, and my omega has been producing slick and chanting yes, yes, yes for the past few minutes, so I think it’s a yes there too. My mind is also thinking yes, but I have a nagging thought that I’m supposed to refuse these alphas for some reason…

“I understand if you want some time to think about it, this isn’t exactly the best way to ask someone out,” Kieran says.

How are cookies and flowers not the best way to ask someone out?

“Oh, and I still haven’t introduced myself,” the baker says in dismay. “I’m Sterling. It’s so nice to finally meet you, Daphne.” He brings my hand up to kiss the back of it.

I giggle.

“Will you go out with us this Friday? We’ll reserve a table at I’m Just a Grill for nine?” Kieran says.

“Yes,” I agree, the last of my hesitance melting away with two of them beseeching me.

Everything seems to move quickly after that, exchanging phone numbers and accepting my bouquet. They’re excited for our date and suggest we text beforehand to get to know each other. I’m just as giddy and agree to text them after work.

After they’re gone, I’m left standing under the weight of my bouquet and my tarnished dignity.

It’s coming back to me now, that I wasn’t supposed to agree to a date with alphas. I’m fine with dating betas, but I’m still supposed to avoid alphas.

Aren’t I? But why? They brought me cookies and showed interest in my flowers.

Before I figure it out, Poppy pops out from a nearby aisle.

“I didn’t want to interrupt your admirers,” she says with a giggle. “How did it go? They were cute, did they ask you out?”

I clutch the bouquet to my chest with one arm and manage to rub my eyes without dropping it.

“Yes, they did,” I say.

“I knew it! You guys would make such a cute pack. You deserve this, Daphne, some nice, handsome men to bring you snacks and flowers.”

Ugh, that’s why I was supposed to avoid alphas. I don’t want to be part of a pack.

“Wait, how did you know they gave me cookies? How long have you been lurking around?” I say.

Poppy giggles and avoids the question. “Just imagine being in a pack with Sterling! I bet he’d make you delicious desserts whenever you wanted. And you could share any extras with your coworkers, who you love.” She nudges me with her elbow and waggles her eyebrows.

That does sound good…

“No, I shouldn’t date the customers,” I say to convince both of us.

“This is a flower shop, not a therapist’s office! You can date anyone you want. Go out with them and tell me all about it afterward. I’m sure Sterling will bring you more cookies, too.”

“I don’t know.” The thought of more cookies is making me waver.

“You guys are a perfect match! You have the same interests: food and flowers!” Poppy says, chattering about what makes a perfect date and a perfect mate.

I don’t catch everything she says as we get back to work, too busy trying to figure out how I got asked on two (or maybe three?) dates in one week.

Anddd I just realized they’re all on the same day.

Apparently, it is possible for attractive people to knock you senseless.

That decides it. I have to cancel with the alphas.

There’s no way I can go out with Feliks and then see Kieran and Sterling a few hours later. I hope to still be “seeing” Feliks then.

Plus I’ll be delivering flowers to the magnetic Alister that day, and I don’t think I can handle any unnecessary quality time with alphas.

I’ll leave canceling the plans to after-work-Daphne.


Chapter 20
Daphne
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It’s now Friday, and I haven’t canceled my date with the alphas or asked Poppy to deliver Alister’s flowers in my stead.

After-work-Daphne has really been slacking on the job.

To be fair to her, I’ve been so busy putting together promposal orders and delivering them that I’m exhausted and fall asleep as soon as I get home. I haven’t had any energy left to deal with my personal life.

I’ve been texting Feliks when I can, but he knows I’m busy, so we haven’t talked much. I made sure to tell him I’m excited for our date though.

I replied to Sterling and Kieran’s texts to be polite, but I haven’t had the mental fortitude to compose a breakup text. Sterling was so sweet, and it was nice of them to bring me gifts. I don’t want to callously dismiss them.

I know I don’t really owe them anything, but I feel like I need to explain that it’s not them, I don’t want to date any alphas. And just imagining telling Sterling I can’t go out with him because I think alphas are assholes…

So yeah, I haven’t figured out how to turn them down.

Hence why I still have two dates scheduled for this evening.

And my almost-date with Alister. But I’m certainly not going to hang around his work party after I deliver their flowers.

I’m putting together the last of the promposal orders, which I should be able to finish before it’s time for my delivery. It seems like the youths are finally done with their promposals, so we’ll have a bit of a break until the actual prom.

Poppy joins me as I tie up the flowers.

“I’m glad the promposal fad is over. I think we used up almost all the flowers in Starsfalls!” she says with a bubbly laugh.

If Poppy is commenting, you know it’s bad. Normally she doesn’t have even a slightly negative hair on her body.

That was still a pretty mild complaint, but I’m glad to know I’m not the only one who’s been struggling.

“We definitely deserve some rest after this, and hopefully no more late evenings for a while,” I agree.

“I know someone who’s looking forward to resting while their guys wait on them,” she teases, nudging me with her elbow.

“Uh, speaking of which…” I say. This is the best segue I’ll get. “Would you be able to take over the business event at Nook Tower for me? If I do it, I’m not sure I’ll be able to set everything up and get out of there in time to prepare for my date.”

It’s not a lie if I don’t explain that “prepare for” means cancel the date with the alphas, and I will still have a date tonight, it’s just not with who she expects.

“I would be happy to, but delivering the last of the promposal orders is going to take the rest of the day. These kids have me delivering dozens of flowers right after school lets out, and then driving all over town to deliver more of them to the romantic locations where they’re going to ask their dates out. If it weren’t so cute seeing these little love matches, I might tire of driving back and forth!”

Damn.

“But don’t worry! I’m sure you’ll be able to get out of there in time. It’s only a few container arrangements, right? Just plunk those buckets down and hustle out of there!” Poppy finishes perkily.

I wish I had her optimism.

She’s right that I’m delivering arrangements that are easy to set up. I’m sure I can get through the delivery quickly while avoiding Alister and leave in time for my date with Feliks.

At some point in there, I’ll come up with a polite way to turn down Sterling and Kieran in a way that won’t make it awkward if I go back to Flourist at some point. Maybe way in the future, like a few weeks, it’ll be totally cool if I buy Sterling’s desserts after I rejected them (I already ate all the cookies Sterling brought me yesterday. Now that I’ve been reminded how good they are, I will need to get more, and often).

I finish up the rest of my time at the shop fantasizing about my date with Feliks and avoiding thinking about potentially seeing Alister and having to break off my other date.

I’ve loaded up the van and I’m in the driver’s seat preparing to deliver Alister’s order before I realize it’s time to put my plans in motion.

I steel my nerves, shift the van into gear, and set off.

I can dodge three alphas to be with my beta.
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I park in the alley behind the Nook Tower and text Alister as he requested, letting him know I’m here to deliver the flowers.

Normally I think nothing of updating a client about their delivery, but for some reason I feel a tingle when I send the message to Alister, knowing that he’s monitoring me.

However, I’m still not going to wait around any longer than I have to.

I go through the service entrance to scope out the office before I haul everything in, the scent of the Queen Anne’s lace clinging to me after sitting in the van with them.

The security guard is giving me directions when the elevator dings.

“I’ll take it from here, Katalina,” Alister says.

I turn to find him in another crisp suit with perfectly pressed sharp lines, but somehow the fabric also molds itself around his muscular arms and thighs.

Whoever created that outfit is a god.

“It’s good to see you again, Daphne,” he purrs at me, and I look up from his muscles to see him smiling at me, silver hairs shining in the fluorescent lights, drawing me in like an anglerfish in the deep.

It’s not fair that someone can look so good under this harsh lighting, whereas I usually look like an unfortunate, especially pallid ghost (I don’t often get out in the sun like I did recently).

“I like seeing you too,” I giggle back eloquently.

Alister smiles wider.

“Let me show you to the office, and then we’ll bring things up,” he says.

“That would be great,” I eagerly agree.

Alister offers me his arm, and I’m quick to put my hand through the crook and press myself against him. When my chest squishes against his biceps, his eyes dilate and nostrils flare. I may be imagining it, but I think he chokes back a growl too.

“Right this way,” he says smoothly, staying composed and behaving like a gentleman as usual.

My omega is smug as he leads us to the elevator.

When the doors close behind us, I consider backing him into a corner to muss his fancy suit but keep myself under control and behave like a gentleman too.

Alister doesn’t seem to suffer from the same naughty thoughts, as he tells me about his company and what they do on the ride up.

I try to listen, but his jaw flexing as he talks is too distracting.

I press closer to him as I stare, bringing my other hand up to join the one already wrapped around his arm so I’m practically hanging off him.

If I can’t focus enough to hang on his words, at least I can show I care by physically hanging on him.

Alister’s nostrils flare again as I squeeze my thighs together, feeling my slick lips rub together and wishing it was his strong fingers pressing against them instead of my tight pants.

But he doesn’t falter in his explanation about their new spreadsheet system, or was that invoice system? Whatever it was, he looked great telling me about it, and I remain thankful that I never had to work in a big corporate office.

I finally start paying more attention when I realize Alister is saying I can put some arrangements here, and the others can go in the main boardroom over there.

I glance around, spotting a receptionist at a desk and people bustling around, some of them carrying coolers and others the typical workplace fare like file folders and tablets.

I quickly distance myself from Alister, embarrassed I was clinging to him in the middle of his office. Most people seem too busy setting up for the party or working to pay us much attention, but everyone nods to Alister as we pass, so they must have noticed me too.

I release his arm and say, “That sounds good. Once I see the main location, I can start bringing things up.”

“This way,” Alister says, putting his hand on the middle of my back to guide me further down the hall. “And as I said, I’ll bring everything up.”

“Oh, you don’t need to do that. Delivery is part of our service,” I demur.

Now that we’re surrounded by other people, I’m coming out of his trance. It’s hardly fair for a person to look as good as Alister does and have such a commanding aura. You can’t help staring and wanting to beg him to let you do what he tells you to.

“There’s no reason for you to do everything yourself when I’m here to help,” he says firmly, flexing his fingers on my back.

I look up at him in surprise. While I’d like to believe Alister’s words, I know I can really only count on myself.

However, Alister and I are alone in the conference room, and I need to get out of here before I throw myself at him, so this is no time to get into an argument.

He’s pointing out the places the flowers could go when an energetic, if frazzled, man hurries in.

“Have you seen these?” he asks Alister, shoving a messy stack of papers at him.

Alister stiffens and introduces me to Darcy, his assistant.

“Uh huh, great, nice to meet you,” his assistant says to me, hardly looking away from shuffling through the documents.

The brief pleasantries barely pass Alister’s sense of propriety, but he finally takes the papers from Darcy. Alister frowns after scanning a few pages, fine lines creasing the corner of his mouth.

He looks at me with the frown still in place.

“I’m sorry, Daphne, I need to deal with this. The food and drinks for the party have been delivered, you’re welcome to whatever you want while you wait. This shouldn’t take long, and then I’ll come get the flowers,” he says.

“Sure, no problem. Thank you.”

“Darcy, will you show her to the kitchen, and then I’ll see you in my office,” Alister says.

Alister escorts me back to the hallway, veering off toward his office, and Darcy hustles me to their staff kitchen. He cursorily points out the trays of food and drinks before hurrying off to Alister’s office.

Once I’m sure Darcy is gone, I also hurry out, slipping back down the hall to the elevator.

I agreed to Alister’s plan without protest because I finally formulated a plan of my own.

I’ll unload everything before Alister finishes his work so I can escape without further temptation.

I tap my foot impatiently as the elevator slowly descends.

It’s just my luck that not only was Alister here to greet me, he also wants to get physical (unloading the flowers).

My thighs quiver, and my butt vibrates just thinking about him. I certainly can’t be trusted alone with him, I already practically climbed him in the middle of his office.

And my butt is still vibrating just from that.

Oh wait, that’s my phone.

I pull my phone out of my back pocket as I step out onto the first floor. I go to put it on silent so I don’t get any more unnecessary stimulus, but see message notifications from Sterling and Kieran.

I pause and swipe to read their messages before I think better of it.

They’re excited about our date later, and their texts include promises of more flowers, cookies, and gifts.

This time it isn’t my phone making me tingle with excitement. I fantasize about the big cookies they’re going to bring me, and the silky flowers with firm stems, and…what else could they be bringing me? Perhaps some nice ribbon because they noticed I enjoyed sorting through our ribbon stash at Queen of Hearts to choose the perfect one for my bouquet?

“Do you want us to open the loading bay door for you?”

The guard’s voice startles me out of my fantasy of being covered in petals and crumbs, unable to do anything about it since I’m tied up in ribbons.

“What?” my voice comes out sultrier than I intended.

“Sorry, what was that?” I clear my throat and try again, sounding slightly less slicked up this time.

The guard smirks but repeats herself.

“That would be great, thanks.”

“It will just take a second,” she says, radioing someone to open the door for me.

That gives me time to reply to my texts, but I’m not sure how. It’s shitty to cancel a date so last minute. I shouldn’t have even agreed to it in the first place and given them false hope. They seem like nice enough alphas, they’re just not the ones for me.

No alpha is.

I have my beta now, plus I looked it up and betas can successfully ease an omega’s heat without any alphas (there were A LOT of fun toys that can be involved though…).

Now I just have to convince my omega that a beta’s all we need. Maybe if we go through a heat with him, she’ll see that.

In the meantime, I need to figure out this alpha mess.

I start typing in the hopes that something will come to me, the perfect sentence to get out of this date without hurting their feelings. I reply thanking them for the things they already gave me and assuring them they don’t have to keep giving me things (though it hurts my cookie-loving heart to say so).

I haven’t thought of a way to let them down by the time the guard says the loading dock is ready for me.

This is it. This is all the time I have left before finishing this delivery and hurrying back to the store and then home to get ready for my first—no, my only—date of the evening.

I type out, “I’m sorry, but I have to,” pausing when an image comes through.

It takes up the whole screen, thick and lightly golden, white cream dripping down the side. The cookie is perfectly cooked, with firm edges and tons of frosting just like I like, peony petals sprinkled on top.

After I stop drooling over the monster cookie, I notice the message from Sterling that came through after.

I hope you don’t mind, but I couldn’t wait to show you this since you inspired it. I’ll give it to you later ;)




I’ve never received such an enticing picture from a guy before. I fumble and almost drop the phone in my haste to reply.

Can I see more of it?




After a second, another picture appears, giving me the full view. A counter filled with trays of cookies, cooling after being glazed.

They’re vanilla sugar cookies with infused sugar and vanilla bean paste, and stuffed with vanilla custard. I made them to taste like you.




I mean, smell like you taste.




That is, your scent inspired me to make a cookie with a heavy vanilla note, since it smelled so good on you I thought it would make a delicious vanilla-forward cookie.




I hope it’s okay that I based this recipe on you.




And I hope you like them.




The texts come through in quick succession.

I love them! I can’t wait to eat it later.




Them later.




I can’t cancel our date after cute messages like that. It’s so sweet and thoughtful.

Maybe I'll go on this one date, and Kieran and Sterling will realize they’re not that into me, and we’ll part amicably.

I’ll tell them all about myself, so they can see who I am and what my goals are. That should successfully show them we’re not compatible, and I won’t be the bad guy for rejecting them outright.

I thank the guard again for opening the loading doors and hurry out, remembering I need to get this delivery done fast.

I open the back of the van and hoist one of the larger arrangements into my arms, carefully backing up so I can close the doors with my hip.

I gasp as the flowers slip, my hands scrabbling to catch it, but I can’t find a grip on the smooth vase.

The weight suddenly comes off, and I manage a partial breath, inhaling the sweet herbal camellias. It’s such a comforting scent that I instinctively close my eyes.

“Watch yourself. You’re too small to handle something this big, princess.”

My eyes snap open at the condescending deep voice.

Ciro holds the flower bucket in the crook of his arm, smirking down at me from his great height.

He must have snuck up behind me and almost knocked me over so he could pick up the arrangement and play the hero.

Just because he can lift a forty-pound arrangement up that high and I can’t, doesn’t mean I’m not strong enough to do this alone.

I don’t need an alpha getting his enormous hands all over my stuff just so he can brag about what a good job he did.

“I’m not small! And I can handle lots of big things, I do it all the time. I’ll have you know I’m five feet two inches tall, maybe three inches on a good day, and my generous physique was built by lifting flowers and eating cookies. I’m not small,” I say, repeating myself in my impassioned argument.

Ciro’s eyes narrow, but by the end of my lecture he’s smirking.

I don’t know why he’s smirking. It’s not my fault he’s a giant, and I’m not small no matter what he says, even if by comparison he’s much taller and broader than me.

I glare up at him.

“Whatever you say, princess. At least you looked cute trying,” he says with a smirk. “Now take off your shirt.”

My hands jump to do what he says, unbuttoning my blouse.

Ciro sets the flowers back in the van and lifts his own shirt off with one hand.

Well, this is one way to ease the tension between us…but wait! No, I don’t like him like that!

Or at least, I don’t like some of the things he says. His body is great, and he has some good ideas, like this one, but I’m not going to get with some hot asshole just because he’s upfront about his assholeness.

With his t-shirt off, his tanned, muscular torso is on display, a light trail of hair running from his bellybutton down to disappear into his jeans.

My mouth is hanging open, and I quickly snap it shut before he gets any ideas about that.

I tear my eyes away from his man chest, and after glancing down, I’m thankful I only made it halfway through following his order.

I quickly start re-buttoning, but Ciro’s hand on my arm stops me.

My gaze gets snagged on his chest when I go to turn my glare on him again, but eventually I lift my face up to his so he gets the full force of it.

“I’m not going to get undressed for you. Especially not in an alley,” I spit out.

Ciro’s eyes crinkle like he’s silently laughing at me, but otherwise his face is impassive.

“We’re not getting undressed. I’m being a gentleman and giving you my shirt,” he says, holding his t-shirt out to me.

My glare briefly turns to squinty-eyed confusion, but I quickly bring the glare back.

“I don’t need your shirt, I have my own,” I say, pointing down to myself.

Ciro sighs and lets go of my arm to pluck at the bottom of my blouse, flicking it wetly against my stomach.

“Hey!” I exclaim, pushing his hand away.

“Your shirt’s all wet, princess. Take it off before you catch a chill,” he says.

Ciro pushes his shirt into my hand while I’m distracted looking down at myself in confusion.

“Put it on and meet me at the elevator. Bring one of the small arrangements,” he warns me sternly before grabbing the large arrangement and striding inside.

I frown after him. Is he…helping me?

I look back at my blouse and pull it away from my skin, shuddering as it clings to me until the suction releases with a wet pop.

Ugh, the water must have sloshed out when I almost dropped the vase. Unless Ciro jostled it so much when he took it out of my arms that it spilled all over me.

No, I can’t blame him for this. I vaguely recall feeling damp when the flowers first slipped.

I climb into the back of the van and shut the doors to change.

I hang my no longer frilly blouse on the back of the passenger seat and wave my arms around, trying to get my torso to dry off before putting his shirt on.

Today was a bad day to wear a white shirt without a bra. Tingles race through me at the sight I must have been (but should I be insulted Ciro was so quick to get me to cover up?).

I smush my face into Ciro’s shirt, rubbing the soft material against my face. You can feel the difference between a new shirt that was made to be soft and one that’s soft from the loving use it’s received over the years.

Maybe that’s why I’m not softer.

With a sigh, I pull his shirt over my head, the material brushing over my hard nipples. I hug it to myself, rubbing my hands over the smooth fabric.

After giving myself a moment to enjoy it, I straighten the shirt out, hitting just above my knees. I tuck the front hem into my pants to make it a bit more presentable, like it’s a fashion choice rather than an accident-prone choice.

I pop back out of the van, my upper half drier and lower half wetter. There's not much I can do about that besides hurry through this delivery. Then I can meet up with Feliks, and he’ll help me take care of it.

I pull the next largest arrangement out of the van, set it on the ground to close the doors, and squat to pick it back up.

Once I’m sure I have a firm hold, I carefully but confidently enter the building and join Ciro at the elevator.

His jaw clenches, and he glares at me when he sees the flowers I’m holding.

I barely notice though, because he’s still shirtless. I’d overlooked that little detail. It’s making me forget how much Ciro usually annoys me.

He says something, and I agree without paying attention.

Ciro huffs and stops talking, pushing the button to call the elevator.

I like him better when he’s not talking.

When the elevator opens, I follow him in and enjoy the view as we ride up.

The noise when the elevator opens distracts me, and I look around. We’re back on the floor with Alister’s office.

How did Ciro know which floor I was going to? I didn’t push any buttons. And why is Ciro at Nook Tower to begin with?

I eye him suspiciously, like I’ll suddenly find he’s carrying a rope and hood.

It’s one thing to run into Ciro at flower businesses, but for him to be where I’m delivering? Isn’t that like, stalking?

He'd better not be following me around town.

I look back at his chest (I can’t help it, okay? It’s eye level for me). Well, maybe he could follow me around a little as long as he doesn’t talk.

Ciro reaches for me, and I finally remember I have self-esteem, backing away into the corner of the elevator.

“Give it up, princess,” he says.

“No,” I whine breathlessly.

“Yes.” He steps closer.

I clutch the flowers to my chest and pant, drawing in big gulps of the sultry camellia-scented air.

Ciro lunges to grab me, and I close my eyes.

“You first,” he says.

Ciro stands in front of the elevator doors, keeping them open, and now he’s holding both arrangements.

I stare down at my empty hands in betrayal. How could they let him take our flowers again??

I slink out of the elevator sulkily.

Ciro took my flower, and I didn’t even have a good time.

I sense him following me out, and I muster up that self-esteem I was so proud of just seconds ago to lead the way to the conference room with my head held high.

When we’re halfway there, the office suddenly gets quiet, even though there’s still plenty of people around.

They noticed us, and now everyone’s staring.

Then the whispering starts.

I’m hoping it’s because they’re so enchanted by the flowers, but I worry it’s due to the fact that I’m leading a shirtless man through their office.

When we’re almost to our destination, a man in an office we walk past laughs, but quickly stifles it.

The snickering and whispers fade as we enter the conference room.

Once Ciro is in, I yank the door shut behind us.

A burst of noise follows as the rumor mill explodes.

Maybe I should have left the door open.

I slump against the door in defeat. I wish I could give up on this day, but if I can just make it to my date with Feliks, I know he’ll make me feel better.

Ciro waits with an eyebrow raised expectantly.

He could be a model on the cover of Condescending Guys with Flowers magazine, if that were a real thing.

“Where do you want me, princess?”

I give him a dirty look. Now I know he’s using double entendres on purpose. What I don’t know is why he insists on edging me, unless he’s just a sadist.

I walk past him to the buffet table at the other end of the room.

“You can put the large arrangement here,” I tell him imperiously.

If he wants to treat me like a princess, I’ll act like one. Then maybe he’ll shut up.

Ciro puts the arrangements where I direct without complaint.

I’m left with my bare-chested enemy, no flowers to shield his nudity.

Since I’ve been staring at his chest for a while now, I figure I should address it.

“What are you going to do about your shirt?”

“I’ll borrow an extra one from someone,” Ciro waves away my question.

“How do you know someone will give their shirt to a stranger?” I ask skeptically.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll get a shirt and meet you at the van in a minute.”

I roll my eyes at him. “I don’t need your help. I’ll get the rest on my own.”

I turn to leave the big, dumb alpha behind.

Ciro can do whatever he wants. He already walked through the office half naked. If he wants to wander around until he finds someone to take pity on him and give him a shirt, that’s on him. I’m certainly not going to wait around for his help.

I make it as far as turning the knob, but Ciro pushes on the door to stop me from opening it.

For a big guy, he’s certainly quiet when he wants to be. I didn’t notice him rush up behind me.

Come to think of it, he’s always sneaking up on me.

I look up at him suspiciously again, wondering if he’s some stealthy omega stalker.

“I’ll. Help. Bring up. The rest,” he bites out the words.

I roll my eyes again. “Whatever.”

I don’t know why he’s being so persistent about this. I thought he didn’t like me, but I can’t seem to get rid of him.

I’ll never understand alphas.

Ciro leans close to say, “Keep rolling your eyes at me and we’ll have to have a talk about your attitude.”

I shiver and almost roll my eyes again, but I’m not sure I want to find out what he means while we’re in the middle of an office and someone could walk in on us at any time.

When I don’t say anything else, Ciro seems satisfied that I’m obeying him (as if) and removes his hand so I can open the door.

Once I have it cracked, he grabs the edge and opens it the rest of the way.

Ciro follows me out but turns off down a side hall, calling after me, “I’ll see you in a minute, princess.”

I cringe and try to make myself smaller because I can feel the gaze of the office workers boring into me even more as I powerwalk back to the elevator.

Only like five more trips to go (if Ciro helps).


Chapter 21
Daphne
[image: drawing of a vanilla orchid cutting]


Iset the last of the flowers on a table near the main elevators. It’s a small arrangement (since someone won’t let me carry anything big), but I think it’s a nice “welcome to the party” that people will see as soon as they step onto the floor.

Ciro helped me bring all the flowers up, as promised.

Also as promised, he returned to the van with a new shirt on.

I kind of wish he didn’t. Him being shirtless made our time together much more enjoyable. The damn shirt fit him too, he wasn’t bulging out of it at all. I don’t know where he got it. I haven’t seen anyone else in here who’s as big and broad as he is.

Well, except for Alister, but he ran off to deal with urgent business, so it couldn’t have been him.

Ciro is still looming next to me even though that was the last arrangement.

The office workers are also hovering nearby, I’m assuming because they’re trying to figure out if we offer a shirtless man add-on delivery option.

Wouldn’t that be something.

I consider seeing if Alister is free so I can tell him I completed the delivery, but quickly dismiss the idea. I can text him from the van before I leave. I don’t want to disturb him, but most importantly, I want to get out of here and get ready for my dates.

“Thanks for your help, Ciro,” I say politely (and not at all begrudgingly). “I’ll see you around.”

I try to go for the stairs near the freight elevator, hoping to avoid another awkward ride with Ciro, but his stupid long legs beat me there. He calls the elevator, and it opens immediately, so he herds me right in.

I grumble under my breath, which he ignores as he pushes the button.

I lean against the wall and close my eyes, tired from the long and messy day. At least my night will be the same.

I smile despite my tiredness.

There’s a whoosh, and the doors shut.

The elevator darkens as it starts moving, a shadow crossing my closed eyelids.

If that means the power is flickering and we’re about to crash, I’m not sure I want to see it. Maybe Ciro will protect me with his body, and he’s so muscular that neither of us are injured, but his shirt gets torn off in the accident and I’ll see what he looks like with streaks of dust on his sweaty body.

Now I’m feeling hot. That definitely shows the elevator is losing power since the air conditioning has gone out.

I carefully open one eye to assess the situation, aiming for Ciro’s midsection to see if it looks like he’s about to pounce and save me from being crushed to death.

I can’t see him at all. I open my eyes wide and look up when I recognize the finely threaded suit jacket a few inches from my face.

Alister leans over me, practically molded to my body, but with a few inches between us so he’s not actually touching me.

“I told you I would unload the flowers. You didn’t wait for me,” he says in a steely voice.

Why do I feel like I’m getting reprimanded for being naughty in school.

And why do I like it.

I squirm nervously and excitedly.

“Well, I…” I say, looking down at my shoes.

Alister moves closer and grips my chin to turn my face up to his.

“I asked you to wait in the kitchen. I thought you would enjoy the food for a few minutes and didn’t expect to be gone for so long. I’m sorry it took me longer than expected, but I didn’t want you carrying everything yourself,” he says.

I struggle to look him in the eye. I settle for looking at his cheekbones, which are nice and broad. I want to obey him, but I don’t want an alpha telling me what to do, but I also kind of do if Alister’s the one doing the telling.

And maybe also Ciro. My eyes dart to the right without meaning to, but I can’t see him around Alister.

Alister notices me looking.

“Don’t mind him, this is between you and me,” Alister says.

“Yeah, don’t mind me watching you aggressively hitting on someone who works for you,” Ciro says scathingly.

“She doesn’t work at my company, and our business is now concluded,” Alister says firmly, but there’s a hint of defensiveness.

I’m surprised Ciro is so annoyed by this.

Maybe it’s just the alpha thing. They’re driven to defend omegas even if they don’t like them.

I giggle manically at the thought of Ciro defending me even though he doesn’t seem to like me very much.

Biology is a bitch.

Neither of the alphas seem to know what to do with my creepy laughter. Alister tilts his head at me, and Ciro cuts off whatever he was starting to reply.

The elevator dings, interrupting our strange ride.

Alister straightens up, releasing my chin in favor of putting his hand on the small of my back to escort me out.

Ciro follows us, stopping when Alister stops in the lobby. I expected Ciro to leave now that there’s nothing heavy left for me to carry.

Alister barely spares him a glance before focusing on me. “Thank you for delivering the flowers. They’re beautiful, not that I expected anything less from you.”

Ciro scoffs, watching our interaction.

“Th-thanks,” I stammer.

I like the praise just as much as the scolding. Maybe even more, the high of going from a scolding to getting his approval is keeping my emotions running high and my body in a tizzy.

“I don’t want you working too hard when I could help and you could save your energy for other things,” he continues.

“What ‘other things’ are you trying to get her to do?” Ciro butts in again, aggressively stepping closer and angling himself between us.

Alister gives him a sharp look.

“I’m trying to ask Daphne if she would like to spend more time with me now that she’s free. If you’re so against such pursuits, perhaps you should go elsewhere and leave us to our conversation,” Alister says.

“It doesn’t count as ‘asking’ if someone’s being paid to be nice to you,” Ciro replies, moving even closer to me as he tries to get between us.

“Like I said, our business is concluded, so I hope Daphne doesn’t feel the need to spare my feelings. I sense a connection with her and want to see if she feels the same way. Daphne is free to leave at any time, and I’ll respect her decision, which I hope she knows,” Alister tells Ciro, but he’s looking at me when he says it.

I nod quickly, agreeing with him. I do feel like I can tell him to leave me alone, and he’d listen and not bother me again.

I can’t deny the draw between us when Alister is so near. He makes me forget about the alphas from my past, what’s their names, and why I’m even trying to stay away from alphas to begin with.

Maybe it’s because they’re so handsome and dominant that I forget all sense and want to tackle them right here in the lobby so I can take them.

Yeah, that’s probably why I’m trying to avoid alphas. I lose all sense of public decency.

“This is still a business relationship, and you’re trying to fuck it!” Ciro says, loud enough that his voice echoes back at us and Katalina stops trying to pretend that she’s not listening.

I make eye contact with her and give a small shrug. She rolls her eyes and mouths back “alphas.” She keeps watching though, so at least we’re putting on an interesting show.

I’ve never wanted anyone to fight over me, but for some reason my omega thinks this display should make us tingly and wet, and my body is listening. It must be the evolutionary thing of wanting to find the strongest mate, and what better way to determine that than to have them fight in front of you.

Not sure that really makes sense for omegas though, since we usually group up with several alphas anyway.

I mentally scold my horny inner self that it isn’t nice to want people to fight over you. We should care for them equally and not want them to get hurt.

My omega agrees we should fuck both of them, problem solved.

That decision does nothing to decrease my body’s response to the two testy alphas, and I’m losing my train of thought on the whole thing.

“Are you trying to keep the rest of us away from omegas now? We want you to deal with your issues for your own sake but haven’t pushed you on it because you’re an adult and you can make your own decisions. However, if you’re going to prevent us from finding an omega, we’ll need to have a serious talk about helping you work through this mental block,” Alister says.

Now I’m confused. Do these two know each other? I never did ask Ciro why he was here.

“I’m not keeping you away from omegas, I’m just keeping you away from this one,” he retorts in a growly tone.

Alister looks back and forth between Ciro and me before taking a step back. He was leaning aggressively toward him as their “discussion” wore on but now seems to have calmed down.

“I understand,” Alister says.

“Good, I’m glad you’re finally getting it,” Ciro says, also stepping back.

“You want Daphne for yourself.”

“That’s not—no, I also have a—a business relationship with Daphne, so we can’t. I don’t even…that’s beside the point. I’m not lazy enough to chase every omega I come across. Not that I’ve come on her, I just—” Ciro cuts off his own rant, running his hand across his face in frustration.

He misses my pointed look at his “coming across me” comment. It looks like I’m not the only one who’s too horny for my own good.

“Daphne, do you have any reservations about dating someone who has business connections to Queen of Hearts?” Alister addresses me unexpectedly.

“Oh, um, no,” I say, glancing at Ciro’s slumped form. “But I’m not—not sure about…”

I shift uncertainly. There’s been a lot of friction between Ciro and I, but maybe it’s all due to sexual tension? He’s often verbally rude, but overall his actions are generally helpful.

Except for the time he thought I was stealing from him and unlawfully detained me. But he did that instead of calling the cops and having me arrested immediately. That could also have been his way of being nice to me.

I think Ciro’s niceness needs some work. His pat-down was pretty good though.

“Will you go on a date with my packmate and me?” Alister says with a nod to Ciro.

My jaw drops.

“You’re packmates?” I squeak out.

I never expected them to be packmates with the way they’re acting. Not to mention, their vibes seem totally different. It’s not that packmates can’t be dissimilar, but Alister and Ciro don’t seem to mesh at all. Plus, they were almost fighting over me, and if they’re packmates, they wouldn’t need to do that.

I don’t want to get stuck in the middle of a jealous pack, but maybe I caught them on a bad day.

I glance at Ciro. And caught Ciro on a bad week.

Alister smiles gently at my confusion.

“We’ve been packmates for about ten years now. I thought Ciro had mentioned that, otherwise, I would have introduced us. We also have three other packmates,” Alister explains.

“Oh, I didn’t realize,” I say faintly.

How many alphas are interested in me? It was one thing to be asked out by Alister, but if he already has a big pack, plus there’s Sterling and Kieran, who I don’t even know if they have packmates.

I’m not sure how I’m going to manage all of this. A girl only has so many holes and hands. I’ll be bringing Feliks too, of course, so that’s one more to the mix.

“Would you like to go out on a single date with me to start, and Ciro can take you on a separate date, or would you like to go out with both of us from the start?” Alister asks.

I glance at Ciro again. He’s looking to the side like he’s not paying much attention to our conversation, but he’s tense, so I assume he’s listening.

What Alister hasn’t considered is that maybe Ciro thinks I’m not good enough for his pack. Sure, he’s felt me up a bit and helped me out, but that could all be the alpha urges, and Ciro thinks I’m not right for them.

Before I spiral too much into low self-esteem land, Ciro uses a finger to smooth out the line between my eyebrows, trying to wipe away my frown.

I guess he was paying more attention than I thought.

His touch calms my thoughts, and I answer Alister on instinct, “Both.”

Alister smiles, pleased with my answer, and my omega perks up, happy that we made him happy (and that we’re going out with two more alphas).

“You’re so sweet, Daphne. Isn’t she kind to go out with both of us even after your strong concerns about dating business associates, Ciro?” Alister strokes my cheek.

If he’s going to praise me, I’ll do whatever he wants.

“Yes,” Ciro says in a tight voice, not the sound of someone excited that I just agreed to go on a date with them.

I barely notice though, too busy smiling giddily at Alister.

“I’ll be working late to celebrate the end of our project, otherwise, we would take you out tonight,” Alister says. “Can we take you out tomorrow evening instead?”

“Yes!” I agree almost before he’s finished asking.

Alister smiles again and arranges our date, texting the details to my phone so I don’t have to memorize it. That’s probably for the best because I’m still so flustered around these alphas, hardly able to concentrate on anything except for what I want to do to their bodies and have them do to mine.

“It’s rare that I have to work this late, so I’ll have plenty of time to spend caring for and cherishing my mate,” Alister reassures me after working out our plans.

My heart thumps erratically, and my omega is thrilled to hear him talk about the future, indicating he’s serious about being with me for the long term. If I hadn’t already accepted this date, I think that would have tipped me over the edge.

“We’ll walk you out. I’m sure you’re eager to get home and relax after all your hard work,” Alister says, guiding me toward the exit.

“She didn’t unload everything. I took the bigger arrangements and let her carry the smaller ones. The princess can’t be that tired,” Ciro grumbles, finally speaking after staying silent while Alister planned our date.

Alister laughs, a low, throaty sound almost like a purr. It makes my pussy flutter and knees weak, so I stumble a bit, but Alister is quick to hold me steady, pulling me into his side and wrapping his arm around my waist. I lean against him gleefully, my head not even up to his shoulder.

“Was Ciro a big help, Daphne? Did he handle everything just the way you wanted it?” Alister asks as Ciro holds the door open for us.

Ciro makes a choked growling sound, and I blush, my breath coming out in a stutter.

Is Alister trying to make that sound dirty on purpose?

They are packmates, so it would make sense for Alister to hype Ciro up. I just didn’t picture Alister as much of a dirty talker, at least not like that. I wonder what other kinds of things he’ll say…

They walk me to the van, and Ciro opens the door for me after I unlock it. Alister helps me into the driver’s seat and buckles me in. I almost hyperventilate when he reaches across me, caging me into the seat. The seatbelt clicks, and Alister pauses when he sees my face, eyes dilating, but after a tense moment he steps back.

I guess being old-fashioned means no kissing before the first date.

That’s usually how I am too (except for Feliks of course, but that was a unique experience). This building anticipation with Alister has me almost excited as I was to fuck Feliks. Not as exciting as actually fucking Feliks, but I’m sure this buildup with Alister will be worth the payoff.

“We’ll see you tomorrow, Daphne,” Alister says, and kisses the back of my hand.

I nod, not sure I can speak without sounding whiny or begging them to fuck me here in the alley.

Alister turns to Ciro, who’s been lingering behind him.

Ciro shifts around, and I can’t tell what he’s thinking. His jaw is clenched, but his face is otherwise unreadable, though he’s not making eye contact with either of us.

“Ciro, say goodbye to Daphne so she can go home and cozy up in her nest,” Alister says.

His words make me picture what it would be like if they came home with me and we all got cozy in my nest.

Ciro’s eyes flash, and he looks at Alister, so I wonder if he had a similar thought.

Ciro finally looks me in the eyes, which I don’t think he’s done since Alister joined us.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, princess,” he says simply.

I nod again, unsure where we stand.

Ciro’s response satisfies Alister, and he says goodbye before shutting the car door, watching as I drive off.

Their alpha pheromones or presence or whatever it is wears off on the ride back to Queen of Hearts, and I wonder how I got conned into saying I’d date Alister and Ciro. Was it that trick where you get someone to agree to doing something for you by offering two options, so they feel like they have a choice when they pick one?

Also, should I be insulted that Alister thought I’d be staying home alone on a Friday night? I guess I could have mentioned that I have dates planned, but I can’t think clearly when they’re around, so I didn’t even consider it.

And normally I would be home alone on a Friday night, so….

I’ll give us both a pass on this one. I’ll tell Alister and Ciro on our date that I’m seeing other people, and they can decide what they want to do from there.


Chapter 22
Feliks
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The tattoos on my fingers are stark against my pale skin.

I stare at them, wondering why they look strange, until I realize I’m gripping the menu so tightly I’m creasing the leather. I hastily set the menu down, and the blood flow returns to my hands. I flex them once before hiding them under the table.

I haven’t been this nervous for a date since…well, I’m not even sure I was this nervous for my first date ever.

I’ve gone on a few dates alone with omegas before, as well as group dates with my packmates, so the fact that Daphne is an omega shouldn’t be causing me this much anxiety.

I just really like Daphne and want her to like me enough that she wants me and my packmates.

It doesn’t matter to my pack that I’m a beta, and for most alphas and omegas it’s not an issue. Still, it’s a fear I’ve kept hidden for years, afraid I won’t be good enough for the omega that joins our pack because of my designation.

I love being part of my pack, and they’ve never made me feel unwanted or less than just because I’m a beta.

There’s only a small minority who think betas aren’t as good as the other designations, or that we’re not suitable for relationships with omegas. But those few grains of dissent got stuck in the back of my mind, turning over and over in my thoughts, and sometimes I worry I’m the reason our pack hasn’t found an omega yet. I’ve always kept that unpleasant little thought pearl hidden so my packmates don’t sense it, but it’s been harder to ignore than usual ever since meeting Daphne.

I don’t have an alpha’s senses, but even I can tell Daphne is special. I really think she’s the one for us.

I just haven’t told them yet.

I went back and forth between telling my packmates about our date or not. I know in my heart that I want Daphne, but logically we barely know each other. I don’t want to get my packmates’ hopes up yet if things don’t work out.

And I selfishly want to spend more time alone with Daphne first, to make sure she really likes me. I don’t think she’s the type to want the alphas and just tolerate a beta, but I can’t shake the desire to make sure she cares about me despite my designation.

We talked some when we met, but I was too nervous to tell her much about myself. I asked her questions to keep her talking about herself, redirecting when she asked about me.

I wanted to learn more about her anyway. I could listen to her talk for hours.

But now it’s time to show Daphne who I am. I have to stop being afraid of rejection and let her get to know me so she can decide if she likes me for more than just my body.

Daphne enjoyed the sex, and I know I have some skills in that area. That’s not a sore spot for me, ironically. I know there are plenty of ways to have sex and play around, a knot or even a dick aren’t required to have fun.

A clanking noise alerts me to the fact that I’ve been twisting up my napkin and it spilled the silverware on the table. I smooth the napkin out and put the silverware back where it’s supposed to be, the multiple spoons and forks in the proper spot (I double check by looking at the setting at Daphne’s empty seat).

I put my hands under the table and sit on them this time.

I’m still jittery and nervous, but at least I’m no longer ruining the place settings.

The server brings the oysters I ordered, and I thank him on autopilot, too busy staring at the front of the restaurant.

When Daphne blows in wearing a cute strappy pink dress, hair floating around her like she’s not of this world, I stand up so fast I bump the table and almost spill the oysters everywhere. As it is, a few of them land on the table, but I hardly register it.

I stride toward her, long steps taking me halfway across the restaurant in seconds. Daphne spots me and hurries over.

I don’t stop until I’m almost toe-to-toe with her.

“Hi,” I say.

“Hi,” Daphne says back, breathless.

Like the day we met, I’m not sure what to say. She knocks me senseless every time. I don’t mind, happy just to gaze at her, but I can’t imagine she finds that very thrilling.

Before I can come up with something more clever than “hi,” Daphne looks away.

“Sorry I’m late. My last delivery ran long, and I had to rush to get ready,” she says.

“I didn’t even notice. I’m just happy to see you now. Unless you’re too tired for our date?”

“No! I’m good. I’m excited for our date,” Daphne quickly reassures me, smiling.

I smile back, not moving until a server clears his throat next to us. He gestures for us to follow him. I let go of one of Daphne’s hands (I didn’t even realize I was holding them), but keep ahold of the other as we walk to our table.

The server tries to hold her chair out, but I take over and help Daphne into her seat. I can’t resist leaning down to smell her hair, even though I’m too tall to pretend like my face just happened to get near it.

Betas have weaker senses, but that simply means I have to be within a few feet to scent Daphne. I get a rush like I’m lightheaded whenever I smell her plush, creamy vanilla, and it’s even stronger this close. I almost press myself against her before I remember we’re in public, assisted once again by the server clearing his throat.

I make sure Daphne is settled and take my seat across from her.

I barely pay attention as we give our drink orders, except for noting what Daphne orders, a hibiscus and coconut ginger ale.

“I got oysters as an appetizer, but if you don’t like them, we can order something else. I didn’t want you to arrive to an empty table,” I say.

“Oh.” Daphne touches her utensils, adjusting them nervously. “I’ve actually never had oysters before.”

“Really?” I raise my eyebrows in surprise.

She looks down and nods, a blush staining her perfect round cheeks.

Daphne is so interesting and cute and precious, I thought she would’ve had droves of alphas spoiling her and giving her all the best things in life.

If Daphne hasn’t been properly spoiled before, I’ll be glad to do so. I don’t like that she wasn’t treated like the queen she is before now, but I’ll do everything I can to make up for it.

I take her hand to stop her nervous fidgeting.

“They can take some getting used to, but they’re good if you want to try one,” I say.

Daphne studies my face like she’s checking to see if I’m judging her.

“That sounds good,” she finally says.

I grin, anticipating feeding her.

I may have had an ulterior motive for ordering these. I’ve been wanting to feed Daphne since we met. I had to sit through our long breakfast without feeding her once, not even a little bite. Making sure she ate well and had a hearty breakfast was decently satisfying, but putting the food directly in her mouth will be even better.

I’ll just have to make sure I stay hidden under the table.

The thought alone is making me thicken, and actually sliding something into Daphne’s mouth is a definite risk to the integrity of my pants. I haven’t come prematurely since I was a teenager, but Daphne makes me feel like that’s a distinct possibility again.

I’ve always shown my care through food, but it’s never been tied to my cock like this. That just extends to Daphne though. Bringing dinner home to my packmates yesterday still only warmed my chest, nothing below the waist stirred.

I explain how to eat oysters, with mignonette sauce, lemon juice, or hot sauce for seasoning, along with some herbs or roe on the side.

“What do you want to try first, kitten?”

“I think I’ll try them plain to see if I like it,” Daphne says, a little line between her eyebrows as she carefully considers my question.

It’s so cute that she’s thinking so hard about this. I get it though, food is important.

I pluck an oyster from the tray and hold it level with her pink, full lips.

I can’t tear my eyes away when I ask, “May I?”

“Yes,” Daphne says, opening wide.

I tilt the shell against her lips, watching as the oyster slides across her tongue until it flicks up and the oyster disappears down her throat.

I manage to tear my eyes away from her lips to see her expression. Daphne scrunches her nose and purses her lips as she swallows.

I can’t tell how she feels about it, and I’m distracted from that thought as she licks her lips.

I tense my thighs, trying to redirect the blood flow.

“I think… I like it.” Daphne smiles.

“More?” is all I can think to ask.

She nods, and my cock twitches eagerly. I give up on trying not to get hard and just make sure the napkin is covering it.

I select the next shell and watch closely as she swallows again.

We work through half the tray with me feeding her. Daphne starts letting out little moans around the third oyster, and every time she makes the noise my cock jerks painfully against the zipper on these stupid tight dress pants.

Eventually she notices I haven’t eaten any oysters and insists I have some. While I’d rather watch her eat the rest, I’m sure it would be odd for me to tell her that, at least at this point.

We finish the oysters without me finishing (thankfully) and look at the menu, Daphne deciding on the herb laminated cheese ravioli, and I pick the French onion pot roast with garlic confit mashed potatoes.

I ask Daphne about her day, but she flushes and looks away, giving a noncommittal answer.

“It was the usual day with flowers. You know, making arrangements, easy deliveries to customers. Just a basic day.”

She’s obviously hiding something.

I frown, worried her coworkers found out we fucked in their shop and I got her in trouble. But I can’t ask about that directly, the other patrons aren’t sitting very far away, and the server keeps darting by.

I lean as close to her as I can before asking in a roundabout way, “Are you having problems at work? Is there anything I can do to help?”

Daphne’s eyes widen in alarm, and she stumbles over her words.

“N-no, no problems. I just…there’s something I should tell you. But I didn’t want to bring it up right away because I’ve been so excited for our date. And work did run long, but I promise I was trying to hurry so I could get ready and meet you on time.”

I take her hands, stopping her from tearing up her paper cocktail napkin.

“I’m not upset you were late. You can tell me anything, kitten. I don’t want to interfere with your work, I know it’s important to you,” I say, stroking the back of her soft hands.

That settles her down, and she exhales shakily.

“Okay. Well, I—around the time I met you, I met a few alphas, and they also asked me out too. I wasn’t sure about going out with them…but there is some kind of connection between us. I don’t know if things will go anywhere with the alphas, and you and I haven’t talked about exclusivity or anything, but I wanted to tell you about them.”

Daphne leans even closer to whisper, “I haven’t been with them like I have with you though.”

That makes me grin, pleased I’m special to her.

I squeeze her hands reassuringly.

“Thanks for telling me. Does that mean you don’t have a pack already? I never asked you.”

“No, I don’t. I wasn’t seeing anyone until this past week,” she says.

“I know omegas typically have at least a few alphas, that doesn’t bother me. I just want to be included, if you’ll have me.”

“Of course I want you!” Daphne says, loud enough that more than a few heads turn our way.

She catches the eye of an alpha at a nearby table, and he smirks, but she quickly looks away. The alpha seems to mistake her blush of embarrassment for one of interest, and I stare him down until he finally looks away from our table with a curl of his lip.

I forget about the other diners as Daphne continues, “I’m not giving you up for them. I just wanted you to know I’m seeing other people too.”

“I’m happy to share, as long as they make you happy,” I say.

Daphne smiles sweetly at me, and the tightness in my chest finally dissipates.

I am happy to share her for as long as she wants me. I still fear being pushed out by another alpha, but that’s no reflection on Daphne, it’s my own insecurities. My packmates have never given me cause for concern, so hopefully I won’t have issues with these other alphas.

“I’m really happy I’m with you, Feliks,” Daphne says.

“Me too, kitten,” I say roughly, kissing her knuckles.

I can’t get the words out to explain how much I like her. Omegas are more sensitive to other people’s moods and emotions, so I hope she can somehow sense how much I care.

Despite her reassurance, I still don’t mention my packmates. If Daphne’s already dating a few alphas and I try to bring in four more, it might overwhelm her and make her run. If we slowly get to know each other, I can ease into telling her about my pack without spooking her. We’re already on the larger size for a pack, and if she wants to bring these other alphas with her…

The conversation moves on to lighter topics, so I put off this issue for another day.

I tell Daphne as much as I can about myself without letting on that I have a pack, starting at the beginning.

My first good memory as a kid was seeing a motorcycle speed by on the dirt road outside my house. I was fascinated with the skill of the rider and his ability to go anywhere with something like that.

Eventually a motorcycle worked its magic for me, and I escaped the tiny rundown town I grew up in.

I found a motorcycle shop in the next town over and pestered the mechanics into teaching me everything they knew. Once I learned the basics, I earned money by doing repairs for others. I built my first bike using parts from the wrecked ones.

I moved on to other shops after they taught me all they could, and that became my habit over the years. I only stopped when I found my packmates, but I don’t tell Daphne that part yet.

She listens intently, not put off by my humble beginnings.

Dinner goes by fast, and I’m so engrossed in our conversation, I don’t feed Daphne again or watch her eat (I stare a little, and my cock stays hard, but most of my attention is on our conversation).

When the server comes by to see if there’s anything else we need, Daphne mentions the dessert menu before I can ask for it. I agree we’ll need dessert.

Daphne grins at me. I’ve done my research, I know not to deprive an omega of sweets. Or salty.

She chooses yellow raspberry panna cotta, lavender strawberry chiffon pie, and caramelized peach and thyme tart.

When Daphne picks up her fork to start on the pie, I can’t resist any longer. I put my hand on hers, and she pauses.

“May I?” I ask, picking up my fork.

She looks surprised. Daphne must not have realized how much I enjoyed feeding her the oysters.

“Um, sure if you really want to.”

“I would love to.”

She seems to get it this time, dropping her fork with a clatter and opening her mouth.

I groan, gripping the fork hard and scooping a piece of the chiffon.

I carefully hold it up, and Daphne closes her lips around it, sliding the pink filling off and leaving the fork clean.

My cock pulses, wanting to be the next thing she wraps her mouth around to suck clean.

I feed her piece after piece, putting the pie in Daphne’s eager mouth. She watches me the whole time, and by the time it’s gone, we’re both breathing hard.

I’m barely holding on, and that’s only because we’re in public and I don’t want to share Daphne with strangers. Otherwise, I would already be across the table with my tongue in her mouth and her hands on my cock.

But I can’t ask her to come home with me. For several reasons that I don’t remember.

I move on to the panna cotta, trying to think of where I can take Daphne after this.

Daphne moans after a particularly large bite, her eyelashes fluttering.

“Are you full, kitten? Do you want to get out of here?” I ask.

Daphne licks her lips. “I’m ready to go, but I’m not full yet.” Her eyes flick down to where my cock is hidden under the table like she can sense it straining for release.

The server glides up with a to-go box, putting the untouched tart in along with the remaining half of the panna cotta.

He must have been waiting for us to leave. I hope we weren’t making too much of a scene.

I put enough bills down to cover our meal plus a generous tip.

I take Daphne’s hand and grab our desserts, holding them in front of me on the way out.


Chapter 23
Feliks
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We make it to my bike before I think better of it. I pause, wondering if I should ask Daphne if we can take her car to…wherever it is we’re going.

“Do I get to ride it?” Daphne asks giddily before I can say anything.

“You don’t have to ask, you can always ride it.”

Daphne looks away from the bike, and I realize she was talking about that. Oh well, the answer’s the same.

“Should I bend over it then? Or lean back on it?” Daphne asks in a sultry voice, backing toward the bike.

My breath catches as she sits on it, looking up at me from under her lashes.

I’m standing over her, legs caging her in, without thinking about it, dropping the food somewhere along the way.

“I’m not sure we should do this out here,” I say, but my hands are in her hair and I’m bending down to kiss her.

I cover her lips with mine, smothering her moan with my tongue. I savor her taste, rich, sweet vanilla mingled with a hint of the creamy raspberries, taking her mouth like I want to eat her.

Her hands are fisted in my shirt, pulling me close, and she whines beautifully. Her tongue ventures into my mouth, and I switch to sucking on it.

Daphne’s perfume blooms around us, the alluring floral warmth blasting any remaining thoughts out of my head.

Later I’ll be thankful I parked in the back of the lot and we’re mostly hidden from prying eyes by trees. I don’t want anyone but my packmates to see our omega like this.

Daphne’s already pulling up my shirt by the time I shrug my jacket off, every brush of her hands against me electric.

She dives for my pants next, but I stop her with a hand in her hair, pulling her back. She looks up at me, pupils blown.

I’m aching to fill her with come, but I want her to come all over me first.

I slide the straps of her dress off her shoulders, the fabric falling just enough that it hangs off her breasts, where her nipples capture my attention. She’s not wearing a bra, so with one more tug I’m able to take her nipple in my mouth, swirling my tongue around it and sucking hard. I catch her as her knees buckle, switching to the other side as Daphne pulls my hair, urging me on.

I don’t notice when her hands move, but she sneaks down to work at my zipper again, her little claws trying to get inside so she can play with my cock.

I growl against her breast and spank her ass. She twitches and moans but doesn’t stop scrabbling for my cock.

With a pop, I let go of her nipple, grabbing her wrists.

“Good kittens don’t rush me,” I say.

“But I want it,” she says with a whine, pouting at me.

I spin her around and lift her up, and she squeaks as I set her on the bike. With her straddling it, her dress hikes indecently high.

“How were you planning to ride with me without showing off your underwear when you lean forward?” I ask, teasing a finger along the skin just under her hem.

“By not wearing underwear,” she says cheekily.

I groan at the thought of her bare pussy on my motorcycle. I yank up her dress to check and find she was telling the truth, her naked lower half fitted to the seat, some of her slick already leaking onto it.

I grab her waist and rub her against the seat, Daphne moaning as her clit slides along the leather.

My distraction only lasts so long, and she reaches for me again.

I grab my shirt off the ground and tear it in two, during which time Daphne pops the button on my pants. I use the pieces of my shirt to tie her wrists to the handlebars.

In this position, it almost looks like she’s riding it, except she’s splayed out further than normal, her hands sticking past the handles, and since she’s shorter than me, she’s stretched obscenely across the large bike. Her breasts are pressed against it, hair falling over her shoulders, back arched, and ass sticking out of her dress.

I step back and just look, squeezing my cock through my pants. Daphne watches my hand move like she hasn’t had a drop of water in days, and she’s desperate for a drink.

I’d meant to do something else, but…

“Have you learned your lesson about behaving, kitten?” I ask in a rough voice.

She whines and wiggles, seeming to realize she can make herself feel good that way. She flexes her thighs to grind on the seat, her feet useless since they’re dangling off the ground and unable to reach the pegs.

I let her tease herself, watching her writhe and moan as she slides back and forth, breasts bouncing with her jerky movements. Daphne keeps her eyes on me as she does, waiting for me to give her what she really wants.

“It doesn’t look like you’ve learned your lesson. Greedy kittens who don’t do as they’re told get in trouble.”

She whines at my words. I pull her dress up and tuck it around her waist, and she wiggles her ass, tempting me to forget what I’m doing and take her now.

I put a hand on the small of her back to stop her from moving and press her into the bike.

She shivers and tenses like she’s close to coming already.

I stroke one of her cheeks, admiring the smooth, creamy skin that I’m lucky enough to touch. I follow it down to where it meets the seat, feeling how much of her slick has spread around.

A crack echoes through the parking lot, and it takes Daphne a second to react. I watch as her breath catches and eyes widen.

I rub my hand over the red mark where I spanked her. “Are you going to be good now?”

“Not until you give me what I want,” she sasses back, trying to wiggle under my hand, but I hold her steady.

“Hmm, and what is it you want?”

As soon as she opens her mouth, I spank her again, harder this time, watching her ass jiggle.

She squeals, the noise chasing the sound of the blow.

“I didn’t catch that. What do you want?” I ask again.

She inhales hard before saying, “I want—” SMACK “—your COCK.” The last word comes out as a yelp as I spank her.

I rub her ass, both sides nicely pink now, fingers dragging through the slick as more drips down to splash on the ground.

I grab one cheek and squeeze, pushing her against the bike to grind her pussy on it.

She moans and tries to push back into my hand.

“Please, please, I’ll be good. I just need your cock so badly,” she whines.

My cock jumps with every noise she makes, and that made it throb so hard I almost thought I was coming.

“I don’t want to rush into things before you’re ready,” I say, rubbing her skin to soothe it.

“I’m ready nowww.”

I give her backside one last squeeze.

“You’re ready for my cock now? No more spanks?” I ask.

Daphne peers over her shoulder at me. “Well, maybe a few more.”

I grin, spanking each cheek twice in quick succession. It results in one long moan, Daphne’s thighs twitching as she comes.

Her mouth is still open by the time I get my pants unzipped and slide my cock past her lips.

Daphne’s eyes flutter open, staring up at me as she licks around the crown, teasing the skin bunched there.

I growl and tighten my hand in her hair, pushing deeper. Her moans vibrate around my cock.

I thrust shallowly as she relaxes and lets me stretch her throat, tongue massaging my length as I work it all the way in to the base.

I pull back so she can breathe, her canines scraping lightly against me as I withdraw. I lock my knees so I don’t buckle, vision going hazy as her sweet mind flickers briefly in mine.

I brace myself on the bike before thrusting again, the glimpse into Daphne only exciting me more, and I dig my fingers into her hair to cradle her head.

Saliva coats my cock and drips down her chin, and she tries to suck me back in immediately when I pull out for her to breathe.

My hips snap forward as my rhythm grows more erratic. The wet sounds mix with my panting, but I can hardly hear either over the blood rushing in my ears.

Daphne sucks hard on my head, and I almost lose it. I press my fingers into her jaw until her mouth pops open and releases me.

I tilt her face up to mine, mouth hanging open, chin glistening, and eyes hazy with need. I probably have a similar look on my face.

I lean down for a hard kiss, tasting my earthy spice mixed with her fruity vanilla, licking inside her mouth because I want to devour her. Daphne whines when I break it off, but she won’t miss my tongue for long.

I move behind her to straddle the back tire and lift her legs, resting her knees in the crook of my elbows. She squeaks in alarm as she’s pushed forward, but I hold her steady so she doesn’t fall.

I lick up her center, slick immediately covering my face. More slick drips down my neck as I take my next taste, and Daphne squeals when I suck hard on her clit. She bucks into my face as she comes, but I don’t let up, working her with my tongue and teasing both holes.

Daphne does her best to smother me as I work her over, thighs tight around my head. I spread her wide and lick as deeply as I can, not stopping until she comes one more time.

When she stops shaking, I gently lower her, and, keeping an arm around her waist, I get us lined up and finally sink my cock into her pussy.

We groan when I’m fully seated in her, and I pause to savor the feeling. My cock has missed her so much.

I haven’t stopped thinking about Daphne, my kitten, since we met, her precious flowers and dreams and intelligence, but in the background there was always this ache to be in her, part of her.

When I can bear to separate from her even a little, I pull out slightly just to thrust back in.

I set a quick rhythm, unwilling to leave her empty for long. Daphne moans with each thrust, chest bouncing on the bike.

The world narrows down to just Daphne and me. It’s always like that when we’re together, but now I forget everything else. I forget my name, where we are, how long I’ve had her on my cock, just holding her close.

I strain to get closer still, wanting more, wanting it all, everything washed away except for us.

I don’t forget her name though, my kitten. Daphne. My Daphne. My omega. My mate.

Her pussy tenses and flutters around me, and I know she’s close. I need her to come again, to milk the come out of me and pull it deep. I want to be as deep inside her as I can go.

Daphne lets out whining moans with every stroke, and I hold that position, gripping her thighs to pull her back and forth on my cock. I memorize the sight, knowing I’ll think of this every time I ride from now on.

One more hard thrust pushes Daphne over, her pussy clamping down on me, squirting with each pulse of her orgasm. I push deep as her orgasm pulls mine out, cock jerking as I fill her full of come until I have nothing left to give.

I admire my view, her dress around her waist, heart-shaped ass out, her legs spread, and my cock buried in her pussy. My eyes travel up to her breasts pressed against my bike, her head gently resting on the front. Her wrists are still tied, arms limp.

Daphne’s pussy flutters around me still, holding tight like she won’t let me go.

I don’t want to part either. I brush my hands up her stomach, petting her everywhere I can reach.

She’s breathing hard, and I just want to cuddle her now. As I catch my own breath, my mind comes back online, doing more complex computing than simply how to make Daphne feel good and fill her with as much come as possible.

My brain finally throws up an error message, saying we shouldn’t be doing this here. I look around, realizing we just fucked in the middle of a parking lot.

I straighten up to get a better look, fortunately not seeing anyone nearby and no police officers coming to arrest us.

I pull out of Daphne, causing her to let out a little whimper, and almost thrust back in again. I keep myself in check, but it’s hard.

Slick and come gush out, falling on the bike and sliding across her skin.

As much as I enjoy the sight of my come covering my kitten, I don’t want any strangers seeing it.

I lower her onto the seat and tug her dress down. I make sure Daphne’s stable before letting go to untie her hands and sit her up, putting the straps of her dress back in place to cover her chest.

I gently massage her wrists, kissing her cheek and nuzzling her. Daphne’s head lolls against my chest, body limp as I maneuver it.

I let her rest against me as I put myself away and zip my pants. Thankfully the dark fabric hides the fact that they’re half drenched in slick. I don’t mind that. I’d prefer they were fully drenched, but I should try to keep us decent while we’re in public.

I check to see if Daphne is recovered enough to hold herself up, but she flops immediately when I try to separate us.

I keep an arm around her and open the storage box, digging under the helmets to pull out some handkerchiefs.

I clean Daphne up as much as I can with her sitting on the bike.

“Can you stand up, kitten? So I can clean you,” I coo in her ear.

Her head falls against my face. I’ll take that as a no. I chuckle into her hair.

Tucking her hair behind her ear, I try again. “Can you move, kitten?”

That gets a small moan out of her.

“If you cooperate, I’ll give you a treat,” I coax.

Daphne whines louder.

I put my arms under hers and lift her up. It seems like she tries to help but then gives up and goes limp.

I set her on her feet and hold her upright while I wipe off her legs and clean the seat as best I can. I leave the slick that dripped onto the lower part of the bike, happy to have her slick marking it as hers, just like me.

When I think we’re all as clean as we’re going to get, I let Daphne sit on the bike and crouch in front of her.

She looks a bit more alert now, though her eyes are half-lidded, and she’s blinking slowly.

“Good job, kitten, you’re all clean now.”

“I’m not clean,” she says in a small voice.

I frown. “Sure you are,” I tell her firmly. I hope she’s not regretting what we did.

“No, I’m not clean everywhere.”

She lifts the hem of her dress and spreads her legs, pussy close to my face.

“Kitten,” I growl.

“Yes?” she asks innocently, but her breathlessness gives away her game.

I slide my hands up the outside of her thighs.

“We’re supposed to be leaving before we get called out for indecency,” I say determinedly, but I don’t break eye contact with her pussy. I watch as some of my come trickles out, and from this close I can smell fresh slick.

“I don’t want to get your bike all messy again though…” she whines.

With a growl, I dive in. Rubbing my face against her curls as I nuzzle her clit, sticking my tongue in as far as I can reach. Our tastes mingle together as I clean my come out and Daphne moans, which I can mainly tell by the vibrations since her thighs are clamped tightly around my ears.

I squeeze her ass as I eat, alternating deep licks and shallow tonguing. She’s pulling my hair and thrusting against my face.

I tease her other hole with my fingers as I play with her pussy. Daphne whines loud enough that I hear her through my earmuffs, and I rub through the slick to work my thumb inside. When I get it in, she pushes my head into her pussy so hard I’m not sure I’ll be able to find my way out.

Luckily, I don’t want to.

I tease her like that, in and out, while I tongue-fuck her for long enough that she comes twice.

Daphne’s legs fall away from my face, body twitching from the aftershocks. I leisurely lick her thighs clean.

I pull my head out from under her dress and hold her steady as I stand up.

I kiss her, lips pliant under mine. When I push my tongue against them, she opens willingly so I can share our mingled taste. I rub my tongue along hers so she knows how delicious we are together.

I tilt her head back and deepen our kiss, still unable to get enough of her, but eventually force myself to stop.

After I clean us up again, Daphne still looks out of it. While I’m pleased I satisfied her this well, I really should have waited until we were somewhere safe. For once, I’d like to get Daphne into a bed where we don’t have to rush.

I hug her close, petting her hair, and she snuggles into my chest, her hands loosely clutching my pants. My cock throbs, but I ignore it. I am not fucking her again until I get her somewhere secure.

Definitely not.

She rubs her cheek against my stomach, and I feel her hot breath fanning over me.

Very much not doing this again out here.

My cock can stay hard all it wants, but I’m not taking it out until it’s safe.

To distract myself and work on getting us out of here, I pull my gift out of the box and look it over once more. I think she’ll like it, and I know it will look great on her, but I can always get her a different style if she’s not into it.

I put my arm behind my back.

“Kitten.”

Daphne whines in response.

My lips twitch, and I tug gently on the back of her hair.

“I have a gift for you, kitten.”

Her body tenses, but she doesn’t sit up.

“A gift?”

“That’s right. If you’ll be a good kitten, you get a gift, and I’ll take you somewhere we can get more comfortable,” I cajole.

“I can be good,” she says eagerly, finally sitting up on her own.

I laugh. “Oh, so now you can be good?”

Daphne looks up at me and nods, a sweet smile on her face.

I steal a quick kiss and take a small step back to see if she can sit by herself. She’s a little unsteady, but stays on the bike.

“Are you ready?”

Daphne nods impatiently, staring at the arm hidden behind me.

I hold the gift out, and Daphne’s eyes light up. She snatches it from me almost before I see her move.

I quickly move closer, worried she might fall, but she’s still sitting pretty.

“You got this for me?” she asks wonderingly, turning the helmet around in her hands to admire it.

“Yes, just for you, kitten. Do you like it?”

The pastel pink motorcycle helmet ended up matching her dress tonight perfectly. The little cat ears on it reminded me of a curious cat, and I can’t wait to see how it looks on her. The full-face helmet has a dark visor that will obscure her face, just like mine, which I’ve always thought was a fun tease.

“I love it!” Daphne squeals and jumps at me, interrupting my fantasizing.

I catch her with a laugh, the helmet knocking into my back as she hugs me, legs tight around my waist.

“You like the style? I can exchange it for another if you don’t. This helmet is highly rated for safety and will keep the sun and wind off your face, all while you look as cute as can be.”

“It’s perfect! Thank you, Feliks,” she says into my neck.

“You’re perfect,” I murmur into her hair.

I rub her back and palm her ass, but quickly stop so I don’t get sidetracked.

“Do you want to try it on?”

“Yes!”

Daphne climbs down, and I help her get the helmet on right, making sure her hair is out of the way. I leave the visor up for now so I can see her expression.

“How does it feel?” I ask hoarsely.

As I thought, she looks like an eager kitten with the ears sticking up. Maybe I should have given this to her earlier in the evening…

She pats the helmet, feeling up the ears, before grinning at me. “It’s great! I like the cocooned feeling, like being in my nest.”

She dances a little on her feet.

“I’m glad you like it. You’re the cutest kitten I’ve ever seen.”

Daphne blushes shyly, like I wasn’t just inside all of her holes.

I hold the helmet still so I can angle in to give her a kiss.

When I pull back, I check her eyes to see how alert she is. She seems better now than she was a few minutes ago.

“Do you want to try it out? Think you could hold on, or should we get a car?”

“I can do it! I’ll hold on.”

“If you’re sure. We can always do this another time, kitten, when I haven’t worn you out.”

“I want to do it now,” she huffs, stomping her bare foot.

“Alright, well let’s get your shoes back on first.”

“Oh, right.” She looks down at her feet, her strappy little shoes having been flung off during our tumble.

I find one under the bike and the other in the grass at the edge of the lot.

Once her shoes are in place, I pull on my jacket and stow the shreds of my shirt and our desserts in the bike.

I get Daphne on the bike and show her where to put her feet before climbing on in front of her.

She wraps her arms around me, hands coming to rest on my bare chest over my heart. I put my hand on them and squeeze.

“Do you want to get a fancy room at the Fools Rush Inn for the night? Or would you be more comfortable at your place?” I ask. I can’t take her to the packhouse yet.

“Oh, um. Well, the inn is nice, but I can’t stay out all night. I um, accidentally scheduled another date after this. I’m so sorry, Feliks,” Daphne says, turning her hold into a hug. “I was trying to get to know you better before jumping you again. I didn’t mean to bang and rush off afterward…”

I can’t help but laugh. That was my plan too. At least we’re on the same wavelength, even if we’re both bad at following our own advice.

“That’s fine, kitten. I was trying for that too. I don’t mind sharing you. I know you’re precious. I wouldn’t want to deprive your other dates of your presence. Do you have time for a short ride before you have to get ready for your next date?”

“Yes!”

“Then hold on tight.”

Daphne giggles and presses against my back, her heat spreading through me to warm every part all the way down to my fingertips and toes.

I kick up the stand and start the bike, circling the parking lot a few times to make sure she’s comfortable holding on and going around turns.

After asking if she’s ready for the main roads, I take us down a calm side street. Daphne giggles like we’re speeding down the highway, squeezing me tight.

We meander down the side streets until we get stopped at a red light.

“You doing okay?” I ask through our helmets’ comms system.

“Yes! Can we go any faster?”

“We can go faster,” I say with a laugh.

While we wait for the light to change, I rub her ankles, dangling near my calves. Daphne giggles, squirming against my back and squeezing her thighs around me. I wrap my hands around her ankles so she can’t pull away.

“But I thought you wanted to take things slow,” I say playfully, tickling her with my thumbs.

“We don’t have to go slow with everything,” she says through giggles. “I know you can go faster than this.”

“Oh, so now I finished too quickly for you?”

“Noooo,” she teases with a drawn-out denial.

“I’m not sure I should let you leave our date until you’re completely satisfied.” I tighten my hold on her.

“That’s not what I meant,” she says breathily, one of her hands drifting down my chest.

“It seemed like it was, with that little double entendre…”

I don’t stop her hand as she opens the button on my pants and tugs at the zipper. Eventually she works it open, diving in to grab my cock with her greedy fingers.

I tickle her ankles again as she starts tugging, working my cock like she hasn’t seen me in weeks. Her fingers circle the head, sliding the skin up and down.

A particularly hard squeeze causes me to buck into her hand, and I growl. “Kitten, stop playing with my cock, I’m trying to drive.”

“We’re not moving right now,” she whines back.

A valid point, but we’re still in the middle of the street.

Her other hand joins in to rub the head while the other squeezes the base of my cock, and I see stars.

“Fuck.”

Daphne giggles at me.

“Kitten…” I try to redirect her from this bad idea once more before the last of the blood leaves my brain.

“Yes?” she asks sweetly before laughing again, still twisting and pulling on my cock.

“Fuck it,” I mutter, kicking the stand down and pulling her hands away before she can stop me.

I swing myself off the bike and gently pull her helmet off, lifting the visor up on mine.

“Feliks—” Daphne starts, mouth open in surprise.

“Keep that mouth open,” I command.

Her eyes light up, and she sticks her tongue out. I grab the back of her head and pull it down.

I close my helmet just in time to muffle my groan as I shove my cock past her lips, her tongue slicking me as I force it down her throat.

She moans and sucks eagerly on me. I set a quick pace, fucking her mouth hard while she whines around me, nails digging into the back of my thighs to encourage me.

If we’re going to do this out here, I figure it’s better to do it quickly before another car drives up.

A better man would have the self-control to wait until our next date or at least pull into an alley for this quickie. Unfortunately, I’m not a better man, so I’ll be fucking Daphne’s mouth here in the street until I come.

I stroke her cheek with one hand, the other tangled in her hair. She looks so beautiful staring up at me like this. I’m sure she can see the reflection of herself in my helmet, and I hope she enjoys the view as much as I do, appreciating how amazing she looks.

I wipe the tears away from her watering eyes, drifting down to stroke her slender throat. I wrap my hand around it, feeling my cock moving in and out and making her throat bulge.

Her hips shift and rub against the seat as I work her face.

Her squirming speeds up, thighs clenching desperately on the bike as it rumbles beneath her. I push deep, not letting up, and she desperately claws at my legs and ass to pull me closer.

Daphne’s throat tightens around me as she tries to inhale, shoving me over the edge. I come down her throat with a groan, holding her face still so nothing spills out. Her eyes roll back, and she shakes as she comes with me.

I pull out and Daphne pants as she leans against my hip. I stroke her face, wiping her cheeks off with my sleeve.

After we’ve caught our breath, we get her helmet back on, and Daphne plasters herself to my back as I kick up the stand.

I wait patiently for the light to turn green (for the third or fourth time since we’ve been sitting here).

I play with her ankle again, still enjoying the feel of her silky skin and delicate bones under my rough hands. Daphne hugs me, lazily stroking my chest now.

With the green glow, we roar off, weaving through the streets as I circle back to the restaurant. I chuckle as we pass Quickie Coffee.

Daphne directs me to her little yellow truck in the parking lot. I grin as I spot it, the bright vehicle fitting her warm personality.

I park next to it and help Daphne off the bike, watching as she takes off her ears. I stow her helmet a bit wistfully, but I’m sure she’ll ride with me again.

“Thanks for taking me out, I had a delightful time,” Daphne says.

“It was really my pleasure. I always enjoy watching you eat,” I say with a smirk.

She sticks her tongue out at me.

“I love spending time with you, and I’m glad we had a chance to talk before…” I gesture at the bike, “riding.”

Daphne laughs. “Me too. I’m excited for our next date, if you want to meet up again?” She looks up at me shyly, unsure.

A chill goes down my spine. I must be doing something wrong if she doesn’t know how obsessed I am with her and that I never want to leave her.

On second thought, maybe it’s best she doesn’t realize that just yet. But I do want her to know how much I like her and how amazing I think she is, in addition to being ridiculously attracted to her. Surely she knows that last part at least.

I can’t get enough of her. Even now, it’s all I can do to let her go so she can get to her other date. I don’t care if she sees other people, but I want to come with her and never leave her side.

“Of course I do. I’ll take you out whenever you want, as often as you want. We could go out for dinner the day after tomorrow if you’re free. Or even lunch. How does that sound?” I say, trying not to be too needy.

Daphne smiles, and as it always does, her smile warms me like the sun breaking through the clouds, electricity zipping through me like heat lightning.

“I’d love that. Lunch then,” she says.

“I’ll pick you up,” I say against her lips before kissing her.

I stop before we get too carried away and help Daphne into her truck.

I wave as she drives off, taking my heart with her. I wish we were bonded already so I could feel her heartbeat in exchange.

I smell Daphne’s scent on me the whole way home. I’ll have to do a quick wash on the bike and sneak into my room again to shower without my packmates catching me.


Chapter 24
Sterling
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Kieran moves the saltshaker away after I knock it over for the fourth time because I keep fiddling with it. He doesn’t comment, simply wiping away the spilled salt again.

I switch to twisting up the napkin in my lap, furling and unfurling the fabric to take my mind off the wait.

We got to I’m Just a Grill early to make sure we had the table ready for Daphne, but all that means for me is I’m making a mess of our table instead of pacing around anxiously at home or drumming my fingers on everything in reach on the ride over. At least Kieran stopped me from running my hands through my hair and mussing it up.

So here I sit, hair perfectly straight and glossy, waiting for my omega to arrive.

Kieran is nervous too, but he’s keeping it together better than I am.

He was so confident when we asked Daphne out. Kieran was entranced by her, as I knew he would be, but unlike my messy introduction to Daphne, he was suave. She didn’t even try to run from him.

Daphne didn’t run from me either when we asked her out. And she was ecstatic about the cookies.

I tug at my pants to adjust things. It’s like I’m turning into Feliks with his fixation on food, though I’m sure he’s never been turned on by the thought of someone eating like this.

I need to get myself under control. Daphne isn’t even here yet, and I’m already acting like a horny idiot. She probably still thinks that’s all I am based on our first meeting. If my cock is hard every time I’m around her, she’ll…

Well, I’m not sure what she’ll think. Maybe she’ll like that once she gets to know me? I know people don’t want random dicks pointing at them all the time, but hopefully Daphne will think it’s a compliment that I’m so captivated by her?

First, I have to show her I care about more than just her body.

I need to be interesting and funny and charming to make up for my earlier fumbles.

That shouldn’t be difficult. I just have to make a few jokes.

But not too many.

And hope the jokes match her sense of humor.

I have to be interesting as well.

I know she likes my baking, but she probably expects me to have more interests than that.

Which I don’t. I do like using flowers and herbs in my baking, so we have a love of plants at least.

Isn’t that boring though? A guy who loves baking and plants?

What other hobbies do I have, watching movies, playing games? Those are generic too.

I spend most of my time baking or thinking about recipes, even when I’m at home.

I should’ve developed interesting hobbies before now, so Daphne won’t think I’m dull. Why didn’t I plan ahead for this??

There’s a tearing sound, and for no reason at all, I decide I should probably stop playing with my napkin.

Kieran watches as I calmly set my untorn napkin back on the table.

“So, are you ready for this?” he asks suddenly, making me jump.

“What?!” I clear my throat and lower my voice before continuing, hoping the other diners will stop staring at me if I’m quieter.

“Ready for what? What do you think is going to happen?” I lean forward intently.

“Ready for the date, Sterling. You’ve talked to Daphne several times now, and she’s interested in seeing you. You don’t need to be this worried,” Kieran says.

“I’ll remind you that the first time we met she ran away, and she didn’t see me again willingly!”

More heads turn in our direction. I feel my face heat. I really thought I had my voice modulated correctly.

Kieran muffles a laugh, although I’m not sure what’s so funny. This is serious business! The most serious thing we’ve ever done: trying to woo our omega!

And I didn’t mean to sound so stalkery again. Or kidnappery.

I would never do either, especially not to Daphne. Except for finding out who she is and where she works so I could ask her, politely and civilly, to go out on a date.

There’s no one else I’d rather stalk and kidnap.

No. No kidnapping. We asked her on a nice normal date, like nice normal alphas. And she agreed to go out with us of her own free will, no pressure from our side (cookies can’t be counted as bribery, they’re too delicious). If Daphne decides she doesn’t want to see us again after this date, we’ll leave her alone.

I hope she shows up though. Shouldn’t she be here by now? Isn’t it a bad sign that she’s not?

I check my phone, but it’s still twenty minutes before she’s supposed to meet us. With a sigh, I put it away. Okay, so she’s not late. That’s good.

Not that I care if she is late, as long as she comes.

“Try to take deep breaths, Sterling. I’m sure she’s just as embarrassed about your first meeting as you are,” Kieran reassures me, squeezing my arm to distract me from my rapid inhales.

He squeezes my arm rhythmically in time with my breaths, holding and releasing until I’m breathing normally again.

“I don’t want her to be embarrassed. I just want her to give us a chance,” I finally answer.

“I think she is. Don’t worry, we’ll all charm her. Even Ciro will eventually, when he pulls his head out of his ass.”

I laugh at that, a brief bark of noise. Ciro is a great person, and he’ll be a great partner when he isn’t tying himself in knots, tangled in the remains of his previous relationship. I can’t blame him for that, even now. I know if I lost Daphne, I would be devastated for the rest of my life, pining after her.

But Ciro’s ex-omega wasn’t the right match for him, just like that pack wasn’t. We’re his pack, and I know he’ll see that Daphne is the mate for him.

The currents shift, and I catch her scent under the air purifiers.

I’m on my feet looking for Daphne without even thinking about it. Kieran and I must spot her at the same time because we take off together.

The hostess is just directing her to our table, and Kieran says we’ll take it from here, but I’m hardly listening, too busy staring at Daphne.

She’s beautiful, her cheeks flushed and eyes bright. Damp hair winds around her shoulders and down her dress. Some of the water soaked into the fabric, making it cling to her breasts and tight nipples.

My mouth salivates like I’m about to try a recipe I’ve been perfecting for weeks, and I think I’ve finally found the one.

I don’t want to embarrass myself in public, so I force my eyes away from her chest, following the lines of the otherwise flowy dress to where it ends just above her knees, and then down her muscular calves to her tiny feet in little strappy shoes that look like they’re barely doing anything at all.

I’m still staring at her feet as Kieran greets her. “You look gorgeous, Daphne. Thank you for meeting with us. We didn’t make you rush after work, did we?”

Am I into feet?

Kieran moves closer, like he’s open to hugging Daphne, but not too close like it’s an expectation. She could easily ignore his advance without it being awkward if she doesn’t want to hug.

I take mental notes on his stance. It’s smart of him to see if she’s interested in physical touch yet.

Daphne blushes and looks down, but she leans toward him. I watch as they go in for a hug, Daphne’s small body dwarfed by Kieran’s.

Seeing him wrap his arms around her makes my cock throb, and then Kieran’s surprised face is in mine as I join their hug, pressing up against Daphne, my hands around her hips and hard cock flush against her ass.

I grunt in surprise to find myself here, once again unaware of my body’s decision to get as close to Daphne as possible.

When I realize what I’ve done, I start to think about maybe perhaps moving away so she’s not overwhelmed, since I gave no indication I was going to hug her, but then Daphne wiggles between us, and all thought melts away.

Daphne whimpers and pushes her ass back into my cock, rolling her hips forward to rub against Kieran. Based on his low rumbling growl and the lust radiating from him in the bond, he’s enjoying this as much as I am. Daphne’s perfume is evident even under the descenters and air purifiers.

I growl too and press closer, her generous ass enveloping my cock as much as possible with the layers of cloth between us. I grip her hips more firmly and lift her up and down, grinding her against us. Kieran groans, stroking her stomach and the area just below her breasts.

Daphne whimpers, clutching Kieran’s biceps and reaching back to grab the lapel of my jacket. She tilts her head back, dilated eyes staring into mine, plush lips parted tantalizingly.

Just as I’m leaning down for a taste, a giggly voice says something nearby.

My head snaps up, a silent snarl on my face, annoyed that someone is so close to my omega, irritated they could be smelling her delectable arousal.

I can’t see who it is around Kieran, and he looks over his shoulder to say, “We can find the table on our own, thank you.”

“Are you ready to eat?” Kieran turns back to ask our omega in a cooing voice.

She nods enthusiastically.

“I want to go first,” I say, getting to my knees.

Kieran grabs my shoulder to keep me upright and pushes me away from Daphne.

I glare at him. Why is he trying to separate us?

“We’ll eat at the table,” Kieran emphasizes.

I frown at him. Why do we need to put our omega on a table to eat her? I could be doing it already right here if he weren’t stopping me.

“Come on, Daphne, we ordered some charcuterie to start us off, it should be out soon,” Kieran says, taking her hand.

She nods and wraps herself around his arm.

Daphne moves away, cold air rushing in to replace her warmth. The cold caressing my cock jolts my system, and I vaguely recall that there is a reason I shouldn’t be eating my omega right here, right now.

I hurry to follow as they walk away, remembering we’re in a restaurant with dozens of people around. The hostess lets us pass without further comment or giggles, though she has a smile on her face as she studiously avoids looking at us.

I stay close to Daphne and Kieran not just because they’re hopefully blocking my erection from sight, but also because I don’t want to leave my omega’s side.

We make it to our table without incident and help Daphne into her seat. I drag my chair over next to hers. Kieran’s eyes crinkle in amusement as he watches me. He leaves his chair where it is on the other side of the table.

The server takes our drink orders, but I barely notice, too busy watching Daphne. I make sure to memorize what she gets, wisteria cordial, and play with the ends of her damp hair while I listen.

Daphne leans into me.

Kieran clears his throat, distracting me from trying to kiss her, and stop myself from going any further than hair fondling.

“Sorry about the…overly enthusiastic greeting. We’ve missed you. I hope we didn’t come on too strong,” Kieran says after the server leaves.

“No, you didn’t come on me too much. I mean, come on me too strong. Or too much. It’s fine,” Daphne stutters, blushing so hard I feel the heat against my chest where she’s almost lying on me.

Kieran chuckles, and I grin, happy she enjoyed it. It’s a stark change from our first meeting, when she didn’t want to be near me. I intended to be casual and cool on this date, getting to know Daphne before purposefully trying to get her on my lap again.

Of course, my best-laid plans have already gone to waste.

I’ve never acted like this before, but with Daphne sitting so close, her scent sneaking out, it’s making me want to act like a stereotypical rutting alpha.

I need to keep myself in check, no matter how irresistible Daphne is.

I want to show her who I am, even though I may not have many hobbies outside of work, I’m more than just my knot.

I’d really love to show her that. She was interested a few minutes ago. I want to do things to make her feel good. Just rubbing up against my omega got her excited, imagine how good I could make her feel with a concentrated effort using my hands and lips and tongue and eventually cock when she’s ready for it. Then I’d lock my omega to me so she can’t escape the pleasure while I fill her with my come and brand her as mine.

I growl against my omega’s lips, and she opens them for me to push my tongue inside, tasting her warm vanilla, almost like caramel. Her little hands clutch and claw at the front of my shirt as I deepen the kiss, tilting her head back with my fist in her hair.

Kieran buzzes in my ear, saying something, but I’m not sure why he’s wasting his breath when he could be using that energy to make our omega feel good.

I guess he could be dirty talking her, I’m too out of it to tell.

Kieran grabs the back of my neck, pulling me away from my omega. I release her lips to glare at him. If he wanted a turn, he should’ve been patient and waited or kissed her somewhere else until I was done.

He’s pushing at me in the bond too, trying to get my attention. My omega has her face buried in my neck, and I wrap my arm around her to hold her close.

“We’re in the middle of a restaurant, Sterling, you can’t do this here. I doubt everyone wants to watch a live sex show,” Kieran says quietly.

I glare harder at him. He’s making no sense. The only one here is my omega, and she needs me, I can tell.

Her little tongue licks across my collarbone, and my cock jerks like she licked it instead, making my whole body twitch.

I try to get back to kissing her, but Kieran still has ahold of me. He glances down at Daphne, nostrils flaring, and even if I couldn’t see the lust tightening his face, his feelings in the bond make it obvious he’s barely restraining himself from stripping our omega down right now.

And I don’t know why.

Kieran sees my confusion and pushes at me in the bond, a puzzling mix of warning thoughts and images of strangers, neither of which I can make sense of. I don’t want to think about other people right now, and I don’t understand how Kieran could be thinking about them.

A bite on my chest and nails raking over my ribs push his thoughts out of my head.

I grab Kieran’s wrist and twist his hand off my neck. If he doesn’t want to join in, then he can watch.

I pull my omega up for another kiss, pressing my lips hard against hers for teasing me like that.

She’s even more impatient than I am.

I like that.

Her slick tongue against mine.

Soft, pliant skin under my hands.

Vanilla flower scent in my nose.

Need more.

More.


Chapter 25
Kieran
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It’s all I can do to keep myself from falling into a rut with Sterling, his side of the bond an alluring, compelling pull of lust and instinct, focused on fucking our omega.

You would think the presence of so many people around us would drive him into getting Daphne away and somewhere safe first, but apparently not.

Maybe the air purifiers are doing just enough that he doesn’t smell the other alphas, Daphne’s scent keeping him focused on her.

It doesn’t matter. I think we’re about to get kicked out anyway.

A different server than the woman we had before is coming our way, a beta, but he’s large enough that he’s almost as threatening as an alpha. Hopefully threats won’t be necessary, and I can convince Sterling to leave without aggravating his alpha.

I’m still in my right mind (for now) so the server will have no trouble from me.

I grab Sterling again, this time pushing as hard as I can in the bond to get him to follow me, rather than trying to keep him away from Daphne. I gently place a hand under Daphne’s arm, maneuvering her out of her seat, and Sterling follows without breaking their kiss.

Sterling stays wrapped around her as the server reaches our table.

“If I may suggest, we have an exit this way if you’ve found you have somewhere you need to be,” he says, addressing me.

“That would be great. It appears we’re unable to stay for dinner. This should cover the appetizer we ordered,” I say, pulling out some cash and trying to hand it to him so we can get out of here.

He doesn’t take it, shaking his head. “That won’t be necessary, sir. We haven’t brought out the food, so you’re free to go. Thank you for visiting I’m Just a Grill. We hope to see you again another time.”

I would protest, but Sterling and Daphne’s scents are getting stronger, and Daphne whimpers behind me.

I drop some of the money on the table anyway and usher Sterling and Daphne out, following the directions of the server. They come with me mostly docilely since I’m not pulling them apart.

I try not to look at them, worried I’ll be tempted into joining them if I look at Daphne clinging to Sterling like she couldn’t survive without his touch and Sterling tongue-fucking her mouth like he’s about to devour her whole.

We’re so close now, not much further until we’re out of the restaurant. Then, I just have to get them to our SUV and tuck them in the back seat so I can decide what to do from there.

I glance at them as I hold the door open and find Sterling’s hands under the top and bottom of Daphne’s dress, and Daphne’s unbuttoned Sterling’s shirt so that most of his chest is showing.

I got us out of the restaurant just in time.

I pull on Sterling’s jacket collar, herding them away from the door and down the alley we’ve found ourselves in.

I notice movement out of the corner of my eye and look back before I think better of it. Sterling has Daphne in his arms, her legs wrapped around his waist.

Since I stopped walking him, Sterling pushes Daphne against the brick wall.

When I realize what he’s planning, I lunge to stop him. “Sterling, wait—” but a tearing sound interrupts me.

Sterling rips Daphne’s dress down the middle, suddenly freeing her breasts, the shreds of fabric falling like confetti to celebrate the reveal.

I zero in on her chest, pale breasts, hard, pink nipples visible only briefly as Sterling covers them with his head and hands.

Daphne moans and arches into him as he plays with her, lips parted, the tip of her small tongue just peeking out, but now I’m sucking on it, cradling Daphne’s head as I finally kiss her.

Her sweet and almost spicy vanilla taste enters my system in a rush, spreading through me until she saturates me, a paintbrush filling a cup of water with its color.

Our omega digs her fingers into my hair, nails scratching my scalp, making my brain buzz. Everything is vibrating, and I can’t think straight. The rumbling purr may be coming from my chest, but it’s exciting me just as much as it’s enticing our omega.

Everything narrows down to us, the feeling of our omega in our arms, tongue on hers, mouth on her breasts, hands touching her silky skin. She moans and writhes between us, but we don’t let her escape. Based on the amount of her perfume we’re drowning in, she’s not trying to get away anyway.

We tear away the rest of the fabric keeping her hidden from us. She squeaks as the fabric strains across her ass before snapping loose, making her thighs and ass jiggle. We crouch before her and lift her thighs, spreading them wide so we can taste her vanilla sweetness.

All of us groan at the first swipe of our tongue across her pussy, before ravenously attacking with lips and tongue. We taste everything, circling her sensitive clit, making her legs clamp around our head.

It’s not enough, we have to taste it all, so we leave her clit wanting for now as we press our lips to hers, our tongue reaching deep to drink up her slick.

Our omega moans, muffled by our mouth against hers, drinking down her voice. We press our tongues in as far as we can go, trying to meet in the middle, not possible, but tasting her from each end makes us feel like she belongs to us.

Her pussy clenches as we rub the sensitive spot deep inside, undulating our tongue as she floods our face with slick. We don’t stop, spreading her wide to feast.

Our omega’s whines come faster and louder, panting into our mouth and grinding on our face as she gets close to coming for us.

Our thumb presses on her clit, forcing her to come. She freezes, hardly breathing, as her pussy clamps down and she squirts on our face, come dripping down our chin despite our best efforts to lap everything up.

Her legs shake as the orgasm rolls on, but we hold her steady between us. We lick and kiss until she stops, when touching her pussy makes her twitch and moan.

To give her a break, we shift to licking her other hole, but that doesn’t seem to settle her, her legs shaking again and she whines into our mouth.

The fresh slick encourages us though, so we continue circling her tight hole with our tongue and sliding our fingers into her tight pussy. Our knuckles bang against each other as we finger her, but her slick makes it easy for us to alternate strokes and stretch her.

We let go of her mouth so we can play with her breasts, freeing her mouth to make as much noise as she wants, her whimpers and squeals bouncing off the alley walls.

Our mouth sucks and tugs on her nipple, while the other hand plucks at the neglected one. We twist and squeeze until both breasts are red and wet from our attentions, nipples pert and begging for more.

We replace our tongue with fingers, playing with her pussy and ass in tandem.

Our omega pulls on our hair, holding us to her and pushing her hips against us for more.

We’re happy to oblige, playing with her ass until we can get two fingers in, her pussy filled with four, squeezing them and trying to pull us deep.

Our omega is a trembling mess between us.

We’re not sure if we want to taste her come one more time before we knot her, or if we need to fill her now. Our tongue teases around her clit, and the decision is made for us as she comes with a cry, the noise echoing back, surrounding us.

We lift her up, keeping her legs spread wide, and free our cocks by shredding our pants.

We ease her pussy onto our cock, slowly stretching her over the head. She doesn’t agree with our slow pace, digging her nails into our arms to pull us deeper. We let her take the lead, and she takes us down to the knot. We growl, chests vibrating on either side of her.

Her pussy squeezes our cock, and she uses her claws to try to pull herself back up. We oblige by lifting her, sliding her along our cock, enjoying the way she caresses it.

With our help, she sets a fast pace, bouncing on us. We’re unsure where to look, at her pretty face slack with pleasure, her breasts bouncing with every thrust, or our cock disappearing into her greedy pussy. Should we close our eyes and focus on the feeling of her heat wrapped around us, her noises of pleasure filling our ears?

We need everything, all of our omega.

Her pussy presses against our knot with each stroke, and she tries to pull herself onto it, but we don’t let her, not yet. We still have to fit our other cock in her.

We hold her still, cradling her to our chest, and our omega whines in protest that we stopped. When we start circling her other hole, she calms down. We spread her cheeks wide, rubbing our cock through her slick, and she whimpers, nails clawing at our neck to drag us close.

We ignore her, knowing she’s too desperate for us to realize we need to start slow. We push in with shallow thrusts until eventually she swallows the rest of our cock with a drawn-out whine.

We grind her clit against our knot, making her clench around us. It only takes a little friction before she comes, clamping down and trying to milk the come out of us.

We hold tight to our own orgasm, fucking her hard and deep.

Our omega claws at us, but we don’t mind. We want her to mark us with her claws and her slick, so other omegas know who we belong to.

We rock her back and forth, stretching her over our knots. Her body shakes as we fill her, rubbing against each other between the thin skin separating us.

With one last push, our omega takes our knots, biting our chest hard as she comes again. Tiny sharp teeth dig in, lightning in our bloodstream, blinding our minds. Our knots swell, locking us together as we come, a temporary tie just like her bite.

Her mind swirls around us, our pleasure mixing with hers, a storm of alphaomegaalpha.

She digs her teeth in harder, making our cocks jerk as we fill her.

We keep going until there’s nothing left, giving our omega everything.

As her orgasm ends, she releases her bite, head falling limply on our chest. Her pink lips are stained red, with more red droplets falling on her breasts, red petals on a cream tablecloth.

We’re pleased our omega is satisfied, her body still rippling around us, but she’s taken all she can handle for now. Her come and slick trickle down our thighs, our come still safely locked deep inside her.

We hold her close, never wanting to let her go, making sure not to tug on where we’re connected and accidentally injure her.

We look for somewhere safe to rest, but there’s nothing in the hard alley that would be comfortable for our omega.

This was our mistake, too eager to please her, not thinking enough about her needs and comforts. It hurts our alphas that we didn’t give our omega a comfortable nest, but we can’t fix that now.

Later we’ll make her the best nest an omega’s ever had. The perfect, cozy space where every surface is cushioned and there are lots of places to store snacks so she’s never left wanting.

Hopefully she’ll forgive us for this one time where we didn’t provide her with a secure, snug place to rest.

Our omega lolls between us, undisturbed by our surroundings or lack thereof, but we know we could have done better to shelter her.

The only thing we can do is hold her until our knots release us.

We crouch carefully, our omega’s legs around our waist so she doesn’t touch the rough brick or hard cement, and kneel with her suspended between us, keeping her warm and safe with our bodies.

We stroke our omega and purr, her breath evening out as she rests.


Chapter 26
Daphne
[image: drawing of a vanilla orchid cutting]


Imoan as the pressure inside me releases, a sudden deluge covering my thighs.

I roll my head around on the firm, silky surface, trying to wake up.

I know I should get up soon before the mess spreads. It’s always a hassle for future me to sleep with a knotting toy in, but it feels so good being knotted all night. I never get to sleep with a real one.

I rub my face against the oddly firm pillow again. I don’t remember buying one like this.

I squeak as the toys pull out of me all on their own and the bedsheets wipe my legs.

My eyes fly open, looking for the suddenly sentient objects, but instead I find a muscular chest and long silver hair trailing down to a large cock.

A real cock and knot, not a toy.

Someone kisses my temple as I’m moved around.

“Sorry, Daphne, we’ll get you cleaned up and out of here soon,” Sterling says.

I blush as our date activities come back to me, climbing all over Sterling and Kieran. I must have passed out as we waited for their knots to release.

Now they’re using what looks like torn scraps of our clothes to wipe me off.

I kind of wondered if Feliks was an anomaly with how sweet and attentive he was during and after sex, but Kieran and Sterling are the same.

I told myself I wouldn’t date alphas again because I didn’t want to make myself small to fit into their lives.

I sigh to myself, relaxing as Kieran and Sterling rub me down.

It’s almost like I shouldn’t judge an entire designation based on a few bad people.

Is it normal for amazing sex to make you have an epiphany?

Kieran stands up, holding me in a princess carry, and I wrap my arms around his neck.

I watch as Sterling darts around the alley, shirt gone but jacket still on and cock out. I squint to get a better look because, well, why shouldn’t I? His cock has been inside me, and I barely got to admire it.

After staring at it while Sterling runs around for whatever reason, I realize there’s a hole torn in the front of his pants, the zipper completely gone.

I giggle maniacally, quickly covering my mouth to stifle it so they don’t think I’m some psycho about to do something nefarious to them after stealing their come in an alley.

Kieran looks down at me and quirks his lips.

“Sorry this is such a mess, and for our first time. Next time we’ll pick a better location so we can treat you like you deserve,” Kieran says.

That settles my giggles (mostly), because despite the wry smile, he seems so earnest and disheartened.

“I don’t regret doing this. I didn’t plan to climb all over you and cut our dinner short, but this was fun,” I say, stroking his jaw.

I’m not particular about needing to be in the perfect nest every time I have sex.

Earlier I had sex in a parking lot and the street, so I’m very obviously not picky. When you’re with the right people, it doesn’t matter where you are (so long as you don’t do it in front of unwitting participants or get in trouble for public indecency).

Kieran smiles but doesn’t seem convinced.

I intend to assure him I’m not that spoiled, but thinking back on our tryst I realize something.

“Were you kneeling out here for like half an hour until your knots went down??” I ask incredulously.

I don’t know what else they were supposed to do. It’s not like they could carry me very far with us connected like that. Alphas are more resilient than the rest of us, but I would never purposefully test their limits like that.

Kieran is right. Next time, we need to do this in a nest so they don’t have to kneel on hard concrete for me.

“Yes, and like I said, we’re so sorry. We weren’t in our right minds. That’s no excuse for knotting you out here like this. Next time we’ll do better. That is, if you’re still interested,” Kieran apologizes again.

I huff, but before I can say anything, Sterling joins us, holding my sandals. He carefully straps them back on my feet, the shoes appearing tiny in his large hands. I guess that’s what he was searching around for.

Once my shoes are on, I gesture for Kieran to set me on my feet, and he obliges.

I stand in front of them, naked except for my shoes, gearing up to lecture them (also noticing Kieran’s pants are similarly torn and his cock exposed. At least I have a great view for this discussion).

“Like I said, I’m not sorry about what we did, I had a great time. I’m only sorry you guys were so uncomfortable afterward. Maybe next time we just don’t knot when we do it in public places,” I say.

I think they’re a bit less downtrodden now. They definitely perked up when I mentioned being with them again.

“And I’ll try not to pull us into a rut next time,” Sterling says, eyes downcast.

“You were in rut?” I ask, surprised.

I knew we got a bit wild (okay, a lot wild) in the restaurant and had to rush out of there to fuck, but I didn’t realize I’d thrown them into rut.

“Yes, I’m sorry I couldn’t keep myself under control, and then I pulled Kieran into it. It’s just lucky he was able to get us out of the restaurant first,” he says.

I’m on him as soon as he stops talking, climbing Sterling so I can kiss all over his face, ending with a long kiss on the lips. He immediately holds me so I don’t fall, but it takes him a second to catch up, and then he’s kissing me back just as enthusiastically.

I slide down to go for round two, but Kieran stops me with a hand on my ass before I can get Sterling’s cock inside me.

I pull back from our kiss, Sterling’s lips trying to follow, but Kieran tilts his chin away.

Right, we shouldn’t do this out here again. I don’t want them to fuck me and not knot me.

“I think it’s cute you couldn’t help yourself. I’ve never caused an alpha to rut before.”

Not that I want to tempt alphas all over town, but it is sweet Sterling was so into me that his alpha took over.

Sterling smiles at me, happy and light.

“You really think I’m cute?” he asks.

“Sooo cute,” I assure him.

Staring into his green eyes and tangling my fingers in his long hair, how could anyone not think he’s the most adorable alpha that ever lived? Can’t he practically see the hearts in my eyes and know I’m telling the truth?

“I think you’re cute too,” Sterling says.

I smile even bigger, my cheeks hurting.

“You’re both very cute,” Kieran says, interrupting us staring sillily at each other. “We should get out of here though, we’re pushing our luck with not getting caught.”

Kieran gestures down at himself where his cock hangs loose in the breeze and then at the two of us, me completely naked except for my skimpy shoes, and I know Sterling’s cock is out, because it’s tapping against my ass.

“You’re right. Sorry, Daphne,” Sterling says, setting me back on my feet without letting me rub against his cock on the way down.

Sterling shucks off his jacket and wraps it around me, helping me put my arms through the sleeves and buttoning the one button that wasn’t ripped off. The tatters of Sterling’s shirt slide off his back without the jacket holding it in place. That gives me a flashback to my nails tearing at Sterling’s shirt. Kieran’s too, his chest now similarly bare.

I catch sight of the scraps of my green dress in Kieran’s hands as Sterling hands me my purse.

I stare at them for a second, memorizing the scene, before agreeing, “Let’s get out of here.”

“I think we’re parked this way. Let’s head down there, and I’ll pull the car around,” Kieran says.

He takes his jacket off and drapes it over his arm to hold in front of himself, so his cock won’t be the first thing someone sees if we run into anyone.

We file down the alley, Sterling walking close behind me so he’s covered too.


Chapter 27
Daphne
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Sterling lifts me into the passenger seat of their SUV and buckles me in before shutting the door and hurrying into the back seat. Kieran waits for him to get settled before pulling away.

I look out the window and don’t see anyone around, so I think we got away with our Great Alley Escapade.

I need to be more careful though. At some point my luck is going to run out, and next time someone will notice my Parking Lot High Jinks or Middle of the Road Fuck.

I settle back in my seat, content with my evening of being well fucked and knotted.

An image pops into my mind of Kieran and Sterling watching as Feliks fucks me with his helmet on. The scene shifts, and Kieran is fucking me from behind while Sterling has his cock down my throat and Feliks sits nearby stroking his cock, helmet still on so I can’t see his expression.

The bloom of my perfume in the enclosed car has the alphas groaning. I look over to find Kieran’s cock is ready for another round.

I bend toward him automatically, but he pulls me back by the hair and puts me in my seat.

“That’s too dangerous to do while I’m driving,” Kieran says, though he sounds regretful.

“I know. I was just looking out your window,” I lie, crossing my arms and pouting.

Kieran chuckles and rests his hand on my thigh, squeezing it. That mollifies me slightly, and I let my arms drop.

“I should have brought you back here with me,” Sterling says, leaning forward.

I turn my pout on him. “Yes, you should have if there’s no fun allowed in the front seats.”

They both laugh at me.

“What were you thinking about that got you so excited?” Kieran asks.

“Nothing…”

Is post-sex the best time to bring up that you’re dating other people? I never got the chance to tell them before.

“It didn’t smell like nothing,” Sterling says, slipping his hand under his/my jacket.

I moan as his fingers circle my nipple. I try to tug his hand lower, but with his strength he easily ignores my efforts.

“Definitely smelled like you were thinking about something delicious,” Kieran adds.

Sterling widens his circling, cupping my breast briefly before releasing it without squeezing it or doing much of anything. He returns to stroking just at the edges of the most sensitive part.

“You said this wasn’t allowed while the car was moving,” I complain.

If they’re just going to edge me, I’m not going to play with them. I arch my back, trying to chase Sterling’s hand.

“You’re not very patient, are you?” Kieran says.

My frustrated, tormented moan turns into a squawk as I register what he said.

“I’m patient! You just won’t give me what I want!”

They’re laughing again. I growl at them in frustration, slick tickling my thighs.

I twist in my seat to do—something, I don’t know what. All I know is I need more, but before I can get anywhere, Sterling pulls me back against the seat, his hand around my throat to hold me in place.

I pant, openmouthed. Finally, we’re getting somewhere.

Sterling glides his fingers across my nipple. I squirm and rub my thighs together, dying for more friction. He squeezes my nipple and I moan loudly, tugging on his hair like a leash to pull him closer.

Kieran growls as my scent fills the SUV, but the ride seems steady, so it must not be enough to dangerously distract him. Serves him right for stopping me from getting at his cock.

My glee is short-lived as Sterling tightens his hold on my throat and grips my breast, trapping my nipple between his thumb and forefinger to tug and roll it.

I choke on another moan, not because his grip is too tight, but because I get stuck between that and a whine for more.

After I’m a wet mess, Sterling moves to my other breast, leaving the first one hot and throbbing.

I whine and pull on his hair, holding it close like a security blanket. Sterling growls and nuzzles my cheek, his scent mark soothing me briefly.

A particularly firm twist brings me right back to my desperation for more.

Sterling’s sweet scent tangles with mine, so strong that I’m sure he must be dripping precum. I turn my head, wanting a taste, but he still has me trapped against the seat.

I don’t know how I didn’t realize they were my scent matches until tonight. Even though we were always around flowers or floral flavored foods before, they smell wayyy better than any flowers ever have. I was clearly in denial that it wasn’t their scents filling my nose and scrambling my thoughts. Still, it’s kind of embarrassing to find five scent matches and have it take this long for me to realize it.

Sterling, my bright, peony-scented match, teases me while I make a mess of his hair. He doesn’t care, rubbing his face sweetly against mine, spreading his scent around, while he torments me without relief. Every time I get close to coming from him playing with my nipples, it’s like he can sense it and backs off, starting over again with light playful touches and working up from there.

My thighs are covered in slick and I keep trying to arch my hips, but the seatbelt also conspires to hold me down. If I were of a rational mind, I might think to get some relief for myself since Sterling isn’t keeping my hands trapped, except I want Sterling to touch me. I’ve done enough touching myself over the years, I want someone else to touch me and bring me pleasure.

I growl at Sterling when he pulls his hand away, and he laughs softly. He moves his hands to my thighs, dragging his fingers through the slick, and I spread my legs eagerly. He cups my pussy, rubbing it, and I kiss, bite, lick at his jaw, face, wherever I can reach, to show my appreciation.

I vaguely hear Kieran groaning over my own noises, my hips bucking into the seatbelt when Sterling slides two fingers inside me. He sets a quick pace and soon adds a third, the noises of him finger-fucking me turning me on even more, my whines mixing with the excited growls of my alphas and the noise of my pussy wet for them.

I come quickly since Sterling doesn’t edge me this time, fucking me through my orgasm and tightening his fingers on the sides of my throat. It feels like an out-of-body experience. Despite being strapped in and held down, I’m levitating.

Sterling releases my neck to caress my face, kissing my temple. He fingers me until even the twitches from the overstimulation stop and I’m a boneless mess, getting a few last strokes in before gently removing his fingers.

The sound of him sucking on his fingers is loud, but I’m too exhausted to crack my eyes open to watch.

Sterling kisses me, and I like that I can taste myself on him. If anyone else dared to try to kiss him, they’d quickly learn that he belongs to me.

I catch my breath while Sterling pets my hair. I wonder if everything I do with them will feel this good.

Kieran cracks the windows, and fresh air fills the car.

Eventually I notice we’re not moving, parked in a dark corner of a big parking lot. The other end of the lot has food trucks and tables.

The smell of grilling meat and fried sweet dough has my stomach growling.

“Don’t worry, Daphne, we’ll get you some food in a minute,” Kieran says, rubbing my stomach comfortingly, phone in the other hand.

I don’t know why I’m so hungry. I ate during my first date of the night. Maybe all the physical activity is using up my energy. It’s been a long time since I had this much sex, since my last heat, I guess.

That thought has me glancing down at Kieran’s still-hard cock, and I lick my lips. Before I can dive for it now that the vehicle isn’t moving, Sterling’s hand is around my neck again.

I pout at him, but Sterling kisses me sweetly in return, so I decide not to complain.

My stomach rumbles again, and because the odds of not getting caught when there are dozens of people within eyesight are low, I don’t push for another round.

“I can go get it. What do you guys want?” I say.

They jump to respond, talking over each other.

“We’re not sending you out there like this,” Sterling says.

“I’m not making you get us food,” Kieran adds.

I look pointedly at Kieran’s cock. “How do you expect to get food then?”

“We’ll have it brought over. I know the guys who work the taco truck, so I’ll text them our order and tip them extra for bringing it to us. Unless you want something else. I can bribe them into bringing us food from one of the other trucks,” Kieran says.

I’m already climbing over him to look out the window, pressing my hands against the glass and sniffing through the crack.

“There are tacos??”

Kieran chokes on a laugh. “There are tacos,” he confirms.

He holds his phone up in front of me, open to the menu.

I grab it and scroll through all the delicious options, my mouth watering.

“Let’s get you back in your seat while you look. Help me, Sterling,” Kieran says.

After staring at my exposed backside for a few seconds, Sterling does as he asks, and they maneuver me over the console and into my seat.

We place our orders, and Kieran grabs his jacket from the back to cover his lower half.

While we wait, we get around to the usual date activities. They ask what led me to Starsfalls, and I tell them about finding Queen of Hearts. I don’t have many interesting things to say about myself, so I quickly shift to asking about their hobbies. Sterling says most of his interest lies in baking, though he sometimes unwinds with movie or game nights.

That makes me happy because my life is the same. I’ve been so focused on my dream job that it consumes most of my thoughts, even when I’m not at work. I was worried they would think I was boring or a workaholic.

Kieran agrees with Sterling, saying he’s the same way with his art, painting is his job and a hobby. I can picture him brushing paint across a canvas, long fingers holding the paintbrush with precision. I’ve always been impressed by people who can take a bank page and turn it into something, tell a story with it.

The cook brings our food over, and he doesn’t look twice at our attire.

I dig into the small corn tacos, a mix of fajita beef and shredded chicken and pico de gallo, washing it all down with a prickly pear limeade.

We finish our meal without mishap, getting through the usual date chatter without spontaneously breaking out in fucking.

When we’re done, we sit in silence, and I assume that’s because they’re as worn out as I am. Until I catch Kieran and Sterling communicating silently, looking away from each other when they notice me watching.

I fidget nervously, unsure what they’re thinking (and also kind of jealous of their pack bond).

Kieran clears his throat before saying, “We went a bit out of order tonight, but hope you still enjoyed our date.”

“We had a lot of fun getting to know you,” Sterling says, blushing.

It’s so cute that he’s blushing after everything we did (I pretend I’m not blushing too).

“It was amazing. I love tacos, so dinner worked out anyway,” I say.

“Next time we’ll try not to destroy your outfit though,” Kieran says.

“Or just tell me the plan, so I know whether or not to wear something I want to keep.”

Kieran laughs. “Noted. Now, I’m not sure how to end our date…”

“Oh. Right,” I say.

I’ve not spent the night with anyone since the breakup. For some reason that seems like a bigger deal than just sleeping with, er, fucking them.

My phone chooses that moment to ding loudly, and I’m reaching for my purse on autopilot because it’s the special ding I set for messages from Anicka. I pull my phone out but stop myself from swiping it open, realizing I’m being rude and we’re in the middle of a conversation.

“Sorry, that was my work ringtone. I think I trained myself to answer it automatically. Um, about tonight.”

“It’s fine, Daphne. You can look at your messages, we’ll still be here,” Kieran says.

“No, I’ll check it later,” I say, but I can’t stop my eyes from flicking down to the dark screen.

Anicka never bothers me outside of work hours unless it’s important, but surely there’s not an emergency I need to respond to right this second. Unless the flower fridge broke and we need to get a generator going so the flowers don’t overheat and die. Or maybe she found out I tested the couch springs.

Kieran lifts my hand up. “Check your messages.”

I surprise him with a quick kiss before opening my phone. Kieran strokes my hair while I read.

I know you have the day off tomorrow, but I just got a message that some flowers for the festival are coming in early, and I’ll need help making room for them. Poppy is going to be there, so it’s fine if you can’t make it, but if you want to join us, I’ll provide lots of food and coffee as fuel. I’ll be starting at 7 a.m. when the truck is scheduled for delivery, so you’re welcome to come in any time after that if you have a spare hour.




For the what? What festival?

I must say that out loud because Sterling says, “Is it the Flowerfalls Festival? That’s a few weeks out, but it’s the only festival coming up soon.”

I look back at him, speechless. How does everyone know about this but me? Flowers are my whole thing, and there’s a festival just for them?

My phone dings again.

It’s short notice, so it’s no problem if you already have plans. We’ll do plenty of festival prep during regular hours, so you won’t be missing out.




“What’s this festival like? Where is it? Who’s involved? How big is it?” I fire off my questions at the alphas.

They react to my stress, Sterling wrapping his arms around me and purring, rumbling so hard it vibrates my seat. Kieran does the same, leaning over to pull my head against his chest.

“It’s one of Starsfalls’s many festivals, running for about a month. Most local stores take part either by decorating or selling things on theme. The city closes the roads downtown for a few weeks to run a street fair,” Kieran says.

“The bakery stays open, but we also have a little booth at the fair. I make extra desserts, all featuring some type of flower. Queen of Hearts and the other florists and flower farms in the valley come and show off their flowers. There will be tons of floral-themed goods like candles, art, perfume. The festival is a way to showcase local businesses while celebrating flowers,” Sterling says.

“The local artisans always get in on the festivals. I show new paintings at the Flowerfalls Festival every year. You’ll love it, Daphne.”

“Kieran paints the flowers on my display signs for the bakery. They’re amazing at drawing people in to try the food.”

“I think people would buy your desserts even if they were in brown paper sacks and you sold them out of the back of a van,” Kieran tells Sterling wryly.

“Maybe the locals who know who I am! The out-of-town visitors don’t know Flourist’s reputation, and your art helps attract them,” Sterling argues.

I’m so distracted by how cute they are together that I almost forget why we’re talking about this to begin with.

“Wait, so it’s a festival just for flowers? Do you remember whether Queen of Hearts sells small bouquets or if they do anything bigger?” I say.

“Queen of Hearts always has a big booth at the street fair, and I think they sell every kind of arrangement, big and small. Anicka usually goes all out,” Sterling says.

I’m tapping on my phone before he finishes talking.

If there’s a huge event where we show off what Queen of Hearts can do, I need to get started on prep like yesterday. I have to sketch ideas, some classic bouquets and new, striking arrangements to demonstrate the versatility of flowers.

But what is Anicka stocking? Do I need to ask if we can order more?

I send several quick messages to her.

Of course I’ll be there!




What flowers are coming in?




Should I be designing arrangements for the festival?




Sorry, I don’t know much about the festivals in Starsfalls. I went to a few of the holiday ones, but don’t know anything about the Flowerfalls Festival specifically.




I’m not sure what type of prep you normally do for it.




I wait patiently for Anicka to reply, my foot drumming an opposing rhythm to the purrs surrounding me.

I didn’t realize I hadn’t discussed the Flowerfalls Festival with you. I can tell you about it tomorrow. We have plenty of time to prep, so don’t worry about it right now.




Enjoy your evening!




What!! That’s it?

She’s just going to drop this bombshell on me and then say goodnight??

Do I need to start drawing up plans now or not??

A firm hold on my wrist distracts me from my flower spiral, and I look up at Kieran. “Don’t worry, Daphne. Anicka has been doing this for decades. There’s no need to stress about it.”

Sterling combs his fingers through my hair. It’s not fair that Sterling’s nimble fingers and Kieran’s logical words can affect me like this. I’m already feeling calm and content.

Eventually I muster up the energy to ask, “Are you sure I don’t need to be planning for this festival thing now?”

“I’m sure she has plans well in place,” Kieran says.

“What was she messaging you about this late?” Sterling asks delicately.

“She asked me to come in tomorrow morning and help with an early delivery of flowers for the festival,” I say on a moan, the scalp massage feeling too good.

“Do you have to go in early?” Kieran says.

“Yes,” I answer without thinking.

“Let’s get you home so you can rest up then.”

“I didn’t mean to cut our evening short,” I say, realizing I’m still on a date.

I hadn’t decided whether I was going to invite them home.

“Can we take you out again soon? Maybe Sunday? Or is that too soon?” Sterling asks nervously.

“Sunday is good,” I say.

“Yes! Okay, great. That’s good. That sounds good,” he says.

Sterling kisses me enthusiastically, and I smile into our kiss. I want someone who’s excited about being with me and isn’t afraid to show it.

When we eventually break apart, Kieran pulls me close. “I’m looking forward to it,” he says before kissing me.

As Kieran drives us back to the restaurant, I decide it’s now or never.

“Um, I wanted to mention I met some other guys around the same time I met you, and I’m dating them too. I really like you and wanted to ask if you’re okay with me dating other people?” I blurt out.

“Of course, that’s fine with us. As long as we get to see you too,” Sterling answers quickly, and I smile at him before looking at Kieran to gauge his reaction.

“That’s not a problem, we’re open to more packmates,” he says.

“Okay, good. I really, really like you guys.”

“And Sterling and I aren’t seeing anyone else, just so you know.”

They help me into my car after making sure no one is around to see their nudity.

Kieran puts his hand on the doorframe and leans in. “So, we have some gifts for you if it’s not too much⁠—”

“I want gifts! I mean, no, it’s not too much, you can give me things!” I interrupt him to say.

They laugh, so hopefully my enthusiasm didn’t scare them off. It’s well-known that omegas are partial to gifts and trinkets.

Kieran pulls two gift bags out of their trunk, passing one to Sterling.

“It’s not much, but you inspired me, and I couldn’t rest until I painted this. I hope you like it,” Kieran says, handing his bag to me.

I very graciously admire the decorative floral bag before tearing the green tissue paper out to get at my gift. There’s a small canvas inside, and I pull it out to admire the painting of a vanilla orchid, its thick leaves zigzagging up a tall tree trunk with tiny, bright vanilla flowers peeking out.

I run my fingers over the ridges of paint, mesmerized. The texture is almost like real petals.

“Wait, am I not supposed to touch it?” I say, yanking my hand back. I know you’re not supposed to touch the art in museums.

Kieran laughs. “You can touch it all you want. I can always repair it if something happens.”

“I love it so much, Kieran. It’s amazing. Like you could pick the flowers out of the canvas. Thank you.” I throw my arm around his neck to hug him without letting go of my new favorite painting.

“I’m glad you like it. It’s my new favorite scent,” he says, hugging me back.

Kieran kisses me and moves aside for Sterling to take his place.

Sterling hands me his gift, a different floral bag with pink tissue paper, and I tear into it.

The first thing I pull out is a framed piece of paper. I read through it, finding a handwritten recipe for infused vanilla sugar cookies.

“Is this the recipe for one of the cookies you gave me?”

“Yes, it’s the final version of the vanilla cookie recipe I developed after meeting you. I made them to taste like you. Well, your scent. I hadn’t tasted you, uh, been with you at that point,” Sterling says, blushing.

“Those were delicious! I ate all of them the day you gave them to me. I mean, I ate some of them. And then ate a few the next day. I still have some, actually, enough to last me through the weekend. Thank you, Sterling,” I say.

“I made you more so you wouldn’t run out,” he says.

I look in the bag and find a cookie tin.

“Thank you!” I say, jumping on him in a hug.

After Sterling and I disentangle, we say our goodbyes, and I go home.

Alone.


Chapter 28
Daphne
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“Does that work for you? Poppy doesn’t enjoy designing arrangements very much, so it’s up to the two of us,” Anicka says while I try not to faint.

“Of course, I can do that, no problem,” I say.

Is it hot in here? It’s like, it’s hot, right?

I sit on a nearby stool, pretending to be trimming stems, while I process everything Anicka said. She continues sorting flowers into buckets, so thankfully she didn’t notice I’m freaking out.

It’s a good thing Sterling and Kieran told me about the Flowerfalls Festival last night, so I wasn’t totally blindsided today. But Anicka asking me to design multiple arrangements wasn’t what I expected. I thought maybe I’d create one or two.

I wish I had more time to prepare and come up with amazing designs to show off everything Queen of Hearts can do.

I guess it’s good that Anicka isn’t worried about my ability to do this on short notice.

I’ll just quietly freak out and mentally plan while we unpack the new flowers.
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Several hours later, all the flowers are put away, and I have a few designs in mind.

Poppy bounces around humming while we clean up, carefree, no pressure to create something to represent our shop and town.

I wonder if my date tonight will involve as much stress relief as last night. I don’t usually use sex to relax, but now I’m thinking that’s a very clever idea.

Not that I’ll necessarily fuck Alister and Ciro, but if it happens, it wouldn’t be the worst thing.

I still don’t know what Ciro’s deal is, but Alister texted me that he’s looking forward to our date. He’s always such a gentleman.

The thought of our date perks me up, already helping me forget about work stress.

I start humming along with Poppy, working in tandem as we sweep up and wipe down the tools and tables.

“I’m worn out. That delivery was huge. Do you want to go get lunch?” Poppy says, wiping her brow.

“I could go for some food. Where do you want to go?”

“What about Miner’s Diner or Third Leg?”

“Oh, sandwiches sound good. Let’s get Third Leg.”

We’re re-energized with the promise of food and quickly finish up. We check to see if Anicka wants to join, but she has other plans, so it’s just Poppy and me.

We walk to the sandwich shop and choose a table outside after ordering.

I pick up half of my foot-long spicy Italian sandwich and take a bite, moaning as the tangy flavor hits my tongue.

“Is that what you sounded like last night?” Poppy asks, giggling.

I choke on an olive but grab my fizzy soda to wash it down without letting on that I’m struggling.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I say once my throat is clear, dabbing at my watering eyes.

“Your date with Sterling and Kieran was last night, right? Did you have fun?” Poppy says.

“Yes, it was great! We ate some amazing tacos.”

“That’s nice. Did they eat your taco too?” Poppy says.

I choke on another olive. Why did I take a bite while we were mid-conversation.

“Sorry, Daphne, I couldn’t help it,” Poppy says, still giggling, but she pats my back while I clear my throat.

When I can breathe again (reminding me of the good times last night), I give in and nod.

“Yes, they enjoyed my taco, thanks for asking. It was an amazing date with delicious food and delicious guys,” I say, not wanting to leave Feliks out, but not sure yet about telling her how many dates I’m juggling.

Poppy is too busy laughing to reply for a few minutes, so I safely eat more of my sandwich.

When she calms down, she says, “I’m glad you had a good time. They seem like a nice pack, and I’m only slightly biased because of how good Sterling’s desserts are.”

“Thanks, Poppy. They are great.”

“That’s the dream,” she sighs wistfully, “someone coming into your work and sweeping you off your feet. You totally deserve amazing, supportive partners, Daphne. Especially after your last pack.”

I’m too surprised to speak at first. I’m open about my life in general, but don’t remember saying much about my exes. Some things must have slipped through though if Poppy hoarded little tidbits about my past and put them together.

“My exes weren’t the right fit for what I need, I guess,” I say.

Even though I finally realized they suck, I still don’t want to talk about it. I’m kind of embarrassed I stayed in that situation for so long, even though I know logically I shouldn’t be.

I’m just not ready to let it all out yet.

“How are your dating adventures going? The last thing you mentioned was trying out the new Honeybuzz app,” I add as Poppy opens her mouth, heading off more questions.

That successfully sidetracks her, and she goes off about all the dates she’s been on since she joined the app.

We finish our lunch without further choking, but as we get up to leave, Poppy asks, “So when are you seeing them again? Tonight? Or is that too soon, even if they’re great at eating tacos?”

I blush as a nearby table looks over.

“I do have a date tonight, but it’s with different guys,” I tell her quietly, hoping the other diners stop staring.

“Ohh, which ones?” she asks at a normal volume.

She must not have gotten my psychic memo about not letting strangers in on my sex life. We’ll have to work on our friend telepathy.

“Alister, the alpha who came into the shop the other day, and, uh, Ciro, you know from Flower Gully,” I say nervously.

I forgot Ciro was connected to Queen of Hearts. Maybe I should have talked to Anicka about this first.

“That sounds like a fun pairing! What are you going to do? Something wild, or the classic dinner and a movie?”

Poppy doesn’t seem concerned that I’m dating someone we work with. Maybe in a small town it’s normal.

“All they said was dinner. I love eating, so food is always a great date idea,” I say.

Poppy laughs. “That’s true. Can’t go wrong with food.”


Chapter 29
Daphne
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My hands are shaky as I reply.

That’s totally fine. Take as much time as you need.




I wipe my sweaty hands on my dress before thinking better of it, hurrying to grab a towel to wipe the sweat off my dress and hands.

I set my phone on the counter before I drop it, and watch the screen for a reply, fisting my shaking hands in the towel.

I’m sorry, Daphne. You and I can go out tonight regardless, but I’m hoping if we give him a bit more time, Ciro will be able to join us. I know he’s been looking forward to our date.




Was he looking forward to it? He barely agreed to the date to begin with, Alister had to practically twist his arm.

Should I just cancel? Tell Alister I’m sick?

Maybe I shouldn’t say anything at all and wait to see if Ciro joins us.

I text back before I second-guess myself.

Okay, let me know if anything changes. I’m excited to see you later.




I lock my phone after making sure the volume is up. I won’t sit around staring at it and stressing.

I open my pantry and start pulling out ingredients.

Is it smart to start stress baking when I’m already dressed up for my date? No.

Did I get ready several hours early because I was so excited and nervous? Yes.

Am I too lazy to change into a different outfit so I don’t ruin this one? Also yes.

I vaguely recall buying an apron at one of the cute stores downtown when I first moved here. Now’s the perfect time to finally use it.

I dig through the miscellaneous kitchen cabinet until I find it, still wrapped in a bow. I shake out the apron, ruffles flaring out along the edges.

I don’t remember it being this frilly. I’m not sure that’s very practical in the kitchen since they might get in the food if I lean too close or accidentally touch the burners if I’m not paying attention.

It is cute though.

I put the apron string over my head and wrap the ribbon around my waist, tying it in a bow. I brush down the front to straighten out the wrinkles. Ooh, it has pockets. I stick my hands in, admiring how nice and deep they are.

I make it through weighing the dry ingredients, and I’m about to cream the butter and sugar together when my phone dings. I almost knock the flour bag to the floor in my haste to grab it.

I’m so sorry. Apparently, there’s an issue with the HVAC unit at one of the greenhouses. The plants in there are very fragile and need the right temperature. Ciro hasn’t found anyone else to fix it tonight, so he has to do it. I’m passing along his apologies for not being able to make it to our date. He would message you himself, but he’s preoccupied with calling around for replacement parts. Ciro can join us next time. I’m very much looking forward to seeing you tonight, Daphne. See you soon.




I drop the phone back on the counter, staring at the flour fingerprints on the screen.

I don’t know whether I’m relieved or not. It sounds like a plausible reason to skip out on a date. But what if it’s actually just an excuse and Ciro hates me and thinks I’m not good enough for his pack but I get attached to Alister on this date and then it’s terrible when I can never see him again.

I should just cancel right now.

Unless Ciro really does have to work, then it’s shitty to cancel on Alister for no reason.

I need to eat some cookies.

I pop open the tin Sterling gave me last night and rifle through the parchment paper. I hit metal without feeling any cookies.

I pull out all the parchment paper and find only crumbs!

No, this can’t be. I ate all the cookies already??

I brace my hands on the counter and hang my head. Everything’s hitting at once. Is this karma for having such a good night last night? Now everything is going wrong to balance things out?

I remember my baking and look over at the butter staring at me, uncreamed. Well, that just won’t do.

If I keep baking, I’ll have more super vanilla cookies in like half an hour (if I skip chilling them).

I can survive that long.

I steel myself and pick up my phone, determined to make the best of the night. I won’t spiral thinking about all the things that could go wrong. I’ll focus on what could go right: I eat cookies and spend time with a guy I like.

That’s all you need in life.

I text Alister back and tell him I’m looking forward to our date and wishing Ciro good luck.

I wipe the flour off my phone and read the next step on the framed recipe Sterling gave me.
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I can’t believe I cookied so hard I’m going to be late for this date. They were so delicious, I lost track of time and ended up eating like a dozen of them.

I tap my fingers impatiently on the steering wheel, waiting for an older woman to cross the street. She stops every few steps to wave at me to thank me for letting her cross. I smile and wave back, but I’m stressing about how long it’s taking.

I’m already late, so I guess another five or ten minutes won’t hurt.

After another wave to my new acquaintance, I wonder if I should put my car in park and help her.

I roll down my window to ask, but she interrupts me before I can.

“Thanks for letting me cross, dear. I could’ve gone through the town square and avoided this intersection, but it’s so much quicker to go this way,” she says.

“Yes, this seems much faster. Do you need any help getting across?” I ask.

“Oh no, I may be old, but I’m still as fit as can be, don’t you worry.”

“Okay then, have a good evening!” I say, tap-tapping away.

Just as she gets to the sidewalk and I’m about to drive off, the woman calls out again. “You know what the secret is?”

“No, what?” I say in confusion.

“It’s all the walking you do in a small town. Keeps you healthy.” She slaps her ass for emphasis and then wanders off before I can come up with a reply.

A car honks behind me, startling me out of that enlightening conversation.

I carefully go through the intersection and watch for the Calcifer’s Hearth sign, parking as close as I can (the only open spot was at the back of the lot. Ugh. I better not get sweaty on the walk in).

I rush into the restaurant, smoothing my hair so I don’t seem as frazzled as I am. I look around wildly for the host stand, but just as I spot it, Alister steps out.

He’s wearing another crisp suit, all sharp angles, the dark color making his light eyes stand out in contrast. On second glance, it’s more casual than the business suits I usually see him in, less boardroom, more day out in the city sans tie.

Alister stops in front of me, looking me over before greeting me.

The peppery, misty Queen Anne’s lace scent is definitely coming from him, so enticing I sway closer.

“Daphne,” he purrs, “it’s so good to see you again. You look lovely, as always.”

He pulls me into a hug and says in a low whisper, “I especially like this outfit.”

“Thanks,” I breathe back, pressing myself against him.

I clutch the back of his jacket as I feel just how much he loves my dress.

My plan of making it through one date unfucked this weekend is in serious jeopardy.

Alister steps back, looking me over again appreciatively, before leading me into the restaurant with his hand on the small of my back.

He takes us out onto a terrace overlooking Starsfalls and the Fossfell Mountains beyond. The view is so good, it distracts me from sniffing at Alister.

I knew Starsfalls was a quaint little town, but from here it somehow looks even better. Maybe it’s because you can see so much of it at once, the cute little stores lining the downtown streets, main square with its gardens and gazebo, and further out, the townhouses with their Gothic architectural style.

I hardly pay attention as Alister takes us to a little table and helps me into my chair.

I’m thankful once again that I moved here. I got the perfect job at the perfect store in the cutest small town, and now I’ve found some amazing men.

That brings me back to why I’m here, and I turn to find my date watching me.

“The view is amazing. Thanks for bringing me here,” I say.

I notice it’s just us on the terrace, our table the only one out here.

“I’m glad you like it, I hoped you would. This restaurant has one of the best views in town, and now it is unquestionably the finest,” Alister says, still gazing at me.

I blush and look down, still unused to compliments, not to mention the intensity with which he said it. My other dates complimented me too, but Alister has such strong alpha energy, it has my omega extra flustered.

A server comes out, and Alister places our drink order after asking me what I want, all without ever looking away. It’s like I can feel the weight of his gaze, his undivided attention.

I don’t look away either.

After the server leaves, Alister holds out his hand, and I’m quick to put my hand in his. He lets out a short, rumbling purr as he closes his hand around mine, running his thumb across my knuckles.

“How has your weekend been?” he asks.

His touch is so soothing, and I’m so busy smiling at him in pleased stupefaction that I almost don’t realize he’s waiting for an answer.

“Good! It’s been good,” I hastily reply.

He smiles, not commenting on my awkward pause. “What do you like to do on weekends, stay home and relax, go out?”

“I like visiting the local shops and walking in the park, but most of my hobbies are inside and revolve around flowers. I did just get into baking, which is actually why I was late. I’m sorry about that, by the way. I lost track of time.”

Alister laughs. “I didn’t even notice. The time I spent waiting to see you again felt endless already, so what’s a few more minutes compared to that. I regretted not taking you out last night.”

“I’ve been excited to see you again too.”

I won’t say just how much I’ve been looking forward to our date, or how I was so eager I got ready super early, but then was nervous and started stress baking and had to dig out this cute, dangerously frilly apron.

I blink, confused that I’m still seeing the frills. Did I not—did I not take the apron off?

I lean back to get a better look at myself. Yes, that is definitely the apron over my nice evening dress.

My face gets even hotter, and I consider running away, maybe even jumping off the terrace. We’re only on the second story. I’m sure I could jump it and roll the landing and be totally fine to sprint off into the night.

No, wait, I can’t run.

There goes that plan.

I reach back for the waist tie so I can take this stupid thing off.

“What are you doing?” Alister asks.

“I’m trying to get this off,” I mumble without looking at him.

Alister is silent while I struggle to undo it one-handed but eventually grabs my arm and stills my movements.

“As much as I want to see, I think it’s best we wait until we’re somewhere more private,” he purrs quietly.

I look up at him and frown. “No, but—it’s better under this, obviously. Let me just—” I tug lightly on my arms to get him to let go so I can wrangle this thing off.

Alister doesn’t release me though, instead pulling my arm out from behind my back to hold both of my hands.

“I want to get to know each other first. I’ve already fallen for you, and I’m afraid if we sleep together, you’ll never get rid of me. It’s better to wait and make sure you’re interested in all of me first,” Alister says.

I blink at him. He doesn’t even want to see my date outfit because it’ll make him too horny? Was I supposed to wear a parka or something?

It’s not like my dress is that revealing. Though he can’t see it, so how would he know?

“I want to get to know you too. We can wait to get physical, that’s not a problem. I just wanted to get this off since there might be flour or crumbs on it,” I say hesitantly.

If he really needs me to clothe myself in layers, I will. It’s kind of cute that he would struggle to control himself around me otherwise. Actually, I have the same issue, and all my dates have been fully clothed.

Alister tilts his head, looking at my outfit, and then stands up. He brings my hands with him, pulling me out of my seat.

He walks around me, examining me. I stand still for his perusal, heart pounding fast.

Did he change his mind about getting physical?

I’m not usually jittery like this before sex. I know I was nervous before our date, but that’s just because it’s a first date. Is it a good sign or a bad sign that I’m so worked up now? Is Alister right that we should wait?

I still want him though, and while my omega is a bit intimidated, she’s also eager, and pussy is slick and ready for him.

Maybe it’s the age difference thing. I’ve never been with someone this much older than me.

If I had known it would make me feel like this, I might have tried dating older people before now.

A breeze blows his peppery, herbal scent at me, and I inhale it deep into my lungs.

Then again, it might just be Alister himself that has me so desperate for him.

Alister finishes his circuit, stopping in front of me. He lifts the sides of the apron skirt, flaring it out.

“Is this an apron?”

“Yes,” I reply promptly.

“Because you were baking just before our date. And you forgot to take it off,” he says flatly.

It doesn’t really sound like a question, but I say “yes” again.

Alister quirks his lips and nods.

“I can help if you still want to get it off,” he offers.

“You can take it off.” Did my voice sound breathy? It definitely sounded breathy.

Alister turns me around so that he’s behind me. I get goosebumps, all my hair standing on end, sensing him so close without being able to see him.

He slowly pulls the ends of the bow until it loosens and unwinds the ribbon from my waist. Alister gathers up my hair in one hand and unties the neck strap, pulling the apron away.

I’m so distracted by his presence that I almost don’t see all the cookie crumbs falling out when he takes it off.

Alister turns me back around, and I relax slightly. Everything was so heightened when I couldn’t see what he was doing.

“Your dress is beautiful, and you still look amazing,” he says with a rueful smile.

He helps me back into my seat and folds up my apron, draping it on the back of his chair before joining me.

I’m still riding the high from his compliment when the server comes back with our drinks and we decide on our order.

We get back to our previous conversation, and I ask Alister what he does on the weekends. He tells me about his reading interests, which are largely non-fiction with a few murder mystery novels thrown in.

Once again, I’m selfishly thankful my date doesn’t have some extreme hobby he wants me to share, like skydiving or deep sea exploration.

It’s not until we’re eating the main course, pappardelle Alfredo with poppy seeds and fresh violets, that I reflect on how…interested Alister was in my apron.

“Did you really think my apron looked that good? Or were you just being nice earlier?” I say.

He pauses mid-chew, tensing up.

I wait a bit impatiently for his answer as he resumes chewing (though it feels like he’s chewing slower than normal).

When he finally swallows, I get distracted watching his muscular throat move. It looks so…biteable…

“…looked very charming on you, but I may be partial to that style of dress.”

I miss some of what he said, but I think I get the gist.

“You like the frilly, vintage style?”

“Yes.”

“I do too, but I don’t have much like it. I only have a few flowy outfits, and it’s a risk wearing them since I get dirty so often. The ruffles especially are in peril,” I say.

I'm not sure why Alister is still so tense, but I hope my explanation made him feel better. I thought the apron was pretty, so I’m not insulted that he liked it and thought it was part of my outfit.

Alister reaches for my hand again, and I happily give it to him.

“You could always wear it when it wouldn’t matter if your outfit gets dirty,” he says.

“What, like at home?” I frown.

Alister chuckles. “Yes, if we were at home, it wouldn’t matter if we made a mess.”

His thumb is rubbing circles on my pulse point and making it hard to think.

“That’s true, that is what it’s for.”

The server brings out the check, interrupting whatever Alister was about to say. Alister bares his teeth before getting himself under control and politely thanking him. He smoothly pulls out his card without looking at the bill and hands it off before I can reach for my purse.

Alister keeps rubbing my wrist, and I relax into the feeling, having already forgotten about our conversation.

“I didn’t want to be too forward, but I was trying to hint that I’d like to see that type of outfit on you during intimate moments,” he says.

“Oh. Oh,” I squeak out, my whole body flushing in embarrassment.

Now that he spelled it out, it seems so obvious that’s what Alister meant, and I just kept missing the point completely.

“That would—that would be fun,” I stutter out.

“We don’t have to do that, it was just a thought inspired by your apron. I’m happy to see you in whatever you want to wear, or not wear.”

“No, it sounds fun! I’ve never really worn outfits for, um, sex stuff. I’d like to try it though.”

“I’m happy to plan some things for us then, for whenever you want to play around,” Alister says, leaning close.

“Okay,” I breathe back.

My omega is trembling with excitement at the proposition of our alpha dressing us up to play with us. It makes me want to roll over right here for him to take me.

Alister smiles like he knows what I’m thinking. Based on the intensity of my scent in the air, he probably has a pretty good idea. My omega-proof underwear isn’t keeping up, and the breeze isn’t doing its job to blow away my horny perfume.

The server chooses this moment to pop back up, making Alister growl, but he quickly cuts himself off.

The poor server drops the check holder on the table and thanks us while running off.

Alister gently squeezes my hand.

“I’m sorry, I’m not usually so poorly behaved. I normally keep a tight hold on my alpha. Not that I struggle to keep myself under control. That is, I don’t let my base urges take over,” he says.

His almost fumbling explanation is cute. Of course, Alister’s apology was still elegant, unlike when I get flustered, but it’s nice to know he isn’t always calm and collected.

And maybe I like that I’m the one making him lose control.

I know we’re trying to avoid fucking until we know each other better, but I think we accomplished that during dinner, so surely we can fuck now.

I’m just working up the courage to hint that perhaps we could go back to my place where perchance I could show him some of my other frilly outfits and, you know, one thing could lead to another until whoops his cock finds itself in me.

I’m not quite sure of the wording yet, but something like that.

Before I can tell Alister my elegant come-on, a chime echoes around us.

“That’s our pack ringtone. I should answer since we only call when it’s important. Is that alright? I haven’t scared you off, have I?” Alister says.

“No, of course not! You can answer it. Oh, Ciro might need help!”

I’d almost forgotten Flower Gully was having issues. I hope Ciro gets things fixed. I know how devastating it would be to lose plants.

Alister pulls his phone out of his jacket pocket, swiping it open one-handed so he can keep his other hand on mine.

I try not to eavesdrop.

Actually, why am I pretending to myself, I’m definitely trying to eavesdrop. If it is Ciro, I want to know what he’s up to. I’m worried for the flowers, but I’m also insecure when it comes to him, and I’m not sure if he was being truthful about why he backed out of our date.

I can make out a bit of the voice on the other end, and I think it’s Ciro. He’s saying something about “compression” and “coils,” so it sounds like the greenhouse really is having issues.

“Surely someone else is available to help you. You know I’m on a date with Daphne, and I want her to have an enjoyable time,” Alister says.

My omega is very smug at hearing him say that. I guess she’s annoyed that Ciro skipped out on us, even though he apparently had a legitimate reason to do so.

Alister frowns as he listens to Ciro’s reply. He’s talking louder now, so I can hear him say Alister is the only one who can help.

Alister looks at me, and I nod.

I’d never let plants die if I can help it.

“I’ll be there soon,” Alister says before hanging up.

“Does Ciro think he’ll be able to fix things?” I ask anxiously.

“Yes, he figured out the problem and needs me to pick up a few more parts. I’m sorry to cut our date short. I’d hoped to take you on a walk through the town square and along the river.”

“That’s okay. We can get together again soon.”

Alister smiles and kisses the back of my hand.

“I’ll see about rescheduling with Ciro too,” he says.

“Okay,” I say, and I’m pretty sure I flutter my eyelashes. I’ve never done that before in my life.

Alister tucks my apron over his arm and guides me out of the restaurant the way we came in, hand on my lower back. I lean close to him as we walk. Would it be weird to ask him to tuck me under his arm? Or maybe carry me?

No, that is too weird to ask. At least on a first date.

He walks me to my car (which is a long walk, because again, I had to park at the very back). This is a nice cozy little stroll, even if it’s not along the river.

It’s dark out here, and that makes me think of Ciro, alone in the dark on the farm, working to save all those plants. It’s such a sad image. He’s just—alone. One man working hard out in the wilderness (well, a cute little flower farm) struggling against the odds and the harsh weather (a greenhouse where the HVAC unit broke) to save his crops (again, the cute plants).

I stop walking.

Alister turns and sees the frown on my face.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, cupping my cheek.

“I’m worried about Ciro. And the plants. I would hate for something bad to happen if Ciro can’t fix things in time.”

It takes a moment for Alister to reply. “You’re right, he would lose something amazing.”

That’s not a very encouraging thought.

Now I’m even more worried. How much does he stand to lose if he can’t fix this?

I have to help him.

“I’m coming with you,” I say, grabbing Alister’s wrist and pulling him back through the parking lot.

I’m not sure where his car is, but surely he parked closer to the restaurant than I did.

Alister follows me for a few feet before stopping, which brings me to a halt fast. I’m not moving several hundred pounds of alpha if he doesn’t want to be moved.

“Why do you want to come with me? It’s a messy job, I don’t think your apron will be able to withstand it,” Alister says.

I huff and may even stomp my foot a little. I can’t believe he’s not letting me do what I want.

“But I want to help. I don’t care how dirty or messy I get!” I pout at him.

Alister grins and tugs me closer. I try to hold my ground because I’m determined to go with him to the Flower Gully, but once again the alpha has the weight advantage.

“As much as I like to hear that, I don’t want to end our date by making you do manual labor. Or by making you watch us do manual labor,” Alister says.

Well, that just makes me picture him and Ciro shirtless, carrying big tools around. Not a bad way to spend an evening.

I must zone out because the next thing I know Alister is saying my name, and his amused face suggests that may not be the first time he said it.

“Yes?” I ask innocently.

“You don’t really want to come out to the farm tonight, do you?”

“Of course I want to come with you!” I say, definitely stomping my foot this time.

“If that’s what you wish.”

Alister grabs me around the waist, holding me under his arm as he strides through the parking lot.

Alister unlocks his SUV, asking one last time, “You’re sure? It could be a long evening.”

“I’m sure.”


Chapter 30
Daphne
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The bumpy road out to Flower Gully is more titillating when you’re trapped in a vehicle with a giant, delicious alpha. Even Alister’s fancy SUV isn’t enough to smooth out all the ruts and bumps, so I’m being bounced around and vibrated while Alister’s scent curls around me.

It’s almost enough to make a poor horny girl come.

I squeeze the door handle on a particularly big bounce and clench my thighs together. I’m not sure my slick-wicking underwear can hold up to me actually coming. They’re already overworked just from being near Alister. You’d think I hadn’t had sex in years with the way my pussy is acting.

Think of the flowers, think of the flowers I chant as we go over several bumps in a row.

I’d be so embarrassed if I came without Alister even touching me, just from his scent teasing me (and a feisty stretch of road. NOT how I ever imagined I’d receive road head).

“Sorry about the rough road. I’ve been telling Ciro for years that this should be resurfaced, or better yet, paved. The farm is doing well, it can afford the upkeep,” Alister says.

He must have noticed my rhythmic clutching. Luckily he doesn’t seem to realize why I’m actually struggling.

“It’s fine, I’ve been out here before. I knew what to expect,” I say in as normal and not moany of a voice as I can manage.

Alister puts his hand on my thigh and squeezes it, and I almost come right then.

“I didn’t realize you’d been here before. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, but I thought Ciro typically delivered to Queen of Hearts,” he says.

I focus on his words to distract myself from the other stimulation. “We had a flower emergency, and I had to pick up some flowers ahead of schedule. The high school kids unexpectedly ordered tons of bouquets for their promposals. Thankfully that’s calmed down, but with the Flowerfalls Festival coming up, we’ll be busy with that.”

“I’m assuming this will be your first time at the festival? Have you participated in other fairs before?”

I launch into my florist experience, probably giving too much information as if this were an interview, but it’s a good way to keep my mind off other things. My rambling gets all the way to the Flower Gully.

“…and we actually had a silly misunderstanding when I came to pick up the flowers,” I say as we pass through the gates, cutting myself off there. The road is better, so I’m not struggling as much, but I’m also not sure I should talk about that little incident.

“Oh really? What happened?” Alister asks.

Of course he asks. He’s so sweet and attentive and interested, of course he would want me to continue the story I teased.

“Um, well, you see, the farm was busy that day and didn’t have time to harvest the flowers for us, but I didn’t know that until I got here. One of the workers said I could collect the flowers myself. I’d never worked at a big farm like this before, just my own small garden. It was an…interesting experience.”

That should explain what I said without giving away that Ciro thought I was a flower thief and he felt me up and I liked it.

“I’m sure Ciro will let you come out and pick flowers whenever you want, baby girl. He’ll probably bring you lots of bouquets too.”

I was going to say I don’t think he’ll let me pick any more flowers, but my brain short-circuited when Alister called me that, and my tongue is no longer working.

If he’s going to call me that, does that mean I can call him…?

“Let’s go find Ciro,” Alister says after helping me out of the car.

It’s dark except for a few low lights dotted around, the moon a small sliver. Alister has his arm wrapped around me, keeping me close as we walk out to the greenhouses.

He calls Ciro, and a phone rings in the distance up ahead.

The ringing cuts off, and Alister asks where we’re going. Ciro directs us until we find him at a small greenhouse hidden behind the rest.

A flashlight on the ground provides the only light, leaving Ciro’s face in shadows. I can tell it’s him and not some other giant alpha from the whipped honey floral scent blowing toward us, more complex than the actual flower.

Ciro hangs up at our approach but doesn’t look away from the HVAC unit on the wall in front of him.

“Were you able to get the parts I need?” Ciro asks curtly.

It’s good to know he’s this surly with everyone.

“Yes, I’ll go get them out of the car now that I know where to bring them,” Alister says.

The wind shifts, whipping my hair forward into my face.

Ciro’s head snaps over, and he focuses on me immediately.

“Why did you bring her?” Ciro grits out.

Alister tenses, but replies smoothly, “I know this isn’t a very fun date activity, but Daphne wanted to help. Isn’t that sweet of her?”

It’s hard to tell with the lighting, but I think Ciro may be glaring at me.

Is he still mad about our little miscommunication the last time I was out here? It’s not like I’m trying to pick his flowers this time. I really did come to help however I can, so his plants don’t die.

“I wouldn’t want the princess to get her clothes dirty,” he drawls.

“Very chivalrous of you,” Alister says.

“I can wear my apron,” I pipe up.

They stare at me.

What? It’s a good idea.

“We don’t need an extra pair of hands in the way. Alister, call her a cab to take her home,” Ciro says, turning away to poke at something in the HVAC.

“More hands are better. Why don’t you have Daphne hold the flashlight up so you can actually see what you’re working on,” Alister says and walks off before either of us can protest.

Once his footsteps fade, we’re left alone in silence.

Oh, wait. That’s not exactly true. The crickets start up, so we have awkward cricket sounds serenading our standoff.

I still think my apron idea was a good one.

Ciro messes with the equipment for a minute before taking a deep breath and looking over at me.

“You can hold the light if you want to,” he says.

“Really? I can hold it?” I ask happily.

I don’t know how to fix machinery, but I’ll do whatever he tells me to if it will help.

I bounce closer before Ciro changes his mind.

“You can hold the flashlight,” he repeats.

I don’t know why he’s so hesitant. Holding a flashlight can’t be that hard, right?

I scoop it off the ground and point it at the HVAC. There, I did a great job, and didn’t shine it in Ciro’s eyes or anything.

I look up at him with a smile, expecting praise for how good I’m doing.

His lips quirk. “Good job, princess.”

“Thank you.” I smile smugly to myself. I’m amazing at this already.

Ciro has me adjust the light as he does whatever it is he’s doing, screwing and shifting things around.

The stack of old parts on the ground has grown by the time Alister gets back. He sets the supplies down nearby, but I don’t pay much attention because I’m so busy concentrating on holding the light in the right spot.

Suddenly I’m blinded, white covering my eyes. Instead of freaking out like I want to because a giant moth is attacking my face, I hold steady, so the light doesn’t shake, keeping both hands on it and letting the moth have its way with me.

The moth moves away from my face and drapes itself over my chest. I keep my eyes shut so I don’t get any of its weird powder in my eyes. When it tightens its grip around my waist, I can’t help popping my eyes open to look down at it, because how big and strong is this thing??

It’s got a lot of frills for a moth. I squint, the shadows making it difficult to tell what I’m looking at.

Alister lifts my hair up, and something slides around the back of my neck. I shiver as whatever it is tickles me, ruining my perfect flashlight-holding streak, the light jerking wildly.

“Is that tied right, baby girl?” Alister asks.

I peer over my shoulder and find his face close to mine.

My lips part as I inhale his spicy floral scent. Alister growls low, and I tilt my head to the side.

“Why did you bring that?” Ciro snaps, interrupting as Alister leaned closer.

I look at Ciro in confusion.

What were we talking about?

“Daphne said she wanted her apron,” Alister says.

“That’s not a work apron, which we have plenty of hanging around. Why do you even have that thing on you.”

“It’s Daphne’s, she was wearing it earlier. It will work just as well,” Alister says.

“I thought you went out to dinn—never mind. It doesn’t matter. I’m losing light here,” Ciro addresses me.

I jump, hurrying to shine the flashlight where it’s supposed to be.

Alister finishes straightening out my apron, which was apparently not a giant moth attacking me.

“Does that feel right?” he whispers in my ear.

I tense my body so I don’t mess up again.

“So right,” I whisper back.

Alister chuckles, breath fanning over my cheek.

Is it possible to hyperventilate from being teased?

Something clangs loudly, and Ciro curses.

“Get me the thermistor,” he grunts.

I don’t want to let go of the light, otherwise I would’ve already dived to get him whatever he needs.

Alister hands Ciro the part before I figure out how to do two jobs at once. I relax, realizing he must have meant for Alister to do it.

I keep working hard to support them while they replace the old things with new, watching lustfully as they use power tools and lift heavy things, muscles straining against their shirts. Alister must have left his jacket in the car, because now he matches Ciro, sleeves rolled up to show off their slutty forearms.

They move me around as needed, Alister putting his hands on my hips to adjust me, Ciro repositioning my hands.

Eventually Ciro has me step back so they can put the cover on.

“I’m going to turn on the power. Alister, see if it sounds normal when it kicks on,” Ciro says before walking off.

“You were a big help, baby girl. Thank you for coming out to help Ciro,” Alister says.

“It’s no big deal, I’m sure anyone could have done it,” I say modestly, even though I’m pretty sure those were some top-tier flashlight-holding skills.

“We’re lucky to have such a sweet, caring omega,” Alister says, running his hand through the ruffles on my apron.

My omega is thrilled that he called us theirs, and my heart pounds, beating so fast it feels like my whole body is vibrating.

The vibrations may also be because of Alister, his deep purr rumbling through me like an earthquake.

I plaster myself against him, clutching his shirt. I can’t see his face in the shadows, but I feel safe with him.

I pull myself up, trying to reach Alister’s lips. He takes pity on my struggle, leaning down so I can wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him.

I immediately open my mouth and run my tongue over his lips. Alister growls and opens for me.

I wrap my legs around his waist, and he takes advantage of my position to run his hands over my thighs and ass. I tighten my fingers in his hair, pressing my lips against him hard and licking his mouth like I want to taste his soul.

Alister grabs my hair to hold me in place and control our kiss. I whimper as he takes charge. I like this better.

He unzips the back of my dress, cool air brushing my exposed skin. It’s quickly replaced with warmth as Alister strokes down my spine, and I arch into him like a cat.

He pushes the dress down, and I help slide the straps off my arms. I reach back to undo the apron ribbon when the dress gets caught on it, but Alister stops me. He pulls the dress under it so the apron stays on.

I leave him in charge of the clothes and focus on how good it feels to be in his arms, finally kissing him.

A sudden whirring starts up nearby, but I ignore it.

Alister runs his fingers along the hem of my lacy underwear. He groans when he reaches the middle, where the edges just barely cover my pussy. He slides his finger under the fabric, and slick immediately drips out. With how wet I feel, I’m sure it’s running down his hand.

Alister’s grip on my hair tightens, and he bites my lower lip before pulling away.

“Is this all for me?”

I whine and nod into his neck. I need him so much I’m past words. I want Ciro too, why did he leave? He needs to come back.

Alister likes my answer, and I’m rewarded as he runs his fingers along my lips and circles my clit. I buck against him.

He kisses my neck as he teases me, making my legs shake and my omega go wild, wanting him to bond us and fuck us. If Alister didn’t have such a tight grip on my hair, I’d push my neck onto his teeth.

I whine in outrage when he sets me on my feet, but as he kneels in front of me, I cut it off.

Alister slides my dress off, lifting each leg and keeping a hand on my ass to brace me. He takes off my shoes next, and I’m left in just my frilly apron and lacy underwear.

Alister stares up at me while he sucks my slick off his fingers, eyes slitting in pleasure. His hold on my ass is the only thing that keeps me upright.

“How does it sound? Is it dripping at all?” Ciro calls out, coming around the corner.

He curses and skids to a halt. I look over my shoulder at him and catch him looking up and away.

“She is dripping,” Alister says.

“You know I was talking about the AC.”

“Come join us. It’s not too late to fulfill your promise of a date tonight.”

“Take her somewhere with a bed. The farm isn’t a place for tomfoolery.”

Alister laughs and stands up, putting his hands on my shoulders and letting Ciro get a good look at my backside.

“You sound older than me, Ciro. Don’t act like you’ve never thought about this. I’ve seen your search history,” Alister says.

It’s hard to tell in the dark, but it looks like Ciro’s face reddens, and his honeyed scent edges toward charred.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Take the princess home,” Ciro says.

He turns away and grabs his cowboy hat off the ground, shoving it on his head and picking up his tool bag.

“So it wasn’t you who looked up those primal alpha videos? And watched all the ones featuring chase scenes?”

Ciro stops rifling through the tool bag.

“What are you, my dads? Why are you looking at my internet history,” Ciro growls.

Alister laughs, unfazed. “You left your tablet in the living room, and I wanted to look something up. Your last viewed video was still open, and I looked through the history because I liked it and thought you might have found some more good videos. It turns out you did.”

Ciro glares at him.

“Fine, you can act out your fantasies. I’m going home,” he says, readjusting his hat, like there’s any sun for it to block.

“I think Daphne would have more fun if you joined us. Wouldn’t you, baby girl?”

I nod enthusiastically. I’m not good at running, but thinking about Alister and Ciro chasing me has my omega feeling feral, so I guess we’re going to give it a try.

Although I may hyperventilate before we even start, I’m so excited my thighs are wet and slippery.

We just need to get Ciro on board. I’m not sure why he’s protesting. I thought he liked me now that I showed him my flashlight skills.

I need to convince him I’m amazing at handling other flashlight-shaped things.

Unfortunately, I’m not very practiced at seducing someone, and the only thing I can think of is to shake my ass at him.

So that’s exactly what I do.

Ciro growls and steps closer, so it must be a decent way to seduce an alpha.

“Are you going to join us?” Alister says, running his hands down my cheeks and across my thighs, pulling my legs apart to show Ciro the thin strip of fabric barely covering me.

“This isn’t the place for that kind of thing,” Ciro repeats, but he takes another step closer.

“Flower Gully includes the surrounding forest, and we’re the only ones here. We can do whatever we want,” Alister says.

“She doesn’t even have shoes on.” Ciro is just a few feet away now.

“The ground is soft after the recent rain. Besides, if you catch her quickly, Daphne won’t have to worry about wearing out her feet.”

Ciro groans and reaches for me, but Alister spins me away before he can make contact.

Alister walks us backward, holding me in front of him, facing Ciro. I’m almost covered this way, except the apron is cut low enough that my nipples are partially visible.

“You have to catch her before you can touch her.”

Alister pulls on the side of my underwear, twisting it around his fingers until it tears, the sting making me moan.

Ciro snarls at him. “I didn’t say I was joining your little chase.”

Alister leans down to press his cheek to mine. “Don’t you want to catch your princess? You’ve been circling around her for days, and now she wants you to catch her. Unless you want her to beg for you?”

He pulls the skirt of the apron over my hips and puts his knee between my thighs. I moan and lean back, wrapping my arms around Alister’s neck as he rubs his leg against my pussy.

“I don’t want her to beg,” Ciro barks.

I twitch at the command, but I wasn’t planning on begging anyway, so it doesn’t affect me.

Well, not unless you count getting on all fours with my ass in the air as begging. And really, that’s just demonstrating a fun position to use.

Alister rubs his face against me, comforting me.

“Are you joining us or not?” he says in a hard tone, clearly not pleased with Ciro barking at me.

He must not be too mad at him though, because he uses two fingers to spread my pussy open and lifts me up on his knee to give Ciro a better view.

Ciro zeros in on his movements, Alister circling his middle finger around my clit. I whine and arch against him as my slick coats his pants.

Ciro’s nostrils flare. “Joining.”

Alister turns around suddenly and sets me on my feet.

I look back at him in horny confusion, already forgetting about the game we were going to play, eager to have them fuck me.

I can see Ciro behind Alister, still staring at me.

“Run until we catch you, baby girl,” Alister says. “If you want to stop, just tell us.”

He lets go, and I take an unsteady step forward. I keep looking back at them, unsure why I’m not supposed to run into their arms instead of away.

“We can smell you, baby girl. Your silky-sweet perfume is drowning out the scent of every other flower on the farm. We’ll give you a five-minute head start to make this a fair chase,” Alister prompts me.

Now I remember why I want to run from them: because, fun.

I grin and make eye contact with Ciro, sticking my tongue out at him. I savor the brief image of outrage on his face before I take off running, laughing as I go.

Alister laughs too, but Ciro’s rolling growl chases after me as I weave through the farm, aiming for the forest.

Ciro’s always so grumpy. If he wants to be belligerent, I can match his energy.


Chapter 31
Daphne
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My pace slows quickly, and I barely make it to the trees before dropping into a pathetic, stumbling jog.

I shouldn’t have laughed at Ciro when I ran off. I used up precious, precious lung capacity to do so.

This is why I don’t run for exercise, I feel like I’m dying.

I go around one tree only to be met with another that I have to dodge. I don’t know why these trees keep jumping out in front of me. It makes it a lot harder to put distance between us when I can’t run in a straight line.

Their stupid cocks better be worth this.

I squawk as another moth attacks me, flying right into my forehead. An actual moth this time.

The moth bounces off, and we’re both on our way.

This all sounded much more fun before I was huffing and puffing out here in the woods and no one’s getting eaten.

I might be an indoor-sex kind of girl.

Well, in the sheets or in the streets.

Something like that.

My brain isn’t getting enough oxygen to think.

I watch my feet as I struggle-jog, making sure I don’t trip on any roots in the low light. The forest floor is nice and cushy at least, seeming to be largely moss and leaf litter.

I’m so focused on looking down that I’m several steps into the glade before I realize it.

The crescent moon casts a silver glow on the tall grass, and I wander around, admiring the scene. Plants always have a way of pulling me in.

I notice pink dots scattered ahead, and dart forward to look, crouching to admire the evening primrose, open just for the moon.

I move from one flower to the next, cradling the stems to admire them before releasing them to continue swaying with their friends.

The back of my neck tingles, and a change in the breeze brings me the earthy honey scents of my scent matches. I whip my head around and spot Ciro at the edge of the tree line, still in the shadows, but I know it’s him because of the cowboy hat. My heart pounds and my pussy throbs with anticipation.

The tingle turns into a nervous shiver at his poised, unmoving form. I’m so mesmerized by Ciro that it takes me too long to realize I don’t see Alister.

Since Ciro hasn’t moved, I chance looking around. I don’t see Alister, but just as I’m turning back to watch Ciro, Alister emerges from the trees a few yards away from him.

My omega wavers between running at them or away. She kind of wants to see if our alphas are strong enough to catch her. Which, like obviously they are girl, they’re three times our size and we just got winded from jogging for five minutes.

She’s still smug and thinks it’s hot that alphas are showing off their prowess for us.

She’s right, it kind of is. Not that I’m going to choose my pack based on their physical abilities, but it is fun to give in to our instincts every now and then.

Which means I need to do my part in this little performance. I don’t want to insult their efforts by making it too easy.

I pop up from my crouched position, showing them my bare ass as I turn to run. If I get back under the trees, I have a chance of losing them among the trunks.

Well, if the wind keeps blowing away from them.

I’m so slick I’m pretty sure the lubrication on my thighs is helping me run faster since there’s no rub. But that combined with my perfume is just asking to get caught, leaving a scent trail everywhere I go, and probably a drip trail too.

I dart around trees, zigzagging to cover my tracks and trip them up.

I barely heard the grass rustle after I took off, so either they’re quieter runners than I am, or they’re not going full tilt in order to prolong the chasing portion of our activities.

Hopefully they don’t take too long to catch me, or I’ll be too tired to climb all over them like I want to.

My lungs are already burning, but the back of my neck tingles like it did when they were close. I’m not sure that sense is accurate, but the vestigial instinct heightens my arousal.

I dodge around a hugely enormous trunk and almost run right into Ciro.

I squeak and stumble backward, bouncing off another tree, which luckily wasn’t as rough as I expected.

I fall to my hands and knees, looking around for an escape. Instead, I find Alister standing over me and realize I bumped into him.

Apparently they are silent runners, because they corralled me without me noticing.

I scramble to the side, still in chase mode. I look for Ciro to make sure he hasn’t slipped away, keeping them in sight as I crab walk backwards.

“Are you tired of running?” Alister asks, running a finger along his belt buckle.

I pant (and my tongue may be hanging out), watching him finger it.

My omega urges me to play a bit more, and I think I’ve got some leg energy left, so I shake my head no.

“Then run,” Alister says.

Ciro growls and darts forward, but I’m already off, running through the forest.

I don’t try to hide my tracks this time, just going as straight and as fast as I can.

My alphas aren’t being subtle anymore either, their pounding steps close behind.

I think I spot another clearing and push for a burst of speed, hoping to change direction once I get there and shake them off.

Just as I break out of the trees, I’m lifted off my feet and the world spins around me.

When I make sense of things, I’m face down on the ground and Ciro is on top of me, rumbling a growl or a purr, I’m not sure which.

Footsteps have me looking around, which is difficult since Ciro is holding my arms behind my back, mirroring my last visit to the farm.

I lift my cheek off the moss and turn my head to see Alister walking over, watching as he slowly undoes his buckle and takes the belt off.

I’m whining and slick soaked by the time it’s dangling in his hand.

Alister hands the belt to Ciro, who wraps it around my wrists and fastens it.

I try to hold in a moan, but it slips out anyway. It’s embarrassing to be this horny when they’ve barely touched me.

Ciro growls in response, and Alister chuckles.

“You’ll be a good girl for us now, won’t you, baby girl?” Alister says.

“Yes, Daddy,” I say, nodding eagerly, cheek rubbing against the moss.

“I’m sure you won’t mind if we ensure you behave after running from us,” he continues, gesturing at my bound hands.

I nod again. Yes, they should keep me in line. Was very naughty to run from them.

Best thing to do is for them to fuck me and knot me so I can’t get away.

Too difficult to get my thoughts into words anymore.

I press my shoulders into the ground and arch my back, trying to bring my legs up. Ciro shifts off me so I can get into position.

I get my knees under me so my ass is in the air, presented for them.

Ciro growls and grabs my thighs, using his thumbs to spread me. Slick drips down to pool on the forest floor.

He gives no warning before his tongue licks up my pussy, making me jolt as he starts at my clit, swiping all the way up to my ass. I’m ready for the next pass, trying to push back against Ciro’s face, but with his strength he holds me where he wants anyway.

I whine and writhe as Ciro sucks and licks everything in reach. I squeal when he bites my ass, and my omega is sad that it’s not hard enough to break the skin.

Alister kneels beside my head. I can’t tell what he’s doing, but I hear fabric rustling. My eyes roll back as Ciro sticks his tongue in me, and I forget about Alister.

Something warm wraps around my throat, metal clinking, and I’m lifted by the neck, the weight of my upper body slightly constricting my breathing.

Alister pulls my head up to his waist, close enough that I could lick the bulge in his pants, so I do.

His cock twitches and he growls, but he uses the belt looped around his fist to move me away from it.

“Naughty girl, I didn’t say you could play with my cock yet,” Alister says.

I whine in response, sticking out my tongue for more despite what he said.

Ciro pushes two fingers in my pussy just as Alister arches me back, belt lightly choking me as I come.

He loosens his hold so I can breathe through the end of my orgasm. I gasp as I catch my breath.

“Open up,” Alister says.

I open my eyes, and he taps his cock against my cheek, hand fisting his knot.

I stick out my tongue, already salivating over the strong spicy scent emanating from him.

Alister rubs the head against my tongue, the herbal precum coating it. I curl my tongue around him, licking the base and teasing the foreskin. Alister groans but holds still, letting me tease him and lick up more of the wild mountainside misty flavor.

Ciro removes his fingers, but I don’t mind since I’m focused on my treat from Alister.

I’m unprepared for Ciro to thrust his cock deep in my pussy, one hard push seating him down to the edge of his knot. My squeal is short-lived as Alister mimics him, pushing his cock into my throat and making me tighten around them as I choke.

Ciro sets a quick pace, thighs slapping against my ass, hitting just the right spot deep inside and making my legs shake.

I can’t concentrate enough to relax my throat for Alister, unable to do anything but whine as Ciro fucks me.

Alister doesn’t seem to mind, working his cock down my throat without my help. He uses the belt to hold me at the right angle and rubs my cheek with his free hand.

“Such a good girl now. Teasing Daddy in your cute little outfit,” Alister says, punctuating his thrusts.

I try to pay attention to what he’s saying, my omega wanting to listen to our alpha, especially when he’s praising us.

Ciro runs his fingers around my pussy as he fucks me, playing with my lips and teasing my clit. He brings his slick-covered fingers up to circle my ass, and I clench around his cock, making him groan. Ciro rubs my hole, and I want to push back onto his hand, but I can’t with them holding me.

Fortunately, he doesn’t torment me for long, easing a finger in my ass. What little strength my legs had gives out, and Ciro grabs my waist to keep me up. He works his finger deeper, and one finger quickly turns to two, and I’m coming again. The pressure from his cock and his fingers pushing against me makes me squirt, trembling as I flood him.

Ciro and Alister sync up so that they’re thrusting at the same time, knots bumping against my lips. It’s still not enough for my omega, she wants it all.

Ciro’s knot stretches me on the next thrust, and he pushes it even further on the next. He adds a fourth finger in my ass when his cock retreats, giving me a moment to adjust to it.

Alister also pulls back to let me breathe, but keeps his head on my tongue.

My moan echoes around us as Ciro’s knot stretches me. He doesn’t stop, pushing hard until it’s inside, where it swells immediately, locking us together. He rubs his fingers against his knot from the inside, massaging an orgasm out of us.

Ciro groans and his cock pulses as he fills me, stretching my pussy more since the knot keeps his come trapped inside me.

I squeeze him as I come quietly, too overwhelmed to make a noise, or even breathe.

Alister thrusts forward, and I flutter my lashes open to watch. He’s still mostly dressed, like he just stepped out of the office for a quick break to fuck my mouth.

He pulls my head down to his knot, my saliva already coating it. He works his thumb into the corner of my mouth to open my jaw wider. I choke on a whine when I realize what he’s planning.

Ciro squeezes my hip and pushes against me, bumping me further onto Alister’s knot.

I try to open wide as Alister works his knot in. I tease my tongue against it, feeling it pulse like it’s ready to inflate.

Alister pulls out, and I take several gasping breaths as saliva drips down my chin, and then his cock is back.

As much as I want him to knot my mouth, I don’t think it’s going to work. He already has my jaw stretched to the limit, I can’t open any wider.

Alister drops the belt and holds the back of my head, stroking my cheek.

“You’ve been so good for us, baby girl. Don’t you want your alphas to fill you up? Let me knot this pretty mouth? You can do it. Just relax and let daddy in,” Alister croons.

His praise distracts me from the strain and uncertainty, and it turns out I can open further and let him in. With one sharp push, Alister’s knot just barely squeezes past my lips. It hits the back of my throat and inflates, trapping my tongue underneath it.

I barely hear Alister’s low growl as he comes, but it’s strong enough to vibrate his body and mine. His warmth fills my stomach, and I swallow around him as best I can, milking his cock to get everything I earned.

Ciro runs his hands under the apron to stroke my belly, squeezing it and pressing against where his cock stretches it out.

He picks up the belt loop Alister dropped, tugging on it and making me swallow hard around Alister’s cock. His lips brush my ear and neck, skipping over the belt to my shoulder.

“Ciro—fuck,” Alister says, just as Ciro’s teeth pierce my skin.

There’s a slight pain and then the weight of Ciro’s mind presses on mine, and feeling his pleasure alongside mine has me coming again.

His growl echoes in my ears.


Chapter 32
Daphne
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Icome to as Alister pulls out of my mouth, his knot deflated.

He curses, holding onto my shoulder so I don’t fall. “Ciro, get ahold of yourself,” he barks.

Ciro snarls in response.

I rest my face against Alister, struggling to open my eyes and see what all the growling’s about. By the time I’m able to, Alister is still threatening Ciro.

Alister is kneeling so I can lean against his chest and stay upright. He has Ciro’s head bent back by the hair, pushing on his shoulder to keep him away from me.

Ciro’s eyes are glued to me while he fights Alister, hand still gripping my stomach and the other holding the belt loop. Despite his struggle, Ciro isn’t hurting me, not yanking on the belt or his knot, which hasn’t deflated yet. He’s reserving all his irritation for Alister.

I’m confused about why they’re fighting. If they didn’t want to share me, arguing about it after they came in me doesn’t really seem like the right time for that.

Something trickles down my shoulder and onto my chest. I lift my shoulder and rub it against my neck, trying to brush away whatever it is without the use of my bound hands.

“I’m so sorry about this, Daphne. I’ll get you fixed up once his knot releases you,” Alister says.

“It’s fine,” I manage to say despite the dry mouth and sore throat.

I could go for something to drink. All this running and throat fucking has left me very short on saliva.

I wish they’d chosen a better time to argue though. I’m trying to bask in postcoital bliss.

The last thing I remember is Alister coming in me. I can’t think of what would have upset Ciro so much, since Alister had been fucking my throat for a while.

Whatever dripped on me tickles my chest again, sliding down the side of my breast. I subtly rub against Alister to stop the ticklish feeling, but notice smears of red on us.

Is his come red?

My brain can’t compute what I’m seeing.

Alister switches up his hold while I’m distracted, hand on Ciro’s throat to keep him back.

He tilts my face up. “I’m so sorry, baby girl. Do you feel okay? I can clean this for now if you’re comfortable with that and bandage you up once we get back to the Flower Gully. I promise I’m in control of myself and I won’t bite you, Daphne. Will you allow me to clean the bite?”

My thoughts are still spinning, but now I remember Ciro’s mind brushing against mine. I mentally reach for him now, but the only place I feel him is in my pussy.

Ciro’s bite wasn’t deep enough to bond us, I guess, but it was enough to tear my skin. Or maybe that happened when Alister ripped him off me.

I can’t tell if I’m disappointed or relieved that the mating bond didn’t take hold. It would’ve let me see what Ciro really thinks of me, besides the lustful thoughts.

There’s no point in worrying about it now since Alister stopped him. As long as he keeps ahold of Ciro, he won’t be bonding me tonight.

Alister is still waiting for my answer, but the exhaustion and confusion have taken their toll, so I answer by tilting my head to the side so he can see to my shoulder.

Alister leans close, careful to keep Ciro’s teeth at arm’s length.

He pauses to ask again, “You’ll let me tend to you?”

“Yes,” I whisper.

The first swipe of Alister’s tongue over the wound sends pleasant tingles racing through me. Come to think of it, I haven’t felt pain since the first sting when he bit me. I didn’t realize alpha saliva was that effective at taking away discomfort.

More licks from Alister make me limp and happy, biology at work to comfort me and heal me. Alpha saliva has special enzymes that prevent pain and speed healing, which works on small wounds, or on larger ones if it’s their omega. It doesn’t work well enough to fix major injuries on strangers, otherwise they’d have alphas at all the hospitals, tongues at the ready.

This is a minor wound, but my omega is blissfully thinking that Alister’s healing is working extra well because he’s our mate.

I let my omega (and, ok, my more rational mind too) have this delusion.

Alister licks and kisses my neck until Ciro’s knot releases us. I don’t know if all that tending was necessary, or if he just enjoyed it as much as I did.

Ciro grabs my hips as soon as we’re freed, pushing against me like he’s going to fuck me and knot me again, but Alister somehow separates us. He pulls me off Ciro’s cock and makes sure I’m balanced, sitting on my heels, before turning to restrain Ciro.

Ciro’s come leaks down my legs while I watch them wrestle.

Maybe fucking again isn’t such a bad idea…

Alister eventually gets the upper hand, pinning Ciro on his stomach and kneeling on his legs. Most of Ciro’s attention is still on me, wanting to complete our bond, I assume. His eyes are hazy, like there’s no rational thought there, only alpha instinct. His scent is more intense too, similar to Kieran and Sterling last night when they were apparently in rut. They calmed down after they knotted me, so surely Ciro’s alpha will settle down soon and we can get back to the farm.

I’m not sure how far I ran, but I’m hoping it’s not too long of a walk back. Maybe I can get one of them to carry me instead.

A breeze rustles the leaves above us and makes me shiver. Now that the adrenaline and lust are fading, I’m left wet, half-naked, arms tied behind my back, and a bit chilly.

It’s nothing painful, but this makes it clear why heats are done in nests.

Slowly, Ciro’s struggles cease, and when he finally looks away from me, I know he’s coming back to himself. His scent also lessens, the frenzied spicy honey scent calming. I didn’t realize how strong it had become, almost burning my nose, until it faded.

Alister leans down and they have a whispered conversation. He must determine Ciro is in control of himself, because he gets off his back and lets him up, although Alister stays between us.

I peek around his legs to watch Ciro stand. He keeps his back to us as he adjusts his clothes and picks up his hat.

He drops his head, spinning his hat in his hand, before turning partially toward us.

“I’m sorry for losing control, Daphne. It’s unacceptable. I would never intentionally bond someone against their will. I’m so sorry I hurt you, especially like that,” Ciro says, keeping his face averted and eyes down.

I frown. I mean, it wasn’t exactly against my will, though it is for the best we didn’t go through with it. Quick bondings aren’t the smartest life decision, but in the moment it was hot, and I wanted his bite. I accepted it.

I wish he would look at me. It would have been a bigger deal if Alister hadn’t stopped him, but it’s not like Ciro was some random alpha who jumped me on the street.

Since alphas are bigger, it’s always on them to be in control of themselves so they don’t hurt their partner, but I still liked making him lose control a little. And everything worked out fine, my neck doesn’t even hurt.

“It’s okay, I know it was an accident. Mistakes happen when our instincts are close to the surface,” I say, unable to bring myself to admit how much I liked it. And that even now I waver between wishing he did bond me and being glad he didn’t. I’m still not sure where I stand with Ciro, and I can’t bring myself to be that vulnerable in front of him.

That probably means it’s for the best we didn’t bond yet (my omega grumbles at the thought).

Ciro’s jaw clenches. “That’s no excuse for what I did. I’m sorry, princess.”

Then he just walks off.

I barely hold in a whine.

Alister is quick to hug me, so I’m not sure if I actually did keep the sound in.

“I’m so sorry this happened, Daphne, we never meant to hurt you. I shouldn’t have pushed you both into this. Let’s get you cleaned up, okay, baby girl?” Alister says, comforting me as he unbuckles the belts looped around my hands and throat.

I throw my arms around his neck once I’m free and cling to him as he picks me up.

Alister carries me back to the farm, Ciro’s scent lingering in the air, but no other trace of him. Even once we’re near the greenhouses, there’s no sign of him, like he just disappeared.

Alister carries me straight to the car, but I stop him before he puts me in the passenger seat.

“Are we leaving?” I ask, unable to keep the tremble out of my voice.

“Almost, baby girl. I’m going to get the first aid kit out of the trunk and clean you up,” Alister says.

“What about my clothes? I’ll make a mess of your car,” I say, trying to think of some way to go back and find Ciro before we leave.

My omega is stressed that our alpha is upset. We bounce between worrying about him and feeling rejected because he ran off. Aren’t you supposed to do aftercare for the benefit of all parties after kinky stuff like this? If Ciro had stuck around, we would both feel better.

Alister smiles, finally loosening up for the first time since our sex went wrong. “The car can be cleaned. But I’d love to have your scent all over it.”

I’m too busy blushing and preening to protest again, so I let him put me in the car and wait patiently as he cleans me up. I can’t believe he already figured out compliments are my weak spot.

Alister cleans my neck and decides it’s sealed up enough that it doesn’t need a bandage. He cleans and disinfects my feet too since I got a few scratches running through the woods.

He goes back for my clothes, making me promise to wait in the car since he doesn’t want me walking on the gravel paths barefoot. I look for any sign of Ciro, but nothing moves on the farm, and Alister returns with my things alone.

As we drive away, I watch the side-view mirror until the Flower Gully is no longer visible.

Alister squeezes my thigh, and I look over at him and smile tiredly. He returns my smile before focusing back on the road, and I think that maybe my subtle staring wasn’t as subtle as I thought.

Those old feelings threaten to break through, trying to drag me down again. Not being good enough or interesting enough to keep an alpha’s attention, carved into my heart after my exes broke up with me.

But Alister is a lifeline, his hand and his comforting earthy scent keeping me grounded in the here and now.

It’s different with these men. They treat me so much better than my exes ever did, and because of my suppressants, I don’t think they even realize we’re scent matches. They don’t act like I’m just an omega they’re trying to fuck.

Even Ciro’s freakout is a good sign, I think (I hope). It shows he cares about me and doesn’t want to hurt me. He’s grumpy, but everything he complains about is meant to protect me, like telling me to be careful in the alley or not to steal flowers so I don’t get arrested.

That thought keeps me from falling into the hole again. I have good things to look forward to with my new mates.

On the way back to town, I drift between sleep and awake, soothed by Alister’s presence.


Chapter 33
Daphne
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Tearing paper is the only sound in the empty store, followed closely by cursing as my furious erasing rips through my sketch.

I stop myself from shredding the rest of it, taking a deep breath and looking at it objectively to determine if this design should be salvaged.

I hold the paper at different angles to see if the honeysuckle and Dendrobium orchids look good together, but I’m still not sure.

With a sigh, I add it to the growing stack of failed plans beside me.

The Flowerfalls Festival is just a few weeks away, and I haven’t come up with one arrangement that I love or even kind of like. None of my sketches look right.

Drafts don’t always end up looking like the actual arrangement, so I might like some of these if I created them, but I’d rather have a few good ideas first.

I sharpen my pencil in disgust.

Things aren’t coming together right at work, and that just reminds me of my personal life.

Sure, most of my dates went well, and I should focus on that, but of course the one small minor little setback is all I can think about.

Why should I waste time thinking about some alpha who’s hot and cold. Well, he’s been mostly cold, even though he acts hot. Or hot headed. Or he’s attractive. I don’t know, Ciro is something. Whatever it is, he both attracts and confuses me.

The pencil snaps in half. I drop the pointy end and start sharpening the half with the eraser, twisting hard.

I have four great guys who are very into me. They were so attentive and considerate during our dates, and not just when we were fucking, and they’ve continued to be so. Feliks, Sterling, Kieran, and Alister have been texting me and sending me food deliveries over the past few days.

Alister even tried to take me to the doctor to have my neck and feet looked at, but I was able to convince him that was unnecessary. My feet are fine, barely scratched, and there’s no reason to have a doctor look at the bite mark. I can’t feel Ciro at all, no matter how hard I’ve tried, so it’s not like we have a partial bond that could cause issues.

Alister contented himself with sending me food for every meal, with snacks in between, so I could rest up. My other dates did the same without even knowing about my scrapes, so I spent the rest of the weekend well stuffed even when I was alone.

There are only a couple of pinpricks on my neck anyway. Still, I don’t want to explain that the bite is from a failed bonding, hence, my ascot.

I touch my neck to make sure it’s still covering Ciro’s bite, adjusting the knot so the ends are fluffed up.

Every time I touch it, I feel a pang of regret. It may be messed up, but I’m flattered that Ciro lost control of his alpha and wanted me so badly he tried to bond me. And on our first date. The thought of it still makes me tingle.

Definitely messed up.

As unpredictable as Ciro is, my omega is still obsessed with him. I think she’s been obsessed since we first ran into him. Even when he felt me up and accused me of stealing, she was ready to let him search anywhere he wanted for stolen goods. Or help him smuggle his own goods.

I shake my head. Now’s not the time to be getting horny, especially not for the one guy whose affection I’m unsure of.

I want the bites of my other alphas too, and I want to bite Feliks, but since I already have their attention, my omega is hyper-focused on attracting our one reluctant beau.

My phone dings, and I open it to a text from Sterling asking how my day is going. I smile as I reply, telling him it’s going great and I’m working on my festival plans.

Somehow in the time it took me to read his message, my frustration eased, and now my day is going great?

I haven’t made any progress at work, but one text from Sterling is enough to make me feel like everything is going to be okay.

I put my phone down with a sigh and lean back to stretch.

Stressing about the festival and Ciro isn’t going to get me anywhere.

I haven’t heard from him since he apologized and left me in the woods with Alister anyway. Alister claims Ciro feels so bad about what happened that he can’t bring himself to talk to me, and he’s very sorry about what he did.

I told Alister to tell Ciro that I’m not mad about it, things happen, and our instincts get the best of us sometimes. There was no harm done, and I had a good time.

It’s all very high school. Once again, my dating life is stunted.

I pull a fresh, blank piece of paper in front of me and stare at it blankly.

Blank.

Empty.

Vacantly blanketed in nothingness.

I feel my stress rising again and barely hold in a whine.

Poppy arrives, saving me from my existential crisis, worrying that I’ve used up all the creativity in my body and I’ll never be able to come up with any new or good ideas ever again.

I jump up and greet her cheerfully, “Hey Poppy! How’s it going? Did you have a good lunch break? What’d you eat? Was it good?”

“Someone’s talkative today,” she says with a smile, taking my barrage of questions in stride.

“It’s been a quiet morning. Haven’t had much social interaction.”

She laughs. “That’s true, it’s been pretty quiet since we got through the promposal orders. Gives us time to focus on the festival.”

I wince, looking down at my still blank, empty, bare piece of paper.

She clearly didn’t get my mental memo that I’m trying to distract myself from my problems, so we should avoid talking about the festival.

“What’s wrong?” Poppy asks, her eagle eyes noticing my subtle sign of distress.

“It’s nothing, don’t worry about it,” I say, nudging the corner of my paper, like having it at a right angle to the table will somehow help me come up with a plan.

Poppy picks up my stack of failure, flipping through the designs.

“These are amazing! Are they for the festival?”

“I don’t think I’ll use any of those, but I am trying to come up with festival arrangements.”

She holds up the one with the wormwood flowers dangling at the ends, the center filled with red carnations.

“This one is fun, why don’t you want to use it? The height differences would really stand out at the fair.”

I squint at it. It’s not bad now that I look at it again, but it’s still not quite right.

“I don’t know. I don’t think I like the way the scents would mix together…” I say hesitantly, still struggling to figure out what’s wrong with it.

I sigh forlornly and look down, wiping eraser shavings off the table.

“You need inspiration,” Poppy says.

I look at her hopefully. “I do?”

Does she know how to inspire flower wisdom? I certainly don’t. I thought sex was one of the best ways to clear your mind and let creativity flow, but after everyone I did this weekend, my mind still isn’t any more productive.

“That’s right. And you know what’s the best way to get inspired?” Poppy asks excitedly.

“What?” I say with just as much excitement, her enthusiasm infectious.

“Intense, in-depth research!”

“Oh.”

I slump back in my chair.

We clearly have different ideas about what should be cause for excitement.

Poppy laughs at me.

“Research is good for the mind. Besides, I thought you said you enjoyed reading, especially about flowers.”

“I do, but I’ve already read most of the floral books out there. I don’t think looking at the same things again will inspire anything new when I have a creative block.”

I have so many books on flowers and plants and floriography at home, but just thinking about reading them for the hundredth time is making my mental block even taller and thicker, more impenetrable.

“Have you seen the selection at Pen and Tellem?”

“Well, no. I haven’t had time to go over there yet,” I hedge.

“They have huge sections of unique and antique books, things you can’t find in many other places. You could see if any of them catch your eye. And if not, you could read some historical romances. I’ve read lots of those where the royal ladies use flowers to send messages and the lords give flowers to their lovers. There’s a lot to be inspired by there,” Poppy says wistfully.

The thought of rare books perks me up. I love learning new things about flowers, so if there’s a book I haven’t read, I have to find it.

“That’s not a bad idea,” I concede, already thinking about how many hours are left until I get off work and calculating how much money I have to splurge on books.

Poppy must notice my scheming face.

“You can probably go now. I don’t think we’ll get slammed with customers this afternoon, and the research counts as work anyway.”

“I guess I could ask Anicka if I can take an early day.”

I don’t need to get paid to browse a bookstore. I’d do that for free anytime.

Poppy drags me to the back to find Anicka.

“Daphne needs to go to Pen and Tellem and get some books for her fair designs. We’ve been slow today, so I can watch the front while she’s out,” Poppy says before I can get a word in.

“That’s a great idea. We should be fine here without you, feel free to stay at the bookstore for the rest of the day,” Anicka says.

“If you’re sure you don’t need me…” I say.

They wave me off, and I hasten to the bookshop.


Chapter 34
Daphne
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Iwalk out of Queen of Hearts and enter the dark green wooden door at Pen and Tellem just a few minutes later.

I’m still not used to the walkability of this town.

I’m barely a few feet in when I have to stop and stare.

The bookstore is several stories tall, which is obvious from the outside, but in here you can see every level, with the gallery balconies open to the ground floor. There must be hundreds of books, thousands actually, on every level.

I squint, unable to make out much on the highest floors. Most of them are hidden in shadows, but I assume there are even more books lurking up there.

The ground floor alone would take hours to wander through, shelves and tables filled with books old and new, plus fun accessories like bookmarks, totes, and candles.

It’s overwhelming in a good way, like a table filled with delicious cookies and cakes where you don’t know what to start on first. Kind of like visiting Flourist, before I got all distracted by Sterling.

Sterling on the table WITH the desserts…

“It looks like this is your first time. Do you need help finding something?” a chipper voice asks.

“It’s not my first time! I mean, uh, yes, I’m looking for any rare books you have about flowers,” I say.

I quickly wipe my mouth, making sure there’s no drool on it. I should’ve eaten a bigger lunch. Or included cock on the menu.

I approach the white and pink-haired woman at the front counter, and she sets down the book she was reading, Big Tex, Hot Asphalt.

“Flowers, that’s a fun request. Are you looking for gardening, biology, or a history of? Modern or antique?” She hops off her chair, almost disappearing behind the giant checkout desk before coming around it to join me.

“Mostly history and symbolism, but I wouldn’t mind seeing where the gardening books are too. I work at Queen of Hearts, so I’m looking for some inspiration on the arranging side. I own most of the modern books already, so I’m thinking rare or antique. I’m sure there will be plenty of those to browse through,” I say, still in awe of the giant bookstore.

She nods eagerly, bobbed hair swaying back and forth across her cheeks.

“We have a huge selection! And if we don’t have what you’re looking for, we can order it for you or watch for it when we source our books.”

The woman leads me deeper into the store, weaving through the mishmash of shelves set up at odd angles and around tables and piles of books.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you around. Did you move here recently? I’m Alice, by the way. Did you know we have a greenhouse? It’s the perfect place for cozy reading among the plants,” she says, looking back at me as she takes us around a blind corner.

“I’m Daphne. I moved here earlier this year, but I haven’t had the time to explore much,” I say, trying not to let on that I’ve been kind of a hermit workaholic.

“I’ve never heard of a bookstore-greenhouse combo. I’d love to see that,” I add as we careen around another corner.

“Good! Because we’re here. I thought it would be fun to start in the greenhouse before moving on to the books you’re looking for. They’re all spread out since we have things organized by category as well as new or antique, plus foreign language.”

“Oh. Yes, good idea,” I say, but I’m not sure I’ll survive exploring the store with Alice.

She hasn’t run into anything yet, but her blasé tour guiding is making me nervous. So far the other customers have gone around us or jumped out of our way, but odds are that we’ll run into something eventually.

Alice opens a large, curved door, and I forget all about my fear of collision.

I float into the greenhouse, admiring the greenery. There are ferns and ivies and philodendrons, and all sorts of leafy plants growing in pots scattered among the long wooden tables and classical stone statues. Bright flowers draw the eye as I make my way around the room, along with fruiting plants, strawberries on the vine, blueberries on little bushes, sweet peppers poking out of leaves. Delicious-smelling herbs are everywhere you turn, like apple mint, lavender thyme, and Piccolino basil.

Alice appears at my elbow, and I jump, not realizing she had been silently following as I wandered around.

“So, what do you think? The restoration team did a great job, right? We hired a plant specialist to decorate it and take care of everything. The edible plants are all free pick, so you can grab a snack while you read or take the herbs home to make soup or a fancy cocktail or something. Isn’t that fun? There are a few plants for sale too, of course. Not sure if you enjoy gardening in your free time or if you get enough of that at work,” Alice chatters happily.

“I like growing plants, though I don’t have many of them at the moment. You said I can eat the fruit?” I ask, already aiming for the strawberries.

After chatting about plants (and snacking) for a while, I let Alice lead me back into the bookstore proper to show me what I came for.

She pinballs us around the store, pointing out the relevant sections, before leaving me to browse on my own, making me promise to find her if I need help or get lost. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to find her if I’m lost, but I thank her anyway, and then she’s off.

This place could probably stand to hand out maps, but I’m not great at reading those anyway, so I just memorize my route. I start browsing where Alice left me, at the flower arranging throughout history section. I carefully look at the books that seem promising, select a few to purchase, and work my way back through the other sections she showed me.

By the time I’m done, I have several stacks of books waiting for me at the register, where Alice offered to hold them.

I lug my last load of books to the front and set them on the counter. I think I have a chance to catch my breath as Alice finishes talking with other customers, except she notices I’m here and waves me over.

“Oh! This is who I was talking about,” she says to the alphas and omega with her.

“This is Seph, the greenhouse manager, and Basel is the architect who worked on the restoration,” Alice says, gesturing to the brown-haired alpha. She introduces the red-haired one next. “And Fynn, along with the rest of their pack, helped get the greenhouse ready for its grand opening at the Autumnfalls Festival last year. It looked amazing with the fall decorations.”

“Daphne’s the new florist in town. I thought you would have a lot to talk about since you both love plants and books,” she tells the omega, Seph.

“Those are all yours?” Seph asks, admiring my book towers. “I’m the same way. I usually end up with at least one big stack of books to carry out of here. I finally realized I should always bring my car when I visit, even if it’s a short walk over. I do not want to cart all those books home. Or make my alphas do it.”

“We’re always happy to carry your things,” Basel says.

“That’s right, and you know I have lots of experience carrying a heavy thing around,” Fynn says, smirking.

Seph scoffs and elbows him, blushing. The alphas watch her dotingly.

They’re such a cute pack. I might be jealous if I didn’t have my own guys who would be happy to carry my books if I’d invited them.

“Oh, right. My car…” I realize.

I was so distracted by all the amazing books, I didn’t even think about the fact that I have to get them home somehow. I’m so used to living in cities and driving everywhere, it never mattered if I bought a bunch of things at once.

Maybe if I hype myself up enough, I can carry it all in one trip.

I look at the counter where the stacks loom precariously.

Then again, maybe not. I’ll see if they can hold my books until I bring my car over.

Seph laughs. “It sounds like you might have a similar problem? We can help you.”

Her alphas are quick to agree.

“I left my car at work, but it’s fine. I can just pick up the books later if you’ll hold them for me?” I ask Alice.

“Sure, we can hold them, no problem,” she says.

Despite that, Seph’s pack end up convincing me to let them help, and I chat with Seph while Alice rings me up.

I pay, ignoring the total on the register, and the alphas load up my books and drive me back to Queen of Hearts.

While they swap the books from their car to mine, I quickly run in and put together a bouquet to thank them. Seph and I exchange numbers before they leave so we can keep talking about plants and books.

My friend circle is finally growing. I smile as I drive back to my townhouse.

I spend the evening pouring over my new books and sketching designs, interspersed with texting my guys (except for Ciro).

Which makes me wonder, is it too soon to track him down at Flower Gully and demand he go back to normal? Back to being grumpy while looking out for me and calling me princess. I could visit the farm and “slip” in a puddle (and maybe my dress rides up a little), requiring Ciro’s help to get up, but I accidentally fall on him, and one thing leads to another…

No, I shouldn’t do that.

Unless…

No, that would be crazy. It’s only been a few days since I heard from him. It’s too soon to let on how needy I apparently am. I was never like this before.

That’s my last thought before I pass out on top of my research.


Chapter 35
Daphne
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Iwake the morning after buying all my very necessary and important research materials with one of my sketches stuck to my face.

That trip to the bookstore was just what I needed, and I eagerly delve into festival prep over the next few weeks. I finalize my fair designs and order the flowers I’ll need, planning it out so everything will arrive on time and stay fresh.

My personal life is going swimmingly too.

I’ve gone on more rides with Feliks, and I’m finally getting used to being on a motorcycle. The first time I was so excited (horny) that I didn’t think much about it. Afterwards, I was a bit nervous about doing it again, because as much as I love my pink kitten helmet, I know it’s not enough to protect me in a major crash. But Feliks has proven to be an amazing and careful driver, so now I’m able to enjoy the feeling of flying when we ride.

Sterling brings me fresh cookies and cakes on every date, and I frequently visit Flourist on my lunch breaks to see him and get another little treat. We’ve mostly restrained ourselves from getting frisky then, sticking to cute lunch dates, and Kieran sometimes joining us.

Kieran also brings me gifts, paintings of flowers and other things that made him think of me, like Sterling’s desserts. He figured me out pretty quickly, because I love staring at flowers and food. His work is so good that I’ve even found myself drooling over the cake paintings (more than once).

No one has used the word courting, but with the way they treat me and all the gift giving, my omega feels like they’re serious about packing up with us. And honestly, I feel the same way.

The only thing causing the wrong kind of friction in my life is Ciro.

I still haven’t heard from him.

Alister reported Ciro is (still) sorry and wants to take some time to himself to make sure he’s under control. Alister said it might be a bit, but if I’m still interested, I could go on a proper date with Ciro at some point.

I’ve very bravely held myself back from freaking out about it.

Alister has been taking me out, giving me gifts, been thoughtful and caring, and generally acting like we have pack potential just like the others. He would know his packmate better than I do, so if Alister thinks Ciro can work past this, then I’ll do my best to listen to him.

When I follow Alister’s suggestions on other matters (in the bedroom), everything goes very well, so I might as well wait and see how this plays out.

Speaking of his good ideas, he’s having a new outfit delivered to me for our date tonight. I can’t wait to see it, he always picks the best clothes. Not surprisingly, many of them had ruffles or lace. Seeing the look on Alister’s face when I wear them is a huge confidence boost. He looks at me the same way when I’m naked, but it’s nice that my efforts to get dressed up pay off.

Since there’s still four long hours until I get off work, I try not to fantasize too much about Alister.

I give the arrangement I’m styling one last fluff before stepping back to admire it.

It’s on a smaller scale than the one I’ll make for the fair, but I wanted to see how the flowers look together. I think it works despite the unusual mix, the scents and meanings are complementary.

The only thing I’m missing is the vanilla orchids. They’re rarely sold as flowers since vanilla beans are more valuable, and I’ve never seen any at Flourist. I asked Anicka if she could order a few for the festival, and she’s been asking around to see if anyone has them.

Normally I wouldn’t have Anicka go to this much trouble, but it’s necessary for the theme I’m going for, and it’s an extra special occasion. The Flowerfalls Festival seems like the perfect time to use a rare flower to show off what we can do.

Anicka joins me in the shop's front while I’m taking pictures of my miniature masterpiece. It sounds like she’s on the phone with someone who might be able to get us the orchids.

I perk up, listening intently.

“Is that for the vanilla orchid specifically, or any orchid? I have Narcissus Nice Blooms and Golden Afternoon on my list to check with next. Oh, you did? Thanks for looking into that, I’ll ask elsewhere then. I appreciate it, I know this was short notice,” Anicka says.

I slowly deflate as her conversation goes on, slumping against a table when she hangs up.

I guess it’s not really that big of a deal if we don’t have them. Vanilla flowers are small and probably won’t stand out to the casual observer anyway. In my mind they’re the perfect balance to the other florals and scents, but I could just use one of the common orchids.

Anicka walks over, and I try to wipe the disappointed look off my face.

“The Ornamental Eggplant is out. They checked around with the other farms and greenhouses they know too, and none of them are growing vanilla orchids. I can ask the farms that sell vanilla beans. It’s possible they might be able to sell us a few flowers without it affecting their crop.”

“Don’t worry about it, I don’t want to cause so much trouble,” I say.

“No, it’s a good idea. Besides, this will be helpful to know if we get requests for vanilla orchids in the future,” Anicka says.

“If you’re sure…” I do really want the flowers, but I don’t want to be a nuisance.

“I’ll keep searching until I’ve exhausted all my leads. I hope we’ll find some in time for the fair, but if not, I’m still going to look for a source. So don’t worry about creating more work for me, I’m determined to find these orchids.”

I accept Anicka’s tenacity and thank her for the support.

I hope it works out, but I’m not going to count on it.

It’s less disappointing that way.
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Kieran
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Isneak into Queen of Hearts, not wanting Daphne to see me if she’s busy and can’t get away for lunch. I know she’s working hard to prepare for the Flowerfalls Festival, so we’ve tried not to distract her.

Sterling and I have spent plenty of quality time with her, but we’re holding ourselves back from asking for more.

I want to smother her in affection, and while omegas tend to like that kind of thing, I don’t want to assume Daphne does. She’s so independent and driven, I’m not sure how much she’d want us to take care of so she can relax and let go. Well, outside of the bedroom at least. We already know she likes it when we take charge in there.

So while I want to take her to lunch today, I’m checking first to see if I should spirit her away.

There are a few customers milling around, helping to conceal me. I spot Daphne talking to a couple, but I barely notice them, too busy staring at my omega haloed by flowers.

My fingers twitch, itching to paint her lying on a bed of flowers. Maybe Daphne would model for me, laid out on the bed so I can capture her image perfectly. Even though I think of her as soft and strong and sweet and amazing, she outshines my poor mortal memory every time.

I don’t know how long I spend staring, but eventually Daphne finishes up with the customers and smiles at me.

I smile back, besotted, and watch as she sways her way over to me.

“You’ve been waiting so patiently. What can I help you with?” she asks in a sultry voice, standing close and stroking her nails down my shirt.

I have some sense left rattling around in me, so I grab her wrist before she reaches my belt. I don’t want to make a scene in public, especially where she works.

“I wanted to see if you’re free to have lunch with us,” I say.

“Of course. I’m always ready to eat,” she says, still in a low, sexy tone.

I growl but cut it off when the people nearby glance over at us. I duck my head and usher Daphne to a more private section of the store, glaring at the alpha who’s still staring at her as we round the corner. It makes my alpha want to usher Daphne all the way home to our nest so no one else can get at her.

“We could go back to my place for lunch,” Daphne says coyly, “or yours. We don’t always have to ‘eat’ at my house.”

I almost agree, briefly forgetting about my noble plan to take her for actual food.

“I’m always happy to be invited home with you. I’m sorry our place is so far away, it’s not very convenient. But I don’t want to interrupt your workday. I was thinking we could eat at the Lunching Hour or Screaming Teapot and have Sterling meet us there,” I say.

I breeze past the not quite a lie we’ve been maintaining. If we took Daphne home with us, it would be glaringly obvious we have packmates we haven’t mentioned yet. I hope she won’t think it was cruel of us not to tell her about them right away.

We tried to tell the others about Daphne, but when we did, Alister and Feliks said they were dating someone too. So that conversation didn’t quite go to plan. They were both very interested in their dates, so we all decided to keep dating separately for now and see how things develop.

I’m sure they’ll realize eventually that whoever they’re seeing isn’t right for them, because I know Daphne is the omega for our pack.

Ciro, of course, was absent from the whole discussion. We’ll deal with him later after the others meet her.

Come to think of it, I feel like I haven’t seen Ciro much at all in the past few weeks. Though that might be because we’ve been so busy with Daphne.

Daphne’s wandering hands almost make me forget about our lunch plans again, but I back her up against the wall and restrain her wrists so she’ll focus on what we’re talking about.

She pouts at me, and I grin. Daphne’s so cute when she doesn’t immediately get what she wants.

I’ll be happy to spend hours with her tonight, but she still has work to do, and I’m not going to fuck her in the middle of a workday.

Well, maybe when she’s not busy with festival prep.

Or during her heats.

Daphne’s nose flares as my scent gets stronger. My hard cock rubs against her stomach, and her eyes dilate, both of us breathing hard.

I can’t be thinking about Daphne in heat. I’ll lose my mind completely.

I hope she invites us to help her with her next heat. I want to be there for everything, heats, dinners, spending a quiet evening at home watching movies or reading or playing games. Whatever she wants to do, as long as we’re together.

I calm myself enough to step back and put some space between us, lessening the risk that I’ll kiss her.

“My place?” Daphne says, grabbing my shirt.

My resolve wavers, but my phone rings, saving the day.

“Are we taking Daphne to lunch?” Sterling says when I answer.

“I’m asking her now,” I tell him. “Are you free to go to lunch with us?”

Daphne sighs but agrees, releasing her hold on me.

I wait up front while she goes to get her purse, not wanting to test my self-control by being alone with her.
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Another day, another face full of flowers, except today is the most important day of my career.

Well, it’s not that dramatic, but it is one of the most important events of the year for Queen of Hearts.

I squat to set the giant flower bucket by the van so I don’t pull something. After opening the back doors, I carefully lift it inside.

The good thing about event days is you get your weightlifting in.

Today is the first day of the street fair, so we’re up early to load the flowers and take them to our booth.

Anicka hired people to set up the stall for us, and she sent pictures of their progress this morning. The booth has that classic florist look, with wooden boards forming a half wall around three sides, and tall beams holding up a green and white striped awning.

We’ll put a few floral arrangements at the front to draw people in, but most of the flowers will be under the canopy in the shade. The big display pieces will be used as examples of our work and won’t be sold until the end of the fair. We have smaller readymade bouquets and arrangements for people to buy, along with single stems so the customers can design their own.

Basically, it’s a mini version of our main storefront, but we went wild making unique bouquets to show off what we can do. Anicka said it doesn’t matter if we don’t sell out at the fair because we always get a boost in sales afterward.

I go back inside after securing the flowers in the van and take a swig of coffee before loading the next buckets on the cart.

I open the back door and almost trip over a large box. I blink, startled at its sudden appearance. I was just out here, and it wasn’t there before.

The packaging doesn’t look like any of the shipments we normally get. It’s a plain cardboard box, but there’s twine wrapped around it and tied in a bow, almost like a present.

I poke my head out and look around the alley. No people, no giant mice, nothing else amiss.

Maybe I’ve seen too many horror movies, but I don’t trust an unexpected delivery.

Still, the urge to open the unknown is strong.

I stare down at it, pondering what to do. If it were from one of my guys, they would have told me about it or addressed it to me.

I sniff hard, leaning closer, but can’t smell anyone on it, like whoever touched it uses strong scent blockers or descented the box.

I carefully nudge it with my shoe to see if it’s likely to spray noxious gas or contains a puppy that I’ll have to be responsible for for the rest of its life.

The box doesn’t rattle or bark, so I cautiously prod it harder. It seems light, especially for its size.

I cautiously pick it up, checking both ways again, and bring it inside, kicking the door shut behind me.

If it is a gift, I’m gonna tear it open.

I use all of my strength to rip through the twine (I wrestle with it and almost get rope burn before finding scissors and cutting the string seven or eight times), and unfold the flaps, just to be met with an empty interior.

I blink. No, not empty, just white.

“Oh.”

It’s the lid of another box.

I pull that out and finally recognize it as a cooler.

I slump, my detective days over.

Just another flower delivery. It’s the typical cooler used for small batches of flowers so they don’t spoil during transit.

I carry it back to the walk-in fridge without opening it. It’ll have to be inventoried later, I need to get moving.

I put the cooler in the corner, and I’m almost to the door when I pause.

The mystery is still intriguing. I assume Anicka knows what this is, but there wasn’t an order slip or anything in the cardboard box. I might as well peek real quick and see what it is. I’m not in that much of a hurry.

I pop off the lid and gasp.

It’s stuffed full of vanilla flowers, single blooms and clusters of all different types, in various shades of creamy white and bright yellow and vivid green. I recognize some of them as Tahitian, pompona, imperialis, odorata, and angustipetala.

There are more than enough for my great arrangement.

They’re packed in clear boxes to protect the petals. I carefully take out a few flowers to admire the different shapes.

When I hit the bottom of the cooler, I remember I’m supposed to be hurrying. I quickly put the flowers back and close it up.

I’ll add the orchids to my arrangement once it’s in place at the fair.

I load the rest of the flowers in the van, ending with buckling my new special flowers in the passenger seat next, and head for the fair.
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Anicka is talking with some of the other sellers when I arrive, so I don’t get a chance to ask her where she found the vanilla flowers.

I unload the van with the help of the workers she hired to set up the stall.

Well, I mostly direct as they unload, brawny men and women flexing as they maneuver the heavy buckets and vases around. They’re much faster than I would be, so I don’t protest much when they brush off my help.

Once everything’s out, I get to fluffing the bouquets and arrangements.

Eventually Anicka joins me. “They’re predicting a big attendance this year. The other vendors said there’s a lot of traction on social media from the other cities in the valley, and even some beyond. The town council apparently believes the gossip, because they’re by hiring more event staff and ensuring there’s plenty of food and water on hand. We have plenty of flowers in stock, so we should be just fine, but you might want to mentally prepare yourself for a bigger crowd than we originally anticipated.”

“I can make more bouquets tonight if we run out of things,” I offer.

We already made most of the arrangements we thought would sell this weekend, but now it might not be enough.

“I’m sure we’ll be fine. Poppy will be at the store, so she can make up some arrangements if we run low. I doubt the store will be very busy, so she should have plenty of time if it comes to that,” Anicka says.

“That’s true.”

The flowers in my great arrangement flutter in the breeze, reminding me of another administrative detail I was going to ask about.

“Where did you find the vanilla flowers? They were delivered just in time!” I say excitedly.

I need to send the farm a thank you card. I’m so thrilled to have found a source for the orchids, and just in time to debut my big display.

Anicka frowns. “I’m sorry, Daphne, I never ordered any. I thought I told you I exhausted all my leads.”

“No, but—come look.” My brain short-circuits, unsure why she doesn’t know what I’m talking about. I grab her hand and pull her out to the van instead of trying to explain.

I carefully unbuckle my treasure and open the cooler to show her the vanilla flowers nestled inside.

“See. There are a ton of different varieties too. They were delivered in an unmarked box at our back door this morning. I thought you would know who it was from,” I say.

Anicka reaches for the cooler, and I reluctantly let go so she can take a closer look. I know she’s not going to be rough with them, but I’m still protective of my little flowers.

She looks through a few of the boxes, admiring the contents like I did, before looking over the cooler itself and handing it back to me.

“Well, they are just what you wanted, but I don’t know where they came from. If there was no packing slip or return address, then your guess is as good as mine,” Anicka says.

“There wasn’t even a shipping address or a stamp, so it must have been delivered personally. No one was around by the time I found it though.”

“I’ve been meaning to get cameras out there. Maybe one of these days I’ll actually do it so we can keep track of who’s leaving us offerings,” she says with a laugh.

“Starsfalls is such a safe town, it’s nice we haven’t needed the extra security,” I say, remembering my first run-in with Ciro.

As much as I appreciate the safety of security cameras, I’m also glad when they’re not around to record me doing embarrassing things.

“I’ll check through my emails and messages, but as far as I know, these aren’t from anyone I talked to. They must be from your flower guardian fairy,” Anicka says.

“I suppose so. I don’t know why anyone would just give them to us though. We were going to pay for them,” I say.

“You know what they say about looking a gift horse in the mouth.”

“It’ll bite you?”

“Something like that. I say, just enjoy your gift. You’re sure it’s not from one of your boyfriends?”

“I texted them about it, but they all said it wasn’t them.”

That’s not technically true. I didn’t send Ciro a message, but Flower Gully already told Anicka they didn’t have any vanilla flowers for sale.

Like she read my mind, Anicka says, “Flower Gully’s booth is just down the next street. You could go ask Ciro in person and see if he’s just trying to be mysterious about it. The other flower farms are down there too, if you wanted to ask around before we open.”

“No, it’s fine. If they want to stay anonymous, I’ll let them.”

We end our investigation with a shrug, and I bring my gift to the booth so I can finalize my masterpiece.
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Sterling and Kieran arrive to find me grumbling over my masterpiece, which is behaving more like a master brat.

“Is everything okay, Daphne?” Sterling asks.

Kieran rubs my back while I struggle to keep the camellia in place and add the dahlia.

“Just fine, why do you ask?” I huff, trying to blow the hair out of my face, which keeps falling in my eyes.

“No reason,” he wisely replies, and helpfully pulls my hair back.

It’s a testament to how hard I’m focusing on these menaces that their touch doesn’t make me horny (much).

I finally weave in the stems I’ve been working on and stand up to stretch my back.

The clock tower says there’s still forty-five minutes before the fair opens, so I have time for a break.

“Do you need help with anything? We’ve finished our setup for the day, so we can help with yours,” Sterling offers.

“No! I mean, I’m almost done. Just need to take a short break,” I hastily reply.

I can’t have anyone else touching my arrangement, they might mess up my careful leaf placements or flower angles!

I need to do the finishing touches myself.

They smile and accept my slightly frenzied answer.

“Since you’re on break, did you want to try my new sugared peony and dahlia cookies with chocolate chunks and vanilla bean glaze?” Sterling offers, holding out a white takeout box.

“Yes!” I snatch it from him and rip it open to take a big sniff.

The vanilla mixes perfectly with the bright peonies and dark chocolate dahlias, the flaky sea salt sprinkled on top the perfect end note on the cookie flavor profile.

Kieran and Sterling chuckle.

“What?” I pull my head out of the box to ask, question muffled by crumbs.

I put a hand over my mouth to finish chewing before I talk again.

“Nothing, I’m just glad you like them,” Sterling says. “I can hold the box for you while you eat.”

I nod gratefully and hand it back.

“I passed the Quickie Coffee booth on my way over, and it looked like they were almost open. We could get some coffee to go with your cookie breakfast,” Kieran says.

“How’d you know I had cookies for breakfast?” I ask suspiciously, a third cookie halfway to my mouth.

Did they put cameras in my house or something? And why does that sound kind of hot?

Kieran laughs. “I meant these cookies. Is this your second cookie breakfast of the day?”

“Maybeee,” I say, shoving the cookie in my mouth so he can’t interrogate me anymore.

I wave to Anicka to let her know I’ll be back in a minute, and we walk down the mostly empty street.

My head was on a pivot the whole way. There are so many interesting booths, and everything is flower themed! I didn’t visit the other sellers yet since I’ve been so busy trying to finish our setup.

Now that I’m looking, I don’t know how I’ll restrain myself from buying everything in sight. It’s a good thing I have to work for most of the fair, otherwise I would buy too much. As it is, I’m already planning out my shopping route for when I’m on my lunch break.

I’m so busy mentally shopping that I don’t even notice who’s working the coffee counter until we’re about to order.

“Hi!” Seph greets us.

“Hey! I didn’t know you’d be here. I thought you worked at the bookstore?” I say.

“I work there part time, the greenhouse doesn’t require all my attention. I also work at Quickie Coffee, and since the greenhouse is already set up for the festival, I could jump in here.”

Seph and I talk about the best coffee flavors while she makes our drinks. Neither of us convinces the other that our favorite coffee order is the best one. As much as I enjoy the fall themed coffees that Seph likes, the pistachio and orange blossom latte or an iced lavender and hazelnut coffee or really any type of floral coffee will always be my favorite, especially if they have vanilla foam and vanilla bean whipped cream.

All coffee is amazing though, so we don’t argue too hard with each other.

I get my coconut and rose iced coffee with decorative borage flowers on top of the vanilla whipped cream and sip it, barely avoiding getting cream on my nose and savor the sweet drink. Seph makes a small version of it to try for herself and agrees it is a great coffee recipe.

I leave smug, hoping I converted Seph to enjoying the floral coffees, at least during the spring and summer when many of the blooms are in season. To be honest, I drink a fair amount of pumpkin and apple coffees in the fall. Fruits are the end stages of flowers anyway.

Sterling and Kieran find us a table nearby so I can eat my second breakfast while we drink our coffees (a sugar cookie iced latte with vanilla foam for Sterling and Kieran, a chicory and dandelion vanilla latte).

The sit-down does my mind good. Well, that and relaxing with my alphas and chatting with friends about coffee. I’m no longer so frustrated that I want to prune a flower that doesn’t need pruning.

After we finish the cookies (I think they ate some. Didn’t they?? I don’t think I ate them all myself…), they offer to show me their booths if I have time.

I’m sure I can finish my arrangement faster now that I’ve calmed down, so I excitedly follow my alphas to see their booths.

I’m so busy looking at floral-scented candles with real dried flowers mixed into the clear gel wax, I don’t realize we’ve arrived at Kieran’s stall until I’m almost nose to nose (or canvas) with one of the paintings.

“This is great!” I say once my eyes uncross.

Kieran laughs. “I’m glad you like it.”

I step back so I can see the full thing, a field of honeysuckle vines and wild dahlias, with mountains in the distance.

“It’s one of my newer paintings, though not my most recent. I’ve found a better muse for my current work,” Kieran says.

I blush, flustered at the besotted way he’s looking at me. I love the paintings he’s made for me, but I never thought of myself as a muse.

“Show me your other ones?” I ask.

“Of course.”

Kieran takes us into the booth, which has a painted sign, “Art’s Art.” There are rows of hanging paintings and tables full of smaller art on easels. He introduces us to the owner of the gallery, Art, and says it’s where he shows most of his work.

We browse the art, Kieran pointing out at least a dozen of his paintings and telling me about the other Starsfalls artists. I marvel at the different styles they used to capture the magic of flowers and plants. Some even painted flowers in a state of decay, the final painting in the series showing mushrooms growing in the remains.

By the end of the tour, I end up with several new paintings from the other artists, Sterling and Kieran insisting on buying them when I lingered on them for too long. The gallery owner was quick to fill in the empty spots with more art, and we leave after determining I didn’t need to add those to my collection too. They’ll hold all my new art until Kieran can deliver it to my house later.

Sterling takes us to Flourist’s stall where he introduces Oskar, one of the bakery’s managers.

Oskar shakes my hand vigorously. “It’s great to finally meet their omega. I’ve heard so much about you, Daphne!”

I’m pleased with the title, but I look at my alphas to see their reactions. Sterling is blushing, and Kieran looks at me like he’s trying to gauge my reaction.

“We’re not—officially together. I mean, it’s still early, but we know we want, that is, Daphne is the only one we’re seeing,” Sterling says, stumbling over his words, making him even more adorable.

I’m satisfied with his answer. It’s as much of a claim as they can make without officially asking to court me. And I can’t agree to be courted by any of them until I know if my mates will get along with each other. I need to get my guys together soon and see how we fit together.

Oskar doesn’t comment on the awkwardness and happily shows me their wares. Flourist’s desserts already heavily feature flower and herbal flavors and decorations, but Sterling went all out with the ones for the fair. Cookies, cakes, brownies, cinnamon rolls, pastries, and cupcakes covered in all manner of flowers, leaves, and fruit. The display signs detail the many other invisible floral ingredients that went into making them.

I ask Sterling how he comes up with all the different combinations, which starts him off on his recipe development process. He makes his own extracts and infused ingredients, so almost every component of each dessert has some kind of floral essence. It’s no wonder his food is so good with the time and care he puts into each recipe.

While he talks, Sterling packs up more desserts for me to snack on if I get hungry again before lunch. I try to protest that he doesn’t need to give me anymore, but it’s a rather half-hearted attempt, and I end up with a bulging box full of treats.

They walk me back to my booth twenty minutes before the fair starts, which should be plenty of time to complete my masterpiece.

Kieran and Sterling linger, watching as I arrange the last of the bigger flowers and add the delicate blooms, until finally, it’s time for the finishing touch.

I tuck the vanilla orchids everywhere I can, the small flowers fitting neatly between the larger blooms. I use every flower from my mystery gift to weave it all together.

I circle the arrangement, ensuring every stem and petal is in place, before stepping back to admire it.

It’s quiet for a bit, and I enjoy the silence, presuming my masterpiece is so good that it took Sterling and Kieran’s breath away with its artistry and beauty and scent.

When the silence lasts for a little too long, I nervously ask, “Do you like it?”

Is it my design or the flowers themselves that they don’t like? I really hope it’s not the flowers. Although I also don’t want them to think I’m a bad floral artist.

I shouldn’t have worried, because they talk over each other in their haste to assure me it’s amazing, calming my needy urges.

I’m so busy basking in my praise, words like genius and perfect and exceptional being thrown around, that I don’t notice Anicka join us until she says something.

“This is perfect! I loved your design, and it’s even better in person. The scents are a lovely mix,” she adds, looking at the three of us.

I guess it’s obvious what I was going for, but Anicka doesn’t have to highlight it by staring at us like that.

I keep my eyes trained on the flowers so no one notices my blush. Kieran and Sterling haven’t commented on that aspect of the arrangement, so I’m not sure they put it together.

Anicka continues without picking up on my caginess. “This will be an amazing entry for the contest. I assume this is the design you want to submit?”

“The what?” I say.

Contest? Submission? What is she talking about. This is just a fun, friendly fair, right?

There’s no competing. There can’t be.

I never enter competitions, even floral shows that are just meant to display your skills and everyone gets a ribbon. I can’t handle that. My stress about being judged and competing against others won’t allow it.

“Oh, didn’t I mention it?” Anicka says. “There’s an awards show at the end of this week. The town council votes on the entries, so you’ll see them coming by to look around. Once they give out the awards, vendors hang their ribbons on their booths for the last week of the fair. It’s just a friendly contest to get people engaged and recognize everyone’s hard work. Plus, it helps us include the out-of-town vendors and show our appreciation for them joining us in Starsfalls.”

I’m barely able to make out what Anicka is saying through the ringing in my ears, my hearing going in and out, and I’m more focused on staying upright anyway.

Kieran and Sterling grab my arms, so I may not be hiding my internal crisis very well.

“Are you feeling okay, Daphne?” Sterling says.

“Did you skip breakfast?” Anicka asks.

“Just a little worn out from running around this morning,” I say to cover up my looming fainting spell. “You don’t have to use my arrangement for the contest. We have so many others, I’m sure there’s a better one.”

“Don’t be silly, this is the most remarkable arrangement we have this year, plus there’s so much meaning behind it. Poppy and I have won plenty of times already, it’s your turn to get that recognition,” Anicka says.

Great, so Anicka and Poppy are world-renowned award winners, and now I’ll be the one to ruin Queen of Hearts’s win streak and embarrass the shop.

“She’s right, you should enter this arrangement,” Kieran says.

“We’ve all received awards over the years for our efforts. You’ve been working so hard on this design, Daphne, you deserve the recognition,” Sterling adds.

Oh, so everyone’s a big winner.

It’s even worse than I thought. It will be so awkward when I’m the only one walking away from the fair without an award. But with all of them encouraging me, I’m not sure how to get out of it without revealing my secret fear of competition and being graded.

I’ll just have to pretend to be a normal person who can handle normal things like being judged without having a meltdown. If I ignore it, I can get through the fair without stressing. Then I won’t even notice when I don’t win anything, because the contest doesn’t exist in my mind anyway.

“If you’re sure you’re okay with entering this arrangement, then that sounds good,” I say in a chipper voice.

Before anyone questions my sudden change of heart (and I already see Kieran opening his mouth, eyebrows drawn in confusion), I add, “Well, the fair’s about to start. I better finish up and get ready. I’ll see you guys later.”

I stretch up on my toes, waiting for Sterling and Kieran to give me a kiss goodbye. They bow to my whims and take turns kissing me. Anicka gives us privacy, departing with an “awww.”

They leave after promising to come by for lunch.

My smile slips after waving them off, but as fair-goers start trickling by, a genuine smile takes its place.
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It was a hectic morning, but things finally calmed down, so I should have time for a short break. I might even be able to dash over to a food stall and get a midmorning snack.

I peer down the street, trying to see if any of the food places have a short line so I can get in and out quickly.

“Looking for me?” Feliks asks, wrapping his arms around me from behind.

I startle, but then push my ass back against him, happy to take any opportunity to be plastered against my beta.

He groans in my ear and kisses my neck. I wiggle against him, tilting my head to the side. Feliks groans and bites my neck, and I immediately go limp, legs useless. Luckily his arms keep me upright.

I whine softly as he makes his way down my throat, peppering it with kisses and bites.

“I came to tell you to take a break, but I see you’re already thinking the same thing,” Anicka says.

Feliks and I spring apart. Well, I valiantly try to get my feet back under me while Feliks turns us to face Anicka.

Now we seem respectable, like we weren’t just necking in public (and while I’m at work again).

I pull my hair in front of my shoulder to hide the evidence.

“Um, yes, I thought I would step away for a few minutes,” I agree.

Anicka laughs and waves me off.

I show Feliks my amazing flower arrangement first, and after receiving the appropriate amount of compliments, we wander into the fair.

I briefly worry we’ll walk by one of my alphas’ booths and I’ll have to introduce everyone unexpectedly. But Feliks leads us away from Flourist and Art’s Art, and we pass by the street with Flower Gully’s booth without seeing any of my alphas.

Good.

Super.

Great.

I let out a sigh. Of relief.

Feliks squeezes my hand. “Is something wrong?”

“No, everything’s fine,” I say. My frown disappears when I look up at him, I can’t resist smiling at that face.

I don’t need Ciro’s attentions when I have Feliks and the others. Everything is fine.

Feliks smiles back and squeezes my hand again. “Good. I was thinking we would get a snack. Is there anything in particular you’re craving, or can I choose for you?”

“Ooh, you choose. You have great taste.”

Feliks always finds the best food for us and usually feeds it to me. Can’t say I mind being able to turn him on just by eating, because I know I’ll get stuffed with delicious food and cock.

Those are the best things in life.

Feliks takes us to several food trucks and brings our haul to a picnic table under a shady tree. When he spreads out the food, it covers most of the table. I’m not even sure how he carried it all.

Feliks sets my water cup and the glass bottle of elderflower cordial in front of me and starts popping open takeout boxes while I sip on it.

Every food stall we visited had only flower-themed food, which was surprising. I figured most places would offer a few flower-forward foods, but otherwise have their usual dishes. Instead, there was a flower in every dish, and there were even foods formed in the shape of flowers.

Feliks holds up a bite of salted lilac ice cream for me to try, and I suck it off the spoon, the sweet and salty flavor making me moan.

He feeds me another bite and groans when my lips close on it.

To be honest, Feliks’s reactions to watching me eat get me excited too, but I don’t have time to take it further right now.

Our table is pretty secluded, though…

Nearby laughter dispels that illusion.

We finish the rest of our sizeable snack in relative normalcy, which for us means trying to contain our horniness while in public.

When I’ve valiantly eaten all I can, I lean back to give my stomach room to breathe. Another reason to love sundress season, the loose style lets you eat as much as you want without being rudely constrained by fabric.

I relax while Feliks finishes eating (which goes faster now that he’s not feeding me too).

“How do you like the fair?” he asks.

“It’s amazing! Even better than I imagined. I’ve never seen a flower festival that practically takes over the whole town like this. If I’d known about it, I would have moved here years ago,” I say.

“I’m just glad you’re here now.”

“Me too.”

There’s no point in regretting the years that led me here.

We walk back to Queen of Hearts hand in hand.


Chapter 40
Alister
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Iwait around the corner from my baby girl’s booth so I can watch her work without distracting her.

My instincts urge me to jump in and stop her from rushing around helping customers. I want to make her sit down and relax, or, even better, tell her she doesn’t have to work at all so she can laze around without stress.

I know those are irrational, controlling thoughts. I can’t take over her job and do it for her, nor would I want to jeopardize it or have her quit doing something she loves.

Instead, I wait and watch so I don’t interrupt Daphne’s work. Once she’s free, I’ll go visit her.

Stalking from afar is somehow the most noble option here.

I don’t know how I got lucky enough to find her. I was attracted to her immediately, but since she’s so much younger, I wasn’t sure if she would be interested. She’s an adult of course, but even so, not everyone wants to date older. But not only was she interested, we found we have similar tastes, beyond mutual attraction. Daphne is intelligent and passionate and strong, self-driven.

She’s amazing, the perfect omega for our pack.

If only I could get Ciro to admit she’s the one.

I know our other packmates will love her, but I’m not sure about introducing them when Ciro is being so fickle.

I thought we were helping Ciro break through his reservations about love. Until he broke through them a little too hard, going all in and trying to bond Daphne. He’s kept himself closed off almost completely in the bond ever since, so that I’m not entirely sure why he’s avoiding us at this point.

Is he really that ashamed of attempting to bond Daphne without asking, or does he still have it in his head that he doesn’t want a mate?

Daphne wants Ciro, and she already forgave him for the overenthusiastic bonding attempt. She asks about him often, and I keep making excuses for him. She gets more dejected as the days wear on.

No one likes rejection, but omegas being rejected by an alpha can be dangerous. I’ve watched her closely for any sign of sickness, but so far she hasn’t shown any symptoms of rejection or broken bonds, just the usual sadness over missing someone.

It’s gone on for too long. Once the fair is over, Ciro won’t have work as an excuse for avoiding this conversation.

Speaking of work, I watch closely as the trio of alphas in Daphne’s booth finally leaves. I’m not the jealous type, but I’m finding I’m more possessive than I thought. I want to carry her off to our house and put her in the nest and give her everything she wants so she’ll never leave.

Now that the crowd has finally lessened, I make my way over to see if Daphne’s free for lunch.

“Hey, baby girl,” I say.

Daphne smiles as I tilt her face up and kiss her.

“Hi,” she says breathlessly when I pull back.

I smile at how flustered she is just from a kiss, her vanilla scent warm and comforting as it intensifies.

“Are you free for me to take you to lunch?” I refrain from asking her to come home with me so I can eat her for lunch.

“Yes,” she says, eyes dilated.

“Are you sure?” I ask with a low chuckle.

She’s acting like she does when we’re playing together, agreeing to whatever I suggest, which is why I’m careful not to ask for anything she might regret. I won’t have her skipping out on work just because I gave her a kiss.

I make eye contact with Anicka, who’s working the register, to see about stealing Daphne away. She’s used to our routine by now, so she understands what I’m asking and nods.

I take Daphne’s hand and walk her to the Screaming Teapot. We haven’t been here yet, and I think she’ll like their garlic and nasturtium noodles.
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We settle at a table, and it’s not until we’ve eaten half our food that I realize Daphne is more quiet than usual. She hardly looks up from her plate, and she’s slowly eating through her noodles, unlike when she’s enjoying the food so much she can’t look away.

Daphne was in a good mood when I picked her up and didn’t mention any problems when we talked while waiting for the food. Except now that I think about it, she wasn’t as animated when talking about her flowers. Normally she’s so excited talking about her favorite subject that she dances a little.

She’s probably worn out after a full week of the fair. Daphne has been working long days at the booth, and in the evenings, she makes more arrangements at Queen of Hearts. I’ve hardly seen her since they’ve been busy keeping up with demand, the festival getting more visitors than the town originally anticipated.

This is her last day at the booth, thankfully. Poppy will swap out with her next week. Still, I would suggest Daphne take the rest of the day off if she’s this tired, but the awards are this afternoon, and I don’t want her to miss her well-deserved recognition for all of this.

We finish our meal in silence, not wanting to overwhelm her with conversation.

Except I’ve been studying her, and now I’m not sure about my assumption. Daphne doesn’t look tired, no dark circles under her eyes. She’s as beautiful as ever, maybe even more so. In this light she’s practically glowing—round, sweet face, hair shining, curves barely hidden under her sundress and cardigan.

It’s her demeanor that’s off.

I reach for her hands, which are folded in her lap. Daphne hesitantly sets them limply in mine.

“Is everything alright, baby girl? Is there something on your mind?”

Daphne frowns but eventually answers, “It’s been a busy week. A lot to think about.”

My heart dropped with every second she didn’t answer, and her response wasn’t reassuring, only ratcheting up my alpha impulses to fix whatever’s bothering her. I would help her regardless of biology because I care about her, but my instincts make it feel even more pressing, like there’s a weight on me that won’t be lifted until she smiles again.

“If you’re tired, I’m sure you can take a break. Rest up for the awards ceremony later.”

Anicka can manage without her for a few hours, but I’d be more than willing to take Daphne’s place if it means she can get some rest.

“I’ll be fine. Today’s the last day anyway, and then I’m off for the weekend.” She smiles but doesn’t quite look me in the eye.

If she doesn’t want to tell me what’s wrong, I won’t force her. I’ll just make sure she gets plenty of rest tomorrow and let loose on the caretaking then.

I move my chair closer so I can rub her back. Daphne relaxes, leaning into my touch. My chest eases with the physical contact.

I suppose I also wanted reassurance that she’s not upset with me.

I’ve been increasingly unsettled by our undefined relationship.

If I’m being honest, I want to be bonded to her already. I know she’s my mate, and our connection is too tenuous for my alpha, so my instincts have been riding me extra hard.

Perhaps it’s the same for Daphne’s omega, and that’s what’s upsetting her. She hasn’t said that any of her other dates asked to court her.

I already planned to get things worked out with Ciro. Once we do, we’ll introduce Daphne to the rest of the pack and work toward courting her together.

“I’ll get you a coffee on the way back, if you’re sure you’re up to working the rest of the day,” I say.

Daphne agrees, and I escort her back, looping her arm through mine. She leans against me, practically letting me carry her, as if I couldn’t already tell she wasn’t feeling like herself.

However, her lackluster response to getting caffeine was the biggest, most glaring neon sign of all.

I order Daphne the biggest marshmallow flower espresso from Quickie Coffee, and watch out of the corner of my eye as she sips it, licking the melted marshmallow off the sides.

If she’s not more animated by the time we get to her booth, I’m going to strongly suggest again that she go home to rest until the awards ceremony.

Since I’m watching her so closely, I catch her glance down a side street as we pass, looking away with a frown marring her face.

I glare down the road, but don’t see what would have upset her. It’s the same as the rest of the fair.

When we reach her booth, I immediately take Daphne around to the back where there’s no one else around.

“Are you sure everything is alright? You know I’d do anything to make you happy, no matter what it is. That includes taking you home to get some rest or shutting down this whole fair if it’s upsetting you,” I say.

That at least gets her to laugh.

“You’d shut the fair down because I’m having a bad day?” Daphne quirks an eyebrow and looks at me like I’m acting like a fool.

Which I am, but I’m her fool.

“In a heartbeat. Please, Daphne, just tell me what’s wrong and I’ll do everything in my power to fix it.”

“Well, I don’t want you shutting down the festival, so put that thought out of your head,” she says sternly.

“I understand, the fair stays. What are your other commands?”

I had hoped to keep the mood light and draw out the real issue, but Daphne shuts down again, face expressionless.

She’s always so lively, her face reflecting the thoughts flitting through her head. I never realized just how open she was until now, when she’s trying to hold things back.

I don’t know what I’ve done to make her think she can’t share something with me.

“I don’t have other commands,” she says, turning her face away.

I take her hand and kiss the back of it.

“Surely there’s something I can do. Bring you a fresh coffee every hour? A dessert on the half hour?”

I stop before offering to kill for her. That sounds like, well, overkill. I would, but I don’t want her to think I’m insane. I’m just crazy about her.

I need to draw out more information first before deciding if it’s appropriate to offer to kill someone.

Daphne drops her head so I can’t see her face. I want to tilt it back up, but I’m afraid of what I’ll see.

I hold her hand over my heart and feel the warmth of it on my chest, but my hands are frozen.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” she finally says, looking at me with tears in her eyes.

My heart cracks, each of her unshed tears drawing a drop of blood from my heart.

“Do what?” I ask through numb lips.

The only reason I’m able to speak at all is because of the slim hope that she’s not talking about us.

I need to hear her say it’s something else, anything else.

“I can’t keep going like this, pretending everything’s fine. It’s been weeks! If Ciro doesn’t want to be with me, just tell me,” Daphne begs, lips trembling.

“He does want you, I’ve never seen Ciro so interested in an omega. It might not be obvious if you don’t know him, but he cares for you. I know his silence after the attempted bonding isn’t the best way to handle things. I already planned to talk to him about it after the fair so we can work through it and move on together. Please, just give him a bit more time.”

Ciro does like her, I’m sure of it. He’s been blocking our bond, but that just proves it. If he didn’t care about Daphne, he wouldn’t care if I saw that in his thoughts. He’s hiding because he’s scared of his feelings for her.

Daphne takes a deep breath, and blinks away the tears.

“That doesn’t seem true,” she says, voice firm. “Ciro might be attracted to me, or his alpha wants an omega, but he doesn’t even know me. If Ciro doesn’t want me, I wish you would be honest and tell me. I won’t break up a pack, so if Ciro doesn’t like me, then there isn’t a future for us.”

I kneel before her, still holding her hand to my heart, trying to stop the bleeding.

“Please, grant me more time. Ciro has been so busy with the festival I’ve hardly seen him, but I’ll find him tonight and tell him he needs to talk to you. He was in a bad relationship before we met, and he avoids the subject. He hardly talks about it, even with me, so I didn’t want to tell you without his permission, but that’s why he’s acting like this. It’s not an excuse, but there is a reason he’s afraid of relationships. I can tell you about it if you want, or if you give me some time, I’ll have Ciro tell you himself.”

Daphne slumps and says, “I know it’s difficult to move on from a relationship that ends badly, but I can’t wait forever for someone to decide if they’re ready to be with me.”

“Of course not, I would never ask you to do that. You deserve to be treated like a princess, courted, cherished. This is my fault. I should have tried to help Ciro sooner, so he’d be ready for our mate, for you. I know he wants you, Daphne, and I’m sorry we hurt you.”

I press my face to her stomach, begging her, “Please, please give us a little more time. We’ll work through this and never do anything to hurt you again.”

Daphne puts her hands on my shoulders, and I panic that she’s about to push me away. I prepare myself to let go, touching her for the last time, and inhale her comforting, warm, sweet vanilla scent to memorize it.

But she doesn’t push me away, running her hands up to stroke my hair, lightly dragging her nails across my scalp.

“I can wait a little longer. We’ll talk about it again after the festival when things are calmer. I’m just…tired, and that makes it harder to handle these thoughts, the uncertainty. I didn’t mean to freak out like this today. I don’t want to lose you, Alister, or Ciro, but I can’t continue on this way, trying to stay positive when each day it seems more hopeless that he actually wants to be with me,” she says.

My alpha is riding me to fix whatever is upsetting my omega, and it feels like he’s pouring adrenaline in my veins, while my mind is panicking and trying to shut my body down.

Neither is helpful. Gut reactions aren’t going to solve this, I need to be able to think clearly.

“I’m sorry, you’re right. We’ll work on our communication so that nothing like this happens again. Thank you for giving us more time. I—” I cut myself off before finishing the sentence.

Even though it’s how I feel, now isn’t the time to say it. Not for the first time.

I kiss her stomach instead, squeezing her hips. I would never get over losing her.

“Will you be okay for now? If you’re this worn out, perhaps you should go home and rest?” I say, the only thing I can think of to help her at this moment.

Daphne still says she’s going to finish out the day, and I acquiesce to her decision. I don’t have the right to force her to rest even though she clearly needs it.

I kiss her cheek goodbye, leaving her at the front of her booth, and stop just around the corner, slumping against a building.

I take as deep a breath as I can manage, my chest tight. There’s no point in dragging Ciro away from the fair right now. I need to make a plan and fill the others in before we sit down and talk through our options.

If I have a plan, I can stay calm and collected, so my emotions don’t get in the way. If I’m too busy panicking about losing our omega, I won’t be able to help anyone.


Chapter 41
Ciro
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I’ve heard all I need to.

I sneak back the way I came until I reach the end of the alley behind the booths, straightening up and striding back to my own booth.

I have no idea what I thought I would accomplish by following Daphne so closely all week, but I couldn’t help it. With her being just down the street, my alpha was rattling around inside me, skin itching with the need to see her. No, to touch her.

I wouldn’t allow myself that, but being close to my princess when she didn’t know I was there was a little treat I did allow. A treat that hurt no one.

At least that’s what I thought.

I left before I heard everything Alister said to Daphne, but I know he’ll buy us time for me to fix this. There’s no point in waiting around when I could be making up for my behavior.

Alister shouldn’t have to cover for me like this, but I’ll forever be grateful that he has my back.

I walk quickly past the Flower Gully booth, cutting Merle off mid-greeting, “I’m taking the rest of the day off, but I’ll be back later for the awards. Can you handle everything for me?”

I don’t wait for his acknowledgement, continuing down the street to my truck.

I drive to our packhouse as fast as I legally can, despite my alpha pushing for more. His instincts are a jumbled mess in my head, and I’m so used to ignoring them it seems like a foreign presence inside me.

It’s normal for our designations to seem like another mind inside us, impulses driven by instinct and hormones, but it should be one part of the whole, instincts tempered by intelligence. Now my alpha is practically a wordless mess of howls and growls, urging me to do things I can’t quite understand.

I’m not entirely sure how I’ll fix this, but I have a semblance of a plan. If that doesn’t work, I’ll come up with something else and keep trying, unless Daphne tells me to stop.

The first thing I need to do is explain my past and hope my promise to change will be enough for her to give me a second chance. Then I’ll show her I can be the alpha she deserves.

Which is why I’m rushing home. I have a lot to explain, and I hope I can get it all written down before it’s time for the awards ceremony. I want to be there to cheer Daphne on, she’s worked so hard on her flower arrangements. Alister wouldn’t stop texting me updates on her, so I know all about how busy she’s been the past few weeks preparing for the fair.

What I didn’t know until it was almost too late was what Daphne needed for her special arrangement.

It was pure luck I overheard Barclay talking with Merle, wondering if Queen of Hearts ever found the vanilla orchids they were looking for. My staff know I grow vanilla orchids and that they’re a personal project, not for sale, which is why they told Anicka we didn’t have any without even asking me.

Vanilla has always been one of my favorite scents. Sterling usually makes vanilla desserts just for me, without any of his other usual floral flavors. In return, I give him all the vanilla beans my plants produce.

I’m protective of the orchids because they’re difficult to grow, and I don’t even let my staff in that greenhouse if I can help it. Even when the air conditioning broke, I had to fix it myself.

But when Merle said it was Daphne who wanted the vanilla orchids, I rushed to pick them for her, barely getting them to her in time. I gave her all the flowers that were in bloom, leaving them anonymously, unable to admit my interest in her.

If I’m honest, I know we’re meant to be together. She’s the omega for our pack, my princess.

I’ve been denying it for so long, only thinking about how much pain I would be in if Daphne rejected me. I somehow deluded myself into thinking I wasn’t doing the same to her, that avoiding her before we even dated was better for both of us.

My avoidance was a rejection, however unintentional, and that was just to protect myself.

Seeing Daphne so upset because of my behavior finally made me realize what an idiot I’ve been, how selfish I am.

Daphne is nothing like my ex-pack’s omega.

In hindsight, I recognize the red flags. The way Cary enjoyed pitting us against each other, rewarding the ones who catered to her every whim, icing out anyone who was slow to agree or questioned her.

Suggesting Cary not berate our server for forgetting to refill her drink was met with an icy stare, and pouting and fake tears so my packmates would rush to defend her. Of course, yes, the server was being purposefully rude. So many people are prejudiced against omegas, jealous of what they have. My packmates all eventually agreed with Cary, no matter how clear it was that she was wrong.

I was always the one least likely to give in to her unfair demands. The ones where she wanted us to jump through hoops for her amusement, just to see what she could make us do.

The irony is I would be happy to jump through millions of hoops for Daphne, but that’s because I know she’s a kind person who deserves that kind of devotion. I want to take care of my omega and treat her properly, give her everything she wants. I just need the right one, and that’s Daphne.

My packmates stopped questioning Cary, but I still pushed back, which proved to be my undoing. I held out hope that Cary would eventually feel secure in our affections and stop testing us. Now I think that’s just who she is, though I hope for the sake of my ex-packmates that she’s changed.

If my ex-pack hadn’t kicked me out first, I’m sure I would have left soon enough.

I love my new pack, and I fit in with them better than with my previous one.

Surviving the broken bonds with my first pack was hard enough, but losing the packmates who feel like my true soul brothers… I don’t think I would make it through that.

That’s why I always pushed away any dates they brought around. Acting indifferent and uninterested until they eventually left, much to my relief. I couldn’t have another potential mate break my pack apart.

But it’s time I deal with my past.

I curse as the ink smudges when I cross the t on the last word. As a left-handed person, I’m used to holding my hand up, so it doesn’t drag across the page. Now I’m in such a hurry to get everything out before I forget, and I have so many things to tell Daphne, I’ve not been as careful as I usually am.

I look at the papers scattered across my desk, smudges and ink stains marring most of them.

I thought handwriting my apology and explanation (not an excuse, but so she knows where I’m coming from) would be better, more heartfelt, than typing it. Hopefully Daphne can still read it.

I want to show her the inside of my mind, and this is the best way to do that outside of a bond, which I don’t deserve yet.

I could spend hours analyzing and rephrasing all the things I want to say and all the ways I want to apologize, but there isn’t time if I want to get back for the awards ceremony. I want to give Daphne my letter as soon as possible, so I’ll give it to her afterwards. I hope it won’t spoil her celebration, but I don’t want her to spend another minute unhappy, wondering about my affections.

Once she has my letter, she’ll know that I care about her, desperately so, and my princess will have all the information she needs to decide if she wants to give me a second chance.

I gather the dozens of pages to get them in order, but my fingers leave more smudges as I sort through them. I drop them and look at my palms, which are covered in ink. I’m not sure how my right hand got in on the action, but I push away from the desk without touching anything and go scrub myself off before I make everything completely illegible.

When only a few dark lines remain in the crevices of my fingers (along with the soil stains that seem to be permanent), I carefully organize the pages into some kind of logical order. It’s difficult because I kept going back to add things or starting new pages with a tangent related to the previous page but not following the original train of thought, so I ended up with a not quite linear progression of things to tell her.

If Daphne wants to hear everything from me directly, I’m happy to tell her, but having it all written down will help me remember everything I need to say.

It might not look like much, but it’s from the heart, so I hope that counts for something.

I chose the best paper I could too, not the cheap, thin printer paper. I dug through Alister’s file cabinet to find the Good Paper. He buys all the fancy types and hoards them for the Perfect Occasion to use a piece or two. When I point out that the 165 gsm and 200 gsm paper weights look exactly the same, Alister always gives me that look followed by a detailed explanation about exactly what their supposed differences are.

I went through all the paper he has, touching each one, and picked the paper for Daphne based on the nicest look and feel. During which time, I came to the conclusion that Alister was right, the paper types are completely different.

I also borrowed one of his nice fountain pens, which in hindsight was maybe not the best choice.

I look over the first page of the letter. Actually, my handwriting looks better with the fountain pen, even with all the blotches and smudging. I want my letter to show that I’ll give Daphne the best, even when it’s an apology from an alphahole.

If my princess will allow me, I’ll be her loyal servant forevermore.

I check the clock and growl. There’s not much time to get back before the ceremony ends. I have to be there to see Daphne get her big award.

I carefully put my letter in the leather portfolio that I stole from Alister’s home office and dig through my closet to pull out the secret box I have hidden at the back. I unlock it and remove the sweater, gently tucking it in a duffle bag with the folder, and run out to the garage.


Chapter 42
Ciro
[image: drawing of a camellia cutting]


Ipush through the crowd, apologizing as I go, but still barreling through as fast as I can without injuring anyone. I relax as I reach the stage and hear the award they’re reading out.

The ceremony was well underway by the time I made it back to the fair, but if they’re following the same routine, there are still a few more categories to go before they get to Queen of Hearts.

The awardees pass by in a blur while I wait impatiently for my omega to appear, the mayor reading out the honors and congratulating the winners.

I’m trying to pay more attention to my instincts now instead of suppressing them, but since my alpha is urging me to punch the mayor so I can call Daphne up to the stage and carry her off, I still need to be discerning in what impulses I follow.

I keep myself in check until finally it’s time.

“Next, we have one of the most prominent awards of the Flowerfalls Festival. The award for the best, the greatest, florist in town. Regardless of the fact that there’s only one in Starsfalls.” The mayor pauses for people to chuckle at his joke, his smug, stupidly handsome face the only thing keeping me from my princess as he slowly works up to announcing her award.

“Queen of Hearts has long supported the town with their lovely flowers for every occasion, celebrating all stages and ages of life with us. This year, their creative flower arrangement was designed by Queen of Hearts’ newest staff member, Daphne,” he says, holding his arm out for Daphne to join him on stage while the audience claps.

I hold my breath as she floats across the stage like the princess she is, my lush flower goddess. I’m so enthralled all I can do is stare. The way she moves, her kind eyes, and shy, nervous smile on a sweet mouth that I know isn’t afraid to talk back when I’m being an asshole.

Daphne makes it partway across the stage before she notices me, stopping in her tracks to stare, plush little mouth open in surprise.

In hindsight, I should’ve planned a less public reunion after avoiding her for weeks.

At the very least, I should probably look more contrite, but I can’t help myself. I grin at her, so happy to see her get the recognition she deserves. This is so much better than stalking Daphne from the shadows, my alpha smug that she noticed us so quickly in the crowd.

I nod encouragingly at her, urging her on to the mayor, who’s waiting with her award. Daphne jolts and resumes her walk across the stage. He hands her the trophy and congratulates her, but she keeps glancing at me as she accepts it.

I smile proudly, hoping she’s basking in her moment and that I haven’t ruined this too.

She eventually registers the cheers and smiles at the audience, giving us a small wave. That renews their applause, and there are even some wolf whistles.

I whip my head around, looking for the source of the whistles, unsure if someone’s trying to hit on her. I don’t see anyone staring lustfully, so I wrangle my alpha and turn back in time to watch Daphne thank everyone for her award.

She’s quick to wrap up her acceptance speech and hurries off the stage so fast that I’m not prepared for it. I couldn’t tell if she was happy to see me, so I don’t know if she’ll stick around for me to talk to her.

I push through the audience again, trying to catch up.

I bump into someone just as I make it out of the crowd, and I’m about to run off after apologizing when I realize who it is.

“Why are you in such a hurry?” Feliks asks.

“I…need to talk to that florist, and didn’t want to lose track of her,” I say.

I don’t think now is the time to introduce my packmates, there’s too much I need to tell Daphne first.

I edge away from Feliks, but he doesn’t leave. “I was just coming to talk to her too. To congratulate her. Daphne, I mean.” He rubs the back of his neck and looks away.

I forget about Feliks and his odd behavior when I hear Daphne’s laugh, and I leave him to follow me or not. I stride past the stage and find her talking with Alister and Anicka.

I slow, not wanting to interrupt, but Daphne turns and locks eyes with me immediately. I can’t stop smiling, pleased she’s just as aware of my presence as I am of hers.

Since Alister is here, I assume I was right that he got us a second chance.

Daphne looks behind me and grins. I look too and find Feliks smiling back adoringly.

I glance back and forth, and they’re definitely looking at each other. I didn’t realize Alister had introduced Feliks to Daphne.

“I’ll leave you to your pack. I can wrap up at the booth, so go celebrate however you see fit,” Anicka tells Daphne with a wink.

“Oh, we’re not technically—that is, we—” Daphne stutters, but Anicka is already walking off, waving goodbye.

Now that we’re alone, I barrel ahead before anything else can get in my way. “Congratulations on your win, princess, you deserve it. Your arrangement is perfect, the best blend of scents.”

Daphne is surprised but says, “Thank you, I thought it was a good arrangement. At least, I worked hard on it, I don’t know that it’s all that impressive. We are the only florist in Starsfalls, so the award was a given, apparently. I didn’t realize that was the category for my flowers.”

“It is impressive, you earned it. Even if there were a hundred florists in Starsfalls, you still would have won,” I say, resisting the urge to tilt her face up to mine and make sure she really hears me.

Daphne blushes and looks away.

Alister bumps his shoulder against mine, and I realize that I’m standing as close to her as I can without actually touching her. I let him push me back a step to give her room.

Daphne always draws me in, and now that I’ve accepted our connection, I need to make sure I don’t overwhelm her.

I can feel Alister and Feliks watching me warily, but Daphne is the one who matters right now. I’ll apologize to them for my past behavior when we’re not at risk of losing our omega.

“Can we go somewhere more private and talk for a few minutes? We could get a snack and sit in the shade,” I say, ignoring my packmates’ suspicious looks.

“We can talk, but I’m not hungry,” she says, touching her stomach.

She really must not be feeling well. I’ve never seen Daphne turn down food in all the time I’ve been watching her. Nor should she, my princess deserves all the snacks.

I lead Daphne away from the crowd, Alister and Feliks following along silently. After I apologize, I hope Alister will take her home to rest.

I pick a secluded table and get Daphne settled in before dropping to my knees in front of her.

“I’m sorry I’ve been an asshole since our date—no, since we met. I lectured you about being more careful instead of acting like a normal person and apologizing for running into you. Although I am concerned about your safety so I do want you to be careful…but that’s not the point.”

I pause and shake my head. This is why I wrote things down. It’s hard to keep track of everything, and I don’t want to put my foot in my mouth more than I already have.

I set down the duffle bag I had slung over my shoulder and unzip it.

Before I can get my letter out, Daphne asks, “Is that my sweater?”

I drop the folder and pull out her sweater instead.

“I found it at Flower Gully after you came to pick up the flowers, and I kept it. I’m sorry I didn’t give it back to you before, but I couldn’t help myself. It smelled like you, and I took it home to smell it and pretend we were together. I missed you. I’ve even been following you from a distance because I wanted to be with you and couldn’t stay away. I need to explain why I’ve been acting like an asshole,” I ramble.

“You stole her sweater?” Alister growls.

“You’ve been stalking her?” Feliks asks at the same time, both of them glaring at me.

“Well, stalking seems like a strong word—” I say.

“You kept my sweater to smell it?” Daphne interrupts.

I can’t tell if she’s mad. She’s staring at me expressionlessly, maybe in shock.

I guess I did admit to stalking her.

“Yes, I wanted to be with you, even though I wouldn’t admit it to you or myself. I know I’ve behaved poorly since we met. I had a bad breakup years ago, but that’s no excuse for treating you the way I have. I’ve been cold to every potential mate, and when I met you, I tried to act the same way, but I couldn’t stop thinking about you. The more we ran into each other, princess, the more obsessed I became. I’ve never felt this way before. I shut myself off from love and tried to deny my feelings, so I kept your sweater and followed you around instead of acting like a normal alpha and taking you out on a date. I’m sorry,” I say.

“It’s actually kind of sweet you kept it,” Daphne says, flustered.

I look at my packmates, and they stop looming menacingly over me now that we know she’s not upset.

“If Daphne is okay with it, then I guess it’s fine. I kept her underwear, so I understand the urge,” Feliks says.

“What! You stole my underwear?” Daphne yelps.

We’re mostly secluded, but a few people on the street look around for the source of the underwear yell.

“What underwear? When?” she asks in a more normal volume.

Feliks actually looks like he’s blushing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him blush.

His admission is good for me since I only stole Daphne’s sweater. It makes me seem slightly less unhinged.

“It was after our first time, the underwear I tore off. You couldn’t wear them anymore, so I didn’t think you would mind. I’m sorry,” Feliks says, kissing the top of her head.

“I went crazy looking for those. I was afraid Anicka or Poppy found them,” Daphne says, pouting, but she leans into Feliks’s hug.

“Why would they have found your underwear, baby girl?” Alister asks.

Daphne looks down and mutters, “Because we did it in one of the storage rooms at Queen of Hearts.”

Alister gives Feliks a stern look, and he winces.

As long as he doesn’t get Daphne in trouble, I don’t care where they do it.

I rub Daphne’s thigh comfortingly since she’s still sulking, holding in my laugh so I don’t draw Alister’s ire.

I don’t know how I didn’t notice Feliks hanging around Daphne in all the time I’ve been watching her. I guess I’m not as good at stalking as I thought.

Which is probably a good thing.

“Since I like you guys, I’m fine with you taking my clothes. Although we weren’t exactly dating at the time you stole them,” Daphne says, giving us a hard look. “But as I’m sure you know, omegas love stealing their mates’ clothes, so I get it.”

We thank her for forgiving us, but there’s more I need to apologize for.

I draw Daphne’s attention back to me before saying, “I let my past mess up my future, and I’m sorry for that. I haven’t treated you well, and I know words can’t make up for it, but I hope you’ll give me a chance to show you with my actions that I can be the alpha you deserve. I’ve been to therapy over the years but obviously didn’t put in my best efforts. I’ll keep going and finally face my issues for myself and so I can be there for you. I’m sorry that I hurt you, and that it took me so long to accept you’re nothing like my ex.”

I stop myself there. I could go on forever about how sorry I am and how much I care about Daphne, but I want to give her time to think.

Daphne holds her stomach like she feels sick, and I go cold, afraid she’s going to tell me to never speak to her again.

“I understand how a bad relationship can hurt you and make you want to avoid relationships forever. I went through a rough breakup before moving here and vowed that I would never date again, especially alphas,” Daphne says, fidgeting with the hem of her shirt.

I squeeze her hand in support. I haven’t heard about Daphne’s previous relationship before. I don’t know if Alister just didn’t tell me, or if she hasn’t told him much about it either.

“I know how difficult it can be to trust again, but you’ve all helped me heal. I planned to avoid pack living before we met, and now I want that with you and the other alphas I’m dating. You haven’t met them yet, but I want—well, someday at least, I want to be in a pack with all of you.”

I think my heart stops and I’m having an out-of-body experience or something, because I can see the four of us from above. Daphne sitting like a queen, the three of us arranged around her, her loyal, loving subjects. At the same time, I’m in front of her, memorizing the shape of her face, the light in her hair, the exact moment she said she wants to pack up with us.

Alister and Feliks are having similar thoughts because they’re also staring at Daphne, and I can feel their awe in the bonds.

“Um, but I know it’s too soon to talk about that, or if—if you don’t want—” Daphne stutters.

We rush to reassure her we want to be in a pack with her too, stumbling over each other to profess how much we care about her and want to be in a pack with her too.

Despite our jumbled confession, Daphne smiles, her scent sweetening into creamy vanilla blooms (and maybe something else? I can’t quite catch it, but it almost seems like there’s another edge to her floral scent, extra sweet and nectary).

Alister and Feliks hug her, and I wrap my arms around her legs, putting my head on her lap.

I was so relieved when Daphne didn’t tell me to fuck off and never talk to her again. I never imagined she would say she wanted me to be part of her pack now. Not until I proved I deserve her.

Daphne sinks into our embrace, Alister and I purring, Feliks stroking her hair. Daphne pets my hair in return, and I melt into a puddle right there at her feet.

I soak up Daphne’s touch after weeks of craving her, floating blissfully, until she lets go.

I open my eyes just as Daphne lets go of her stomach. I don’t want to ruin our moment, but we really need to figure out if she’s sick. Her health is more important than my attempt to repair our relationship.

Before I can ask, Daphne says, “What made you decide to tell me this today?”

“I didn’t plan to do this today and take attention away from your big award, so I’m sorry about the poor timing. But I overheard you talking to Alister earlier, and when you said you could never break up a pack…that was the final argument I was using to justify my prejudice against omegas and romance. When my ex-pack found an omega, I was the only one who didn’t get along with her. Eventually they chose her over me, severing our bonds. I couldn’t accept that my packmates weren’t who I thought they were, and I blamed the omega for changing them and pushing me out.”

“It’s obvious now we weren’t the right fit to begin with, and I’m glad I left. It freed me to find a new pack with the best packmates. I pushed all my lingering resentment into blaming my ex-pack’s omega and took that rejection out on others. I’m so sorry, Daphne,” I apologize again.

I wish I’d gotten my letter out, I’m not sure if I’m explaining this coherently.

“I didn’t realize you were bonded. That must have been awful, breaking the bonds with your packmates like that. Were you bonded to the omega too?” Daphne says sadly, stroking my cheek.

I press my cheek into her hand before answering.

“No, we hadn’t bonded her before I left. Breaking from my packmates wasn’t as bad as losing a pack with bite bonds, or so I hear. I still wouldn’t recommend it, but I recovered well enough to be open to new packmates and didn’t have any trouble forging new bonds,” I say, nodding at Alister and Feliks, though really I’m mostly rubbing my face against Daphne’s hand.

“That’s such a traumatic thing to go through, I can’t imagine how hard it must have been. It’s no wonder you’re still getting over that. I’ve heard severed bonds sometimes cause people to—” Daphne pauses, blinking back tears.

A growl slips out, though why I’m acting like that could scare away the dark thoughts I don’t know. I press closer to her, Feliks and Alister doing the same.

Whether it was my growl or our touch, Daphne sniffles but calms down without letting any tears fall.

I can’t have her crying for me, I don’t deserve it. My princess is so sweet and empathetic, upset on my behalf even after the way I acted.

“I’m so glad you found a great packmate so you weren’t alone. I understand how it feels to be rejected for an omega. I was with my ex-pack for years before they dumped me for a new one. We weren’t bonded though, so it’s nothing like what you went through. I think I’m mostly over it, but I can’t promise something won’t resurface. I don’t mind that you have a past, Ciro, everyone does. If you’re willing to move forward together, I’d like that. We can start fresh,” Daphne offers.

“I’d love to,” I choke out, overwhelmed by her quick forgiveness. I don’t deserve her.

Daphne smiles, eyes shining with tears again, and wraps her arms around me. I hug her back and kiss the top of her head, rubbing my jaw against her hair to scent-mark her. My alpha is purring happily with our omega in my arms.

But after a minute of savoring our hug, I look up at my packmates.

I zeroed in on Daphne using the singular of packmate. Does she not realize Feliks is part of our pack? Did Alister not tell her about our packmates? How did Feliks meet her then?

Before I can figure out what’s going on, Daphne pulls back from our hug and says, “While we’re confessing things. I’ve been meaning to tell you, Feliks, how happy I am that we met and how much you mean to me. The weeks we’ve spent together have been the best time of my life. And that goes for all of you. But if I hadn’t met Feliks first and let him show me how safe and cared for I can be with a partner, I wouldn’t have been as comfortable dating alphas.”

Feliks tears up, and I’m happy watching them hug, glad they were there for each other when I wasn’t.

We clearly have more to discuss, though to get everyone on the same page. I thought it was just because I’ve been avoiding everyone that I’m out of the loop, but Alister is just as confused as I am that Feliks knew Daphne before we did.

I don’t want to interrupt their moment, despite my burning desire to know everything about Daphne.

I tense, sensing other alphas approaching, but my alpha relaxes when I realize it’s our packmates.

“Have you seen—” Kieran stops short, staring at Daphne.

“Did you find her?” Sterling asks, rushing up behind him.

“Oh. Hi. These are the other guys I’ve been seeing,” Daphne says, and then introduces us like we don’t already know each other.

“So you’ve been dating Feliks and Alister…and Ciro?” Kieran asks, while Sterling stares, wide-eyed.

“Yes,” Daphne says.

“Is this everyone you’ve been dating? The five of us?” I ask.

“Yes,” Daphne says, scent tart and anxious.

“I should have told you about our pack before,” Alister says, squeezing her shoulder. She visibly relaxes under his touch, listening as he tells her we’re all members of Pack Fleur.

“All this time…I was dating the same pack? I didn’t even realize you had other packmates,” she finally says.

“I’m sorry, Daphne. Sterling and I didn’t introduce you to them at first because we were still getting to know each other and we didn’t want to overwhelm you. By the time we should have mentioned them, you told us you were seeing other people. We were selfish and didn’t want to scare you off by telling you we had three other packmates to bring into the mix. Not everyone wants a huge pack. I’m sorry we didn’t tell you sooner,” Kieran says.

“I guess that makes sense. But you didn’t even tell each other you were dating me? Are you trying to hide me?” Daphne tears up again.

“I’m sure I’m to blame,” I cut in. “My packmates don’t tell me about their dates since I don’t react well. We never did pack dates because of that, and they got used to dating on their own or with just a few of them on a group date. It’s not a reflection of how much we care about you.”

Daphne buries her face in her hands, and I panic thinking she finally realized how much I messed everything up.

My mind spins, trying to think of how to fix this, when she giggles.

“Are you okay, kitten?” Feliks asks.

“I’m fine. I must be more tired than I thought, or I’m getting sick. I don’t know, it’s a lot to process. I think I should go home and rest like you said,” Daphne says, lifting her head and rubbing her eyes.

“We kept things from you, that would overwhelm anyone,” Sterling says sadly.

“Sterling and I were coming to celebrate your award. It’s your day, Daphne, we didn’t mean to upset you and make it about us,” Kieran adds.

“It’s fine,” she says again, rubbing her stomach.

We should have been working together from the beginning.

I hope it’s not just selfishness that’s making me want to ask this now, but I think giving her some stability and security in our affections would help her feel better.

We’re all here, and I’m already on my knees…

I take Daphne’s hands and kiss the back of them.

“We care for you so much, Daphne. You’re sweet and kind and stubborn and creative. Now that we all know about each other, I want to ask what I’m sure my packmates and I have been thinking for weeks. Will you do us the honor of letting us officially court you?”

My packmates add their agreement and encouragement.

“What do you say? Will you let us court you, princess?”

Everything narrows down to this moment, and of all the ways this could have gone, the outcome isn’t one I ever anticipated.


Chapter 43
Daphne
[image: drawing of a honeysuckle cutting]


Istare at Ciro in shock as my perfume blooms around us, as unexpected as a sun shower.

I was so happy when he asked to court me, but I didn’t think I was like, that excited. Maybe it’s my omega who is eager to celebrate locking them down, because I certainly wasn’t horny a minute ago.

Still, I’ve been so tired and just off, I really don’t understand why I’m perfuming now when by all accounts I’m in no condition to fuck.

I sniff hard to see if I’m just imagining that my scent is overpowering everything, but no, that’s my vanilla and honeysuckle.

“Daphne,” Alister chokes out.

I don’t answer, still trying to figure out why my scent has gone wild.

“Your heat’s starting. We need to get you out of here,” Feliks orders.

No, it hasn’t. How would Feliks know that? Unless he can smell it. And if he can smell it that strongly as a beta, then it must be…

“No! I’m on suppressants, my heat isn’t supposed to come for months,” I deny, even though my scent is hanging around us so heavily that it’s practically visible, like fog.

My alphas are reacting to my perfume, their scents getting stronger too, all six of us mixing into the most delicious bouquet I’ve ever smelled. It’s even better than my flower arrangement with all of our scentsakes, and it’s making me way hornier than the flowers ever did.

The slick covering my thighs is proof of that, and I can feel myself getting wetter by the second.

I try to scoot away from Ciro, confused about this coming on so suddenly, but he growls and clamps his arms around my legs, keeping me where I am.

I whine but choke it off.

I need to think. I can’t give in to my urges yet because I don’t understand why this is happening.

The suppressants must have failed.

I take it every morning with breakfast.

Except I’ve been getting up earlier than usual because of the fair, so I’ve been eating breakfast on the go instead of at home, and I always forget to bring the suppressants with me…

I’ve missed doses before on other event days when I had to get up early and it was fine, no breakthroughs.

Is it too much to ask that one pill keeps working for a whole week? Can’t they invent a slow-release pill??

I think I’m deep in denial, because sitting here and complaining about the pharmaceutical industry isn’t helping anything.

It’s definitely not going to prevent my heat-fueled perfume from spreading through the fair and attracting the attention of unwanted alphas. The only alphas I want are right here, and they’ve gotten a nose-full of me already.

Feliks tries to pull me off the bench, away from Ciro who is wrapped around me, and my other alphas pressing close, touching me everywhere they can reach.

“Ciro, let go,” Feliks says, but Ciro ignores him, pulling my legs open to fit himself between them.

I moan and clutch his shoulders.

Feliks tries to pull Kieran away, but he shakes him off too, leaning down to nuzzle my hair.

My perfume gets stronger as they rub against me, hands under my shirt and pulling down my leggings.

I dimly hear Feliks still talking, more interested in the hands and mouths on my skin.

Alister growls menacingly, but I ignore it, confident that my pack will protect me from any dangers.

“Enough!” Alister barks

I whine in frustration as they stop touching me.

I lock my legs around Ciro. I won’t let him get away at least.

“Your scent…it’s perfect. You’re our scent match,” Alister says, tilting my face up to his by gently pulling on my hair, drawing my attention away from Ciro’s smooth, unblemished neck.

I blink at Alister. Of course we’re scent matches, why is he stopping just to talk about that?

“Did you know we were scent matches?” Ciro asks me.

Alister loosens his hold, but after glancing at Ciro, I quickly look away. I can’t handle the awe on his face.

They weren’t the only ones keeping secrets.

My guilty thoughts are interrupted by a particularly nasty cramp, making me double over in pain.

“Let us take you home, kitten,” Feliks urges.

I can’t deny it anymore, either my heat is starting, or I’m having intense breakthrough symptoms, and I feel the urge to get somewhere safe and cozy to ride it out with my pack.

Ciro hugs me tightly and purrs, the heat and vibration soothing me.

I wrap my arms around him and nod. “Take me home.”

He stands up with me wrapped around him, and I keep my face buried in his neck as he walks us out of the fair, our pack surrounding us to keep me hidden. It won’t do much to hide my scent, but in the open air, the lure should dissipate quickly.

They hustle me into the back of their SUV, Ciro untangling me to put me on the seat. As soon as he and Sterling join me though, I’m climbing all over them.

My heat is ramping up, skin flushed, and my clothes are trying to smother me.

The clothes on my mates are also smothering, and I try to claw them off Ciro and Sterling as I switch back and forth kissing them.

The car jostles me as it goes around a turn, and Kieran steals me away from Ciro’s lips, leaning over the seat to kiss me.

I eagerly switch my focus to him, reaching to get his shirt off too. My omega doesn’t want anything between us, clothes or car seats. I’m not sure I’m strong enough to tear through a car, but if we don’t get somewhere with a nest soon, I’m willing to try.

“Hold on for a minute,” Alister says.

I ignore him, so close to getting what I want.

Alister grunts and then barks, “Ciro, Kieran, Sterling, wait!”

Well, if Alister wants a turn, fine. I turn to climb into the front seat with him. Alister kisses my hand, but doesn’t pull me into his lap. I pout at him.

He smiles and kisses my hand again.

“How are you feeling, baby girl?”

“Horny,” I say and lunge for his lips, but Ciro and Sterling grab me, stopping me from getting to Alister or toppling to the floor.

“Before the heat haze takes over, I need to know if you want us to help you through your heat,” Alister commands, making my omega perk up and pay attention.

It takes me a moment to process what he said, but then I practically yell, “You’re courting me, of course you’re helping me through this heat!”

“If you want to,” I add politely. I won’t force them to, but if they want to court me, surely that involves helping me through heats?

“You agree we can court you?” Ciro asks, the hopeful look making him seem younger.

“Yes, of course. I want to be with you, all of you,” I say, realizing I never had time to tell them since my body decided that was the right moment to go wild.

“Take us to the pack house,” Ciro tells Feliks in the driver’s seat.

“Not her townhouse? Daphne, is it okay if we take you to our house?” Feliks asks.

“Your place is good,” I get out between kissing Ciro.

There are no more silly interruptions after that.


Chapter 44
Daphne
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Ibarely notice the transition from car to house, but I do notice when Ciro sets me on my feet and pulls away.

I look for another one of my mates to climb if he won’t help me.

The others are surrounding us, and Alister tilts my face up, but instead of kissing me, he looks deep into my eyes. I don’t know why he’s giving me soul-searching looks instead of being knot-deep in me.

I must whine that complaint out loud, because Alister says, “Ciro has a present for you.”

I go limp, dropping quickly, but he grabs me before my knees hit the floor.

“No, not present, present,” Alister emphasizes, “a gift.”

I blink away some of the delirium and get my feet back under me.

“Gift?” My omega is amenable to gifts before knotting.

“I’ve been working on something, and I’d like to show it to you now if you’re up for it. And then you can present,” Ciro whispers in my ear.

I moan and nod. I think I can hold it together for a little longer until the heat takes me completely.

“Good girl,” he says, stroking my hair.

I almost lunge for Ciro’s neck right there, but he spins me away before I can.

“I chose the things I thought you would love, but if I got anything wrong, we can get rid of it. We’ll buy whatever else you want, but I thought we should have a good starting basis,” Ciro says.

I can’t make sense of what he means. I don’t see any presents, just my mates in their disheveled clothes. Which, they are a gift, but it doesn’t sound like they’re talking about themselves.

Ciro pulls my hair behind my shoulders and asks, “Are you ready for it?”

I tilt my head up to look at him. “Yes.”

Ciro nods, and my mates move to the side, revealing the rest of the room.

I gasp.

The room is lit by fairy lights strung along the walls, each bulb at the center of a flower with glass petals. The rainbow flowers reflect their colors onto the yellow walls. I move closer to admire the wallpaper on the lower half of the walls. The pattern is a mix of blooming flowers, so realistic I touch it to see if I can feel the velvety petals.

The plush fabric under my feet distracts me. I’m not sure when I lost my shoes and socks, and I realize the rest of my clothes are gone too when I drop to my knees to run my hands over the carpet.

I chase the softness, crawling onto the recessed mattress in the center of the room that’s strewn with blankets and pillows.

The springiness of the mattress catches me off guard. I’ve never had an expensive nest mattress like this. It must have cost a small fortune for one this size. I never would have asked for this when a basic soft mattress would do.

I dart around feeling up the bedding, weighing and judging each one. I find them all to be sufficiently soft or fuzzy or squishy or cute enough to be in my nest.

The sheets are pastel green, with all kinds of knitted, fleece, quilted, and faux fur blankets piled around the edges. Several have floral patterns, and there’s one that looks like fake plastic artificial grass but is actually made of soft strands of yarn, which makes me laugh. Nothing has polka dots though, thank goodness.

I fluff up my new pillows, admiring the ones shaped like flowers and a fuzzy bee. Or are they stuffed animals? I’m not sure which they’d be described as.

Once I’m done arranging things, I move to the center of my new nest and spin to take it all in.

My face hurts from smiling. This is the best nest I’ve ever had. My nest at home isn’t even this cute, and I chose everything there myself.

“Do you like it?” Ciro asks from the edge of the mattress. “We had kept this room empty so our future omega could decorate it how they wanted to, but a few weeks ago I started fixing it up for you, princess. I did it without telling the others, so if you don’t like anything, that’s on me. We can adjust things until it’s perfect.”

They’re all watching, waiting for my answer, but words can’t express how much I love my nest and them.

Instead, I turn away and drop to all fours, lowering my shoulders to the mattress and pressing my cheek against it, ass in the air, presenting.

There’s a chorus of growls, and my mates rush to join me in the nest.

Ciro’s deep, earthy camellia scent surrounds me, and he fills me with one thrust, all the way to the edge of his knot.

I moan and relax into the feeling, the relief of finally being filled after they teased me for so long on the ride home.

I clutch the sheets as Ciro bounces me against the mattress, and it doesn’t take long for me to come with his cock hitting deep on every pass. He keeps going as my pussy squeezes him, squirting as I come, already making a mess of my new nest.

I don’t have time to catch my breath before a hand grabs my hair and pulls me up, wild spicy sweet yarrow on my tongue as Feliks pushes his cock in.

I suck on him eagerly, having missed him since he wouldn’t play with us in the car. Everyone else did, but they wouldn’t let me touch Feliks for some reason.

I run my tongue around the base of his head and foreskin, but he pushes deeper, bumping against my throat. I do my best to relax for him with Ciro bouncing me and making me moan, but Feliks doesn’t mind, forcing his cock deeper so they can fuck me together.

I claw at Feliks’s thigh when he pulls back so I can breathe, wanting him back inside me. He ignores my protest, waiting a few seconds before thrusting back in.

The push and pull lull me into a haze, satisfying me as my heat rages. I don’t know how long we exist like that. I’m floating on a cloud, but eventually Feliks pulls out until just his head is on my tongue, and his spicy flavor floods my mouth as he comes.

I suck on him to get every last drop, swallowing so none of it’s wasted. I think I get it all, but it’s hard to tell for sure with the saliva covering my face. The hot summery taste lingers, and I keep sucking, hoping for just a little more.

I whine when Feliks takes his cock away, already desperate for more come.

Ciro pulls me up so my back is against his chest, and he shifts until he’s lying on the mattress with me on top of him. He puts his forearm around my neck and grabs my thigh to hold me as he bucks up into me.

Kieran appears, hovering over me as he rubs my clit. I stare up at him, panting, watching his earrings twinkle in the fairy lights.

I dig my nails into Ciro’s arm as I get close. I want to hold on to this feeling, riding the edge, but Kieran keeps his movements even, firm and sure, which eventually tips me over. The pleasure hits hard, and my vision goes white.

I’m so out of it afterward that I’m limp when Kieran pulls me up and Ciro lifts my legs so they can turn me around to face Ciro without his cock leaving me.

Kieran holds me up as Ciro works me over his knot, rubbing me back and forth to stretch me out. With one firm thrust, his knot pops in, and he grinds me against his pelvis as it swells. The pressure on all the sensitive nerves is overwhelming, as it always is when I’m knotted.

Ciro growls, and I feel his cock jerk as he comes. I scratch his chest, wanting to mark him. I love the feeling of being locked together and his almost bruising hold on my thighs, like he’ll never let me go.

The feeling of his come filling me forces another orgasm out of me, pussy fluttering weakly around Ciro’s knot since it’s stretched so wide. By the time he finishes, my stomach feels like it’s bulging, and I’m not sure I could fit any more.

Kieran rubs his cock against me from behind, knocking against where Ciro and I are connected. I whine as Ciro’s knot shifts, my pussy clamping down again.

Kieran moves his cock up after coating it in my slick, pushing it between my cheeks and teasing my other hole. I whimper and try to tilt my hips to get him in, but all that accomplishes is pulling on Ciro’s knot, making my legs give out immediately.

Kieran wraps an arm around my chest and slowly pushes his head in. His cock presses on Ciro’s knot as he works his way deeper, making us groan.

As if my body wasn’t already overstimulated enough, Ciro plays with my breasts. They’re practically held out on a platter for him with Kieran’s arm underneath them, squeezing them together and pushing them out.

Alister kisses me, and I let him, but I can’t focus enough to kiss him back. He wraps his hand in my hair, keeping me steady while Kieran thrusts, tangling his tongue with mine. Alister’s other hand wanders, stealing a breast from Ciro and rolling my nipple between his fingers. I whimper as he pinches it, moving down to stroke and squeeze my stomach.

When Alister pulls back, I whine at the emptiness. I’m burning up, and I’ll combust if I don’t get more.

I shouldn’t have worried though, because Alister turns my head for Sterling to feed me his cock. His sweet flavor mixes with Feliks’s lingering taste, and this new treat calms me.

Alister keeps ahold of my hair, not letting me draw more of Sterling in. I barely have my lips around his head, but I suck hard, and I’m rewarded with more of his sunshiny taste. Sterling groans and puts his hand on my head but doesn’t move any closer.

I open my eyes to glare at him for not giving me more, but I realize why he won’t when I see Alister’s hand on his hip, holding him back. I moan at Alister controlling us and renew my efforts, sucking and running my tongue across Sterling’s slit to collect the precum.

Sterling’s fingers scrabble in my hair, tightening before letting go, stomach flexing as he tries to hold back.

Alister keeps torturing us, slowing letting Sterling ease further, before suddenly pushing him almost all the way out to start over again.

At least Kieran keeps fucking my ass, so I’m mostly full. Ciro plays with my nipples and occasionally drops a hand down to work his finger between us and circle my clit, making me tremble and clench on his knot.

I scratch my own thighs, the feelings overwhelming. Normally I would claw at my guys, but Kieran has my arms trapped, and that’s the only thing I can reach.

When Alister lets go and gives Sterling free rein, Sterling presses close, forcing his cock down my throat until his knot hits my lips. He strokes deep, and drool drips down my chin. Sterling’s flavor is sparkling now, and I reflexively swallow, wanting more.

Sterling groans and stretches my mouth wide, pushing until I think my jaw is going to unhinge as he works his knot past my teeth.

Kieran pushes against me, grabbing my ass to spread me open for his knot to fill me. I start to think there’s not enough room for everyone, but then Kieran’s knot is in.

My eyes roll back as my nose hits Sterling’s abdomen, the only part of my body I can move since my mates have me trapped to use as they wish.

I’ve never had so many knots at once. Then they’re inflating, stretching me until I’m not sure my body can give any more.

Sterling’s knot forces my jaw wide, and he puts his hand around my throat, squeezing and rubbing it where his cock makes my neck bulge.

Kieran’s knot pushes against Ciro’s, rubbing against each other as they fight for space inside me.

Once we’re locked together, Kieran and Sterling come in me, which only makes my heat blaze hotter.

With all my holes stuffed, I feel swollen with their come, but I want more.

I dig my canine teeth into Sterling’s knot, and he jerks forward like he’s trying to bury himself deeper.

His pleasure courses through me, rebounding and mixing with my own. I’m surrounded by warmth, like sunshine, bright and comforting. That must be what Sterling’s mind feels like.

“Bond me,” echoes in my head, but I’m not sure if it’s my thought or his, or both.

All too soon, Sterling’s knot deflates and our mental connection wavers as my teeth leave his skin.

I take a gasping breath, but don’t have the energy to demand Sterling come back so I can reestablish our connection.

Kieran nuzzles my neck, distracting me, and I tilt my head to the side. He just brushes his nose along it and kisses me without breaking the skin.

Exhaustion pulls me under, despite the driving need for more knots and bonds.

I fall asleep to a few last flickering thoughts from Sterling, sweet and comforting.
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Iwake craving knots.

I flex my pussy and receive an answering groan that vibrates through me.

I’m decently full of cock, but no knots.

Ciro flips us over so he’s above me. His hard cock is still in me, but his knot’s deflated.

Kieran must have pulled out sometime while I slept.

I don’t know why they didn’t knot me again while I was out. I would’ve loved waking up to being knotted. But as long as my mates knot me quickly now, I’ll forgive them.

I wrap my legs around Ciro’s waist, encouraging him as he fucks me in long, slow strokes. His hands are next to my shoulders, propping himself up to watch his cock disappear in me.

I moan and dig my heels into his ass.

Ciro pauses to kiss me, and I’m happy to return it, but I wish he would keep thrusting.

I whine when Ciro pulls out, reaching for him, but Alister is quick to take his place, so I focus my lust on him.

“You’ve been such a good little omega for us, haven’t you? My good baby girl,” Alister croons.

I nod eagerly and spread my legs wide for him, feet on the mattress. Alister looks down at my messy pussy, slick and come all mixed together, and growls.

He pushes my knees up to my chest, opening me and leaving me vulnerable.

The need for knots is riding me so hard that I’m panting and quivering, but I wait for Alister to tell me what to do.

He looms over me, precum dripping down his cock, tracing along the veins, but doesn’t do anything other than watch.

I don’t have that much patience, I guess, because I whimper staring at his cock, but his precum is wasted on the mattress.

“You’re not being very obedient to daddy right now, are you?” Alister says.

I stick my tongue out at him, but he just laughs.

“I know your heat isn’t the time to tease you. You need lots of cocks and come right now, don’t you, little omega?”

I stick my tongue out again and open my mouth wide, nodding.

Alister groans.

“Hold your knees just like this and don’t move,” he commands.

I quickly grab my knees to hold them up, keeping my mouth open.

Alister lets go, making sure I do as I’m told, and then sits back on his heels. He fists his cock in one hand and rubs my pussy with the other.

As much as I wish it was my mouth around Alister’s cock instead, I’m enjoying what his other hand is doing well enough. When his hand is thoroughly coated in slick and come, he pushes three fingers inside me, reaching deep to rub the nerves there. My moan is louder than usual since my mouth is still open.

Alister curls his fingers up and removes them, bringing the cupped fingers to my mouth. He rubs them across my tongue for me to taste our combined releases. He pushes his fingers in, palm hitting my tongue.

“Suck.”

I close my lips around him, tasting my sweet vanilla and Ciro’s honey.

“Good girl, daddy’s good omega,” Alister says while I clean his fingers.

He doesn’t stop praising me while he goes back and forth feeding me until all I taste is slick.

“You did such a good job listening to Daddy, even though I know you’re desperate for knots. Such a good, sweet girl,” Alister says. “You deserve a reward. Get on your hands and knees facing me.”

I scramble to do what he says, getting tangled in my own limbs as I get in position.

Alister pets my hair as I stare up at him. His cock tempts me, directly in front of my face as he lazily fists it.

The scent of hot herbal flowers is overwhelming this close, making me feel drunk on him.

Despite the temptation, I maintain eye contact while I wait for his next order.

He strokes himself a few more times and then says, “Stick out your tongue.”

I do, and I’m rewarded with him rubbing his head on my tongue. I watch his face tighten in pleasure as he feeds me more of his cock. It hits the back of my throat, and I try to swallow it, but Alister doesn’t move any deeper. It partially blocks my breathing, so that my pants sound like a whine with what little air gets through.

Alister runs his fingers through my hair, gently combing out the tangles, while I choke on him.

“Such a pretty girl, being so good for your pack. Taking our cocks so well. You had four of us already, and your heat’s barely started. Daddy’s good baby girl. You’re going to milk all the come out of us, aren’t you? You need it, don’t you, little omega.”

I tremble at the praise, my pussy dripping for him.

Alister keeps talking, but I miss some of it, fuzzy from the lack of air. It doesn’t matter, I’m enjoying what I catch.

I gasp, fluttering my eyes open to find Alister leaning over me, stroking my hair and face.

“You’re so good at obeying me, baby girl. Are you ready for a knot now?” Alister says.

I nod, still breathing hard, body tingling with a mix of sensations.

Alister pushes my legs up again, putting my feet against his chest, and holds my waist to line us up.

His cock notches at my entrance, and he pushes in quickly, using his weight to drive deep. I moan at the sudden stretch, scratching at his arms, no longer remembering if I’m supposed to hold still and beyond caring.

Alister digs his fingers into my sides and ass as he thrusts and I love it, hoping they leave marks for me to admire later.

I gasp as Alister drives his knot into me, using his weight again to push it in until his hips meet mine and my legs are sandwiched between us. My pussy is throbbing just on the edge of orgasm.

Alister squeezes the sides of my throat, palm on my windpipe so there’s a little pressure without compressing it.

“Don’t come,” he orders.

I whine, my face flushed from his grip and body a shaking mess.

“Yet,” Alister adds.

I whimper but concentrate on doing what he says, despite my pussy fluttering on his knot.

He makes it more difficult to follow his order as he rubs my clit. My eyes roll back, and body tries to arch, but his hand on my throat keeps me down.

Alister teases my clit until I can’t take it anymore. My breathing is labored, and it feels like my head is going to pop, but I can’t stop it. My body clamps down on him, and I squirt hard, pussy milking Alister’s knot even though he hasn’t come yet.

He keeps rubbing my clit as my orgasm winds down, waiting for me to look at him. When I do, he finally comes, cock pulsing as he fills me.

“Good girl, such a good little omega,” Alister praises when he finishes.

He loosens his hold on my neck, and I take a ragged breath as my heart tries to pound out of my chest.

Alister lets my legs down, making sure his knot doesn’t pull painfully on me.

He kisses me, but I’m too worn out to reciprocate, letting him suck on my tongue. Alister alternates that with whispering sweet things against my lips.

I accept his praise even though I didn’t wait for his permission to come, gathering my energy to reach for the next cock.

As much as I enjoyed what we did, the heat always demands more.
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Istir the vanilla bean custard, getting it ready to fill the vanilla sugar cookies when they’re out of the oven. The other cookies are already done, cooling on racks spread across the counters.

It’s a good thing I freeze a lot of cookie dough, so I’m prepared for emergencies like this. That way, it’s easy to make a variety of cookies for Daphne on short notice.

Although I mixed up several new batches and baked those too…but still, it’s important to always have cookie dough in the freezer. It's actually on my emergency preparations list, along with having a backup generator so the fridge and oven work.

If it comes down to it, we have a wood-burning stove too. Ciro grumbles that in an actual emergency we shouldn’t be wasting firewood on baking cookies, but I still think he would fire up the stove for me. Especially now that we have Daphne.

I’ve always been worried that Ciro would never want a mate. Now I feel bad I missed the signs that he was struggling to accept his feelings for Daphne because I was so fixated on her myself.

That won’t happen again. We’re finally working together like a true pack should, all because of Daphne.

Alister called Anicka to let her know Daphne will be out on heat leave and asked Poppy to take care of things at Daphne’s house so she doesn’t have to worry about anything. Well, Daphne isn’t worrying about anything now, but after her heat, she would be concerned about missing work or leaving her houseplants unwatered.

We’ll need to prepare better for her next heat. None of us want to leave to get supplies even while Daphne’s asleep in case she wakes up suddenly and needs us.

I’d prefer she move in with us before her next heat, but I’m not sure if Daphne will want that.

I eye the fridge for the third time in as many minutes, wondering if there’s room for a honey lemon three-layer cake with honeysuckle jelly filling and brown butter elderflower buttercream.

Daphne loves my cakes as much as my cookies, but I didn’t want to start anything that would take too long to bake. Plus the fridge is currently full of hearty, nourishing foods, courtesy of Alister’s giant food delivery at the beginning of Daphne’s heat. It’s mostly pre-made meals, but there are some fresh ingredients for when we have time to cook.

Feliks enters the kitchen while I swap another batch of cookies out of the oven.

“Have you made anything with protein?” he teases.

“You know I haven’t,” I mumble around my finger.

He catches my wrist and pulls my hand away, stopping me from chewing on my thumb.

After ensuring I don’t start biting again, Feliks circles the kitchen island to get to the fridge, pausing at the salted pansy cookies with pistachios and dark chocolate.

“These have protein,” he says, picking one up and taking a bite.

“Oh, right.” I always forget how nutritious nuts are.

Feliks rummages through the fridge, pulling out carrots, a giant green onion, and a slab of something. I don’t pay much attention, too busy watching the numbers tick down on my timer.

“Do you think she’ll still want to bond after her heat? I mean, not right away, but in general, one day, maybe?” I blurt out.

Feliks pauses, his knife hovering over the leek. “I think so.”

He slowly resumes slicing and adds more quietly, “I hope so.”

That distracts me from my meltdown. I mean, countdown.

It’s not like Feliks to be unsure. That’s not like any of my packmates, really. They’re the ones to comfort me or calm me down when I’m upset.

I hope they don’t hide their worries from me because they think I can’t handle it.

“I know Daphne will bond with us someday. She already agreed to let us court her, so I’m sure she’s looking toward bonding. I’m sure our courting will go well, and eventually she’ll want to join our pack,” I say confidently.

There, I can be confident if it’s for my packmates. Or Daphne. She always brings out the inner strength I never knew I had.

“Right,” Feliks says.

I frown at his back.

That was a great pep talk. What else could I have said to convince him Daphne wants to be with us forever?

Feliks isn’t listening to logic. What do my packmates do when I’m being unreasonable?

I move up behind him and grip the back of his neck. Feliks drops the knife, and it clatters on the counter.

“Daphne likes us, and we like her. We will bond someday,” I say in my deepest, growliest, most commanding voice, doing my best Alister impression. Although Alister isn’t really growly, he just has that authoritative air.

Regardless, I think I did an amazing job of acting as confident as he is.

I wait proudly for Feliks to agree with what I said and feel better.

Feliks chuckles, and my confidence falters.

“Alright, Sterling, you’ve made your point. Daphne wants to be with us, and everything will work out. What I saw when she bit me proved she cares deeply for us,” he says.

I blink in surprise, forgetting for a moment that I’m supposed to be comforting him.

“You could tell that just from her little bites? How? I was too focused on our feelings in the moment to notice anything else,” I say, flustered.

Feliks sighs and I think he’s not going to answer, but finally he says, “I didn’t at first, but as Daphne kept biting me, I looked to see how she felt beyond the heat haze to ensure we’re taking good care of her. It’s habit for me to check our pack bonds and make sure they’re still there. Daphne’s bond works similarly, so that’s probably why I was able to look deeper than her feelings at the time.”

“Why would you need to check the pack bonds? Of course they’ll always be there,” I say.

Feliks grabs the carrots and starts peeling one.

I growl, but I can feel his amusement at my tough act in the bond. I suppose the growl isn’t very convincing when he can sense that I’m forcing it out.

“I check our bond because it doesn’t come naturally to me, so I explored it to see how it works. And also because…none of you have done anything to make me feel like this, but sometimes I worry about being a beta,” Feliks says, mood sobering. “I’m sure I can trace that fun little insecurity back to my childhood and not feeling good enough for my family, so now I regularly check our bonds to make sure your feelings about me haven’t changed.”

I release his neck and turn him around to hug him, holding tight. Feliks slowly wraps his arms around me and returns my hug, resting his forehead on my shoulder.

“That’s why I didn’t tell anyone when I met Daphne. I was going to introduce you eventually, but I wanted her to get to know me first. I thought if I did that, I wouldn’t worry that our omega only tolerated the beta in the pack, instead of actively wanting me to be here,” he says, a slow, halting confession.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Daphne right away either,” I say. “I only tried to hide her because we had such an embarrassing first meeting, and I wanted to show her I could be normal before I brought the rest of you in. It has nothing to do with you or anyone else.”

“Oh. And just so you know, I only told Kieran about Daphne because he caught me panicking that I couldn’t find her, and he offered to get an investigator to track her down, but only if I told him who she is. I didn’t leave you out specifically,” I add on.

Feliks shakes in my arms, and I squeeze him tighter, afraid I’ve only upset him more, but after a moment I realize he’s laughing.

I sigh and relax my hold. Comforting people is harder than it looks. My packmates always make it seem so easy when they calm me down.

“How did you lose track of her?” Feliks asks between laughter.

“She ran away after we met. It’s a long story, and it doesn’t really matter,” I grumble.

Feliks claps me on the back, and I let go, glaring as he wipes the tears from his eyes and waiting for his laughter to subside.

He’s saved from my ire when the timer goes off.

I leave Feliks to his giggling and take the very vanilla cookies out of the oven.

“Thanks, Sterling. I feel better. I didn’t realize we all had interesting meet-cutes with Daphne. We’ll have to fill each other in later,” he says.

“Really? What happened when you met her?” Did he slip in food too?

“Well…it ended with us having sex at Queen of Hearts,” Feliks says so deadpan, it takes me a minute to process what he said.

“What? You—what?? When we met, Daphne ran away after sitting on my lap. Why did I scare her off?”

Feliks is too busy laughing to answer.

A spike of lust cuts through the bond, and we jump into action. Feliks shoves the ingredients back in the fridge and pulls out some of the ready-made meals. I start opening packages and reheating them.

I pile a plate with cookies and box up the rest for later.

We work quickly so we’re ready to feed Daphne once the others have knotted her.

It’s been much more difficult to get Daphne to eat than I expected. I guess that’s why they impress upon alphas to care for omegas in all aspects, ensuring they eat and drink and rest enough, because omegas clearly don’t have the same self-preservation instincts during their heat.

We’ve found it’s easier to get her to eat when she’s stuck on a knot and can’t squirm away to look for another one.

Feliks has the best luck feeding Daphne for some reason. I’ve noticed she always accepts food from him even if she hasn’t been knotted.

I can usually get her to eat a cookie, but I know she needs more nutrients than that.

I’ll have to get Feliks to teach me his secrets once this heat is over.
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Iswallow whatever my mates have been feeding me and chase it with a swig of water.

I don’t care what it is, all I know is it isn’t cocks or knots. But I eat it anyway and drink the boring water because it makes them happy, and then they’ll give me what I really want.

My beta always makes eating fun, but he’s not feeding me right now. I can see him sleeping at the edge of my nest. He looks so sweet and peaceful when he’s unconscious, cute little face resting on his tattooed hands. Ciro lays nearby, and they look like they staggered off, exhausted, and collapsed on the nearest out of the way spot. My alpha is sleeping on his back with his limbs splayed out like a starfish. It’s almost enough to make me giggle, if I didn’t have other, more important things on my mind.

Since my beta isn’t the one feeding me, I rush through whatever’s left in the container Sterling is feeding me from and lunge at his cock.

“Daphne—” his sentence breaks off in a moan. He tangles his fingers in my hair, holding it out of my way and encouraging me by lightly pushing on my head.

I smile smugly around his cock (or try to, my mouth is stretched to capacity).

I figured out if I finish at least one plate of food and one water bottle, they don’t protest when I eat their cocks for dessert.

Sterling’s sugared peony flavor pairs nicely with whatever he fed me. I happily drink his precum before diving to feel him in my throat.

Sterling growls and bucks up into me when I swallow half of his cock, pushing and pulling me down the rest of the way as I relax my throat.

A hand around my neck pulls me up, and I whine and dig my nails into Sterling’s thighs to try to hold on to him. But I’m no match for Alister, who pulls me up against his chest and traps me in his arms. Even when I struggle, I can hardly move or rub my ass against his hard cock pressed against me.

I whine at him.

Alister ignores me and addresses Sterling. “The plan was to clean her up after eating.”

“She moved before I could stop her,” Sterling says.

Since he’s staring at my lips, I don’t think his argument is very convincing, but I’m happy to take the blame.

I don’t need a shower. I’m fine just how I am, covered in my mates’ come.

I open my mouth wide and stick my tongue out. Sterling groans and reaches for me.

“No. Clean up. First,” Alister says sharply, ruining my strategy.

It was working so well too.

Sterling sits back on his heels, but Alister doesn’t carry me to the adjoining bathroom like I’m expecting.

Instead, he pushes me down on the mattress between them, putting his knees on my shoulders to pin them down. Alister’s large body looms over my head, his cock taunting me.

He pulls my legs up, exposing my pussy and ass.

“Clean her up,” Alister says.

I’m confused and lift my head to see what’s happening. I don’t know when they configured a way to give me a bath in here.

They better not spill water in my nest.

I can’t see much with Alister pinning me though, just Sterling moving forward to sit between my thighs. I give up and let my head fall back.

I squeak when Sterling’s tongue touches me, startled by the unexpected sensation. His tongue swipes across me again, a broad stroke from my bottom up to my mound.

I look at Alister in confusion, and he just smirks.

When I finally realize what he meant, I glare at him.

He tricked me!

Sterling interrupts my nonverbal scolding by circling my clit, and I moan and close my eyes without meaning to. Well, now it would just look silly to complain about being fooled, so I give up and keep my eyes closed.

I dig my hands into Sterling’s hair, wrapping the long, silky strands around my fists. I gently tug on his hair, trying to direct where I want him to tongue me, but to no avail.

Further trickery. Sterling does actually seem to be cleaning me up (albeit using his mouth) rather than trying to titillate me or bring me to orgasm.

I moan in frustrated pleasure, his tongue seeming to perfectly toe the line between oral and cleaning up the slick and come.

I get more desperate as his tongue touches me everywhere, until I’m a twitching, shaking mess. My focus narrows down to just the movements of Sterling’s tongue, waiting to see where it will touch me next. I can never predict it, in one pass he swipes from my clit to my mound, and on the next he licks the crease between my thigh and ass.

So the orgasm takes me by surprise.

One second all I can feel is his tongue on my mound, the next, my poor overwhelmed nerves explode, my needy pussy flexing on emptiness. My body tenses, and I jerk on Sterling’s hair harder than I normally would, but I can’t stop, locked into surviving this orgasm.

Through it all, Sterling keeps licking, licking, as fresh slick ruins his hard work cleaning me.

I whine pathetically as he keeps going, everything swollen and oversensitive. I reflexively try to close my legs around his head, his attentions almost too much.

I’m not sure how it’s possible that a little tonguing is more than I can take when compared with all the other things we’ve done.

I moan in relief when Sterling finally starts using his fingers, but that’s not any better, only rubbing my lips and thighs.

I open my eyes, planning to plead for more, but find Kieran looming next to me. He grins and unwinds Sterling’s hair from my hands.

Alister releases me and moves out of sight.

Sterling throws my legs over his shoulders and wraps his arms around my thighs to hold them open.

Kieran blocks my view when he straddles my chest, trapping my arms against my sides.

Through it all, Sterling just keeps licking and touching, and I wonder if he’ll keep going until Alister gives him a new order.

What if Alister never tells him to stop?

I moan and my pussy clenches as Sterling’s wicked tongue circles around and around. I have no control over when it’ll push me over the edge again. Even the thought of that isn’t enough to get me there.

I was so distracted by Sterling, I forgot Kieran was on top of me.

I’m reminded when he rubs my breasts, his large hands almost completely covering them. He barely plays with my nipples, and I worry that he’s going to follow their lead and tease me.

But no, as Kieran’s hands glide across my skin, I realize they’re slippery, and the strong scent of my slick confirms it. He stole some of my slick before Sterling could lick it away.

Once my breasts are lubed up, Kieran finally plays with my nipples. I wiggle and arch my back for more, close to coming already, but he stops and squeezes the base of my breasts instead. He shifts his hips forward to slide his cock between them, squeezing my breasts around it.

Kieran starts out slow, pushing his cock just far enough that the head barely peeks out the top of my cleavage. He picks up the pace as he finds his rhythm, long strokes with his knot pushing between my breasts on each thrust. His cock is long enough that the head is near my lips, and I swipe my tongue across it, surprising him.

Kieran’s rhythm falters, and he jerks forward with a groan. I lick the precum from his slit and tease the head. He lets me tongue him for a minute before going back to thrusting, but his strokes are shorter so his cock stays close to my lips. I stick my tongue out for him to rub against it.

My body trembles between Kieran playing with my breasts and Sterling’s licking, but I’m still needy, body straining for release. Sterling seems to sense it every time I get close and switches to licking the less sensitive areas.

Eventually Kieran puts more of his weight on me, cock pressing into my sternum, and squeezes my breasts tighter, the skin turning red. His knot swells, forcing my breasts apart despite his efforts. He switches to grinding, his knot making my breasts tingle, the texture apparently stimulating wherever it touches me.

I feel his knot pulse just before he comes, cock jerking and come landing on my face and tongue. I open my mouth wider, trying to catch it all, but only get some of it before Kieran takes his cock away.

I whimper but settle down after I feel his come hitting my neck and chest instead.

I watch Kieran watching me, pleased as his come covers me, dripping around the sides of my neck. Once he’s satisfied with that, he moves further down to coat my breasts too.

Kieran releases me and sits back, cock still hard since his knot is swollen. I admire it while he catches his breath. I never get to see one fully inflated, and after seeing it, I’m not sure how that thing fits inside me.

My omega is smug that we can handle three of them at once.

Actually, I’m kind of smug about that too.

Kieran shifts to get off me, but pauses as one last rope of come hits my nose. I reflexively wrinkle it and look at the white spot in my vision.

He laughs, sounding winded, and licks it off before kissing my nose and lips.

Mid-kiss, I yelp and buck so hard I almost knock him off (well, probably not, since he’s so much bigger than me, but it feels like it).
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Kieran dismounts of his own accord, but I barely notice.

I’m more prepared for Sterling’s second thrust. He’s past teasing now, hips snapping with short strokes and knot hitting me on each thrust, making my breasts bounce.

I dig my nails into his ass as he pushes deep, folding me in half now that Kieran is out of the way. Sterling’s hair brushes me, hanging around us like a curtain.

Eventually I notice Alister lurking next to Sterling like a puppet master, but when Sterling hits a spot that makes my eyes roll back, I stop paying attention to anything else.

I’m oversensitive from all of his licking, my lips and thighs and cheeks electrified and every brush of skin against mine is magnified.

As Sterling fucks me, overstimulation turns to pleasure, feelings climbing higher as he rubs the sensitive spots inside me until I come, pussy clenching and I squirt on him.

He pushes his knot against my entrance, and his movements slow. Alister whispers something in Sterling’s ear, and Sterling snarls at him, still straining to get his knot in.

Alister says something else, and Sterling pauses, and then pulls out.

I clutch at him, trying to stop him from listening to Alister’s evil plan, but freeze as Sterling’s cock brushes my ass. I relax as he teases my hole and slowly pushes in. He moves deeper quickly since I easily stretch around him, used to my mates playing with me there after hours (or is it days?) of my heat.

Sterling resumes his fast pace, bouncing me against the mattress, and I barrel toward another orgasm faster than I thought possible with just the stimulation of my other hole. He doesn’t touch me anywhere else except for where he’s holding me down to fuck me.

Each thrust forces a short whine out of me, and my toes and fingers start tingling.

Sterling pushes his knot against me again, and this time Alister lets him. The tension breaks when his knot is halfway in, stretching me wide, and I come again. He works his knot in despite my body clamping down on him, prolonging my orgasm as his knot rubs against me.

When it’s finally in, it expands and locks us together. Sterling groans as he comes, the sound making my pussy pulse, and I wish I could move so I can bite him and feel what he’s feeling. He must have been desperate for it with Alister making him tease me for so long.

After several long minutes of filling me up, Sterling’s body relaxes. He releases my arms and leans back, my body uncurling, and pulls me onto his lap. Sterling moves his legs around so his feet are flat on the mattress and I can lean against them. He lies back, hair splaying out around him like rays of light. Somehow Sterling’s hair never gets tangled, no matter how much I play with it or it rubs against the mattress.

I forgot about Alister lurking around, but I hear him whispering again, followed by the sound of movement. I keep my eyes closed, not sure I want to see what new way he’s come up with to torment me.

It’s Feliks this time, and he pushes my legs further apart before straddling Sterling’s chest.

I smile at him. Feliks never denies me anything. Whatever way Alister devised for him to tease me won’t work.

Feliks smiles sweetly back before kissing me. His hands are quick to find my breasts, which are still throbbing from Kieran’s manhandling. I moan happily and arch my back, forgetting I’m stuck on Sterling and tugging on his knot. Sterling lets out a rumbling growl, which vibrates through me, and digs his fingers into my calves.

Feliks is unconcerned, moving down to kiss my neck, and I eagerly tilt my head to the side. I make eye contact with Ciro, who is lounging nearby. I’m not sure how long he’s been awake, but I love when my mates watch me having fun with their packmates. He slowly strokes his cock, thumbing the head and squeezing his knot.

That reminds me that Alister has also been watching, and I search until I see him, sitting calmly like he’s directing people at work.

Despite his unbothered appearance, Alister’s hard cock gives him away. Based on the amount of precum covering his shaft, he’s just as worked up as the rest of us, even if he’s not touching himself.

I focus on what I can reach and grab Feliks’s cock, pumping it a few times. He bucks into my hand, groaning against my neck, but then pulls my hand away.

I shouldn’t have taken my eyes off Alister, because he’s back to interfere. Feliks lets him take my wrists, and I try to see what he’s up to, but Alister moves behind me, taking my wrists with him. He ties them together so my arms are wrapped around Sterling’s legs.

Feliks bites my neck, really digging his teeth in, and my mind strains for a bond. His blunt teeth can’t initiate one, but it still excites me, and I’m happy to wear his mark even if it’s temporary.

He moves to my breasts, licking Kieran’s come off. Fresh slick drips on Sterling, and when Feliks lifts my leg over his arm, I see stars as Sterling’s knot rubs my ass.

My eyes are still fluttering when Feliks rubs his cock on my pussy. He raises my ankle to his shoulder and lines us up, working his way in, fighting for room with Sterling’s knot. Once the head is in, the rest of Feliks’s cock goes in easier.

He fucks me against Sterling’s legs, grinding my clit against his pelvis when he hits deep. Between that and his cock pushing on Sterling’s knot, I come again, my leg twitching.

Alister sneaks in to kiss me, brushing his thumb along my lower lip before pulling my mouth open. He holds my tongue down and turns my face to the side for Ciro to feed me his cock before retreating again to the sidelines.

Ciro thrusts shallowly at first, just barely pushing into my throat. I almost choke when Feliks bites my neck again, but Ciro doesn’t falter, pushing his cock deeper and stifling my moans.

Feliks peppers me with light and hard nips, and my world narrows down to my neck. His bites demand my omega’s attention, and my throat is tight around Ciro, body struggling for air.

Ciro strokes my face as he fucks my mouth, only pulling out for me to get a quick breath before diving in again.

Feliks bites hard where my neck meets my shoulder, and my pussy tightens on him, making his rhythm falter.

Ciro pushes his knot against my lips, holding my hair in one hand, using the other to pull my chin down as he works it in.

Feliks digs his hands into my thighs as he speeds up, releasing my neck and dropping his face in my hair. He groans, and I feel his come filling me with heat, thrusting shallowly to work it all out. It’s a different sensation from my alphas, who lock themselves inside me before coming.

Speaking of which, Ciro’s knot swells, pushing my mouth open further, and then he’s coming down my throat.

My body tries to breathe, but I just choke on cock.

Ciro pets my hair. “Good girl, princess. You’re doing such a good job. I’m almost done with you, just hold on for another minute.”

He keeps stroking my face and hair, murmuring praise, while we wait for his knot to deflate. Feliks is draped over me, and he kisses my neck, his cock softening, but still inside me.

Ciro pulls out just as my eyes start to flutter, and I suck in deep breaths. He wipes the tears away from my cheeks, and then Alister takes his place, his peppery scent reinvigorating me.

Well, that or being able to breathe.

Alister must have also denied himself for too long, because after a quick kiss, he squeezes my jaw to pop it open and roughly feeds me his cock.

He fucks me hard and deep, strong herbal flavor overpowering Ciro’s taste. Alister holds my face, large hands covering it from chin to scalp. As he stares down at me, his eyes are wild, like he’s still holding back so he doesn’t completely lose control.

I alternate between watching Alister’s face and closing my eyes to enjoy his attentions.

One of Alister’s hands slides down to my throat, squeezing it around his cock. His fingers push on the bruises from Feliks’s bites, making my neck tingle.

Feliks brushes his lips across my shoulder and kisses me around Alister’s hand, palming my breasts and pinching my nipples.

Eventually he starts thrusting again, slow, erratic strokes. My pussy flexes around him, greedy and ready for more.

Their rhythms are a contrast: Alister desperately fucking my mouth, and Feliks touching me like it’s a lazy Sunday morning and we have all the time in the world.

My attention is split, and I wanted to feel Alister come in me, but now I’m distracted by the urge to chase an orgasm with Feliks.

I squeeze my thighs around him to spur him on. Feliks picks up on my intention, working into a steady pace. Tingles gather in my thighs and move up to my stomach.

Alister pulls my attention back when he pushes his knot against my swollen lips, and Feliks speeds up, matching Alister’s previous rhythm.

He pulls back so I can take a deep breath, and then in one thrust, forces his knot in. Alister runs his fingers through my hair, cradling the back of my head as his knot expands and he comes.

Feliks's hips are slapping my thighs, and he bites my neck hard, apparently having realized that’s a cheat for making me come.

My body tightens as I orgasm, and Sterling’s cock twitches, his knot pulsing as he comes in me again. After a few more thrusts, Feliks joins us, his come overflowing and spilling out of my pussy.

Alister’s knot releases and he drops to his knees to kiss my face, but I like to think he just couldn’t hold himself up anymore.

My omega is smug that I finally brought Alister to his knees along with the rest of my mates.

Once Feliks recovers, he pulls out to lie next to us, and Alister does the same after untying my hands. Since Sterling came again, I’ll be stuck on him for a bit longer.

Ciro and Kieran bring pillows and blankets over, tucking them around us and settling in until I’m free for another round.

As I drift off to sleep, I notice I’m not as hot and needy. The heat must be nearing its end.

I’m almost sad, because this is the best heat I’ve ever had. The only thing that would have made it perfect is if we were bonded, but I’m clearheaded enough to know they were probably right not to bond me while I was hormone-addled and begging.

It’s too soon for bonding anyway.

Isn’t it?

I fall asleep before I can figure out the answer.
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The morning after my heat breaks starts awkwardly, waking with my mouth hanging open and body spreadeagle.

Hormone crashes after a heat always makes me second-guess things, so while normally I think it’s hot to be covered in my mates’ come, my stupid omega brain is now making me afraid they thought I was gross or behaved embarrassingly or was too needy during my heat.

Even though I’m supposed to be needy and get lots of knots and come and my mates were always very happy to oblige.

I don’t know why my brain likes to torture me like this, and the post-heat anxiety has never been this bad.

Maybe it’s because I care so much more about what this pack thinks of me.

None of them mentioned my drool though, so at least I’ve got that going for me.

Once they realized I was awake, Alister, Ciro, and Kieran carried me off to the shower. Feliks and Sterling left to take their own showers and make us some food.

I recall some showers during my heat, and even a few baths in the giant walk-in tub, but those were still largely focused on heat shenanigans, with a bit of cleaning as a byproduct.

This time, the three of them make sure I get a full shower, scrubbing every inch of me and washing and conditioning my hair.

After that (and a few refreshing shower orgasms), they bundle me up in a towel and set me at the vanity. I admire the décor while they work on me, not having paid attention to the nice bathroom attached to my nest during my heat because it didn’t have a cock for me.

The vanity mirror has scrollwork flowers carved into the light wood frame, with more flowers carved on the drawers and handles below. The countertop is a light green marble, soft and soothing, with dozens of potion bottles with various floral scents. The seat I’m on is a giant pouf in green gingham, and sitting on it was like sinking into a cloud.

Alister combs leave-in conditioner into my hair, massaging my scalp as he goes, while Ciro and Kieran rub peony and strawberry scented lotion on my legs and feet and also massage me.

Despite the relaxing spa treatment, my curiosity gets the best of me, so I wrangle my arms out of the fluffy green towel they wrapped me in and start opening drawers.

The scent hits me first, each drawer wafting a different floral aroma thanks to whatever’s inside. There are bath bombs and shower steamers with dried petals in them, more scented lotions and hand creams, perfumes and body mists and nail polish in every shade imaginable.

Some brands I recognize from seeing their products at the fair, but there’s plenty of other brands I’ve never heard of. They range from local, small-batch products to creams and mists I’m afraid to touch because they look way more expensive than any I’ve ever seen. I was afraid to even look at one of the perfume bottles because I think there might be actual diamonds encrusted in the metal frame around the glass bottle.

I shut the drawers without comment.

“Do you like the brands I got? If not, I’ll replace them with whatever you want,” Ciro offers, but keeps talking without waiting for me to reply. “I know I chose the generic things that omegas are supposed to like, which it’s my fault I don’t know your tastes better. Stalking you, er, I mean following you around—wait, no. What I mean is, I know I didn’t do a good job of getting to know you on our date, so I had to base my purchases on what I observed when you were out and about. I picked the scents I thought you would like and got a lot of different things for you to try. If there’s anything you don’t like, we can buy you replacements.”

I was trying to hold the tears back, the hormones hitting hard, but I can’t after that.

I burst into tears and launch myself at Ciro, towel falling off in the process.

“You’re so sweet, I love everything,” I say, each word punctuated with a sob.

“You do?” Ciro asks.

“Yes,” I cry into his neck.

“Then why are you crying, princess?”

Ciro strokes my hair and purrs, trying to calm me down. The feeling is soothing, but it just makes me cry harder because he’s so sweet and thoughtful, and it was all hidden beneath his formerly grumpy exterior.

Now that I know he was trying to protect himself from being hurt again, I could never be mad at Ciro for how he acted. Being rejected by a pack, an omega, and cut off from his packmates is the worst thing I could imagine.

I just made myself cry harder.

“Heightened feelings are normal after a heat due to the hormone fluctuations. Things should even out in a few days,” Alister explains for me.

“If you’re sure it’s normal…” Ciro says quietly, like he doesn’t mean for me to hear, and I almost can’t over my sobbing.

He keeps comforting me while my tears cover his back and chest, Alister and Kieran joining in to surround me with purrs.

Eventually I’m down to just a few sniffles.

This was a slight setback to my plans for the day. I didn’t want to seem erratic in front of my pack, even though it’s normal to have mood swings like Alister said. It still makes me feel self-conscious that I overreacted.

And I can’t stop myself from saying, “I’m sorry I’m more emotional than the other omegas you helped with their heats.”

I don’t want to remind Ciro of his ex, but I can’t get the comparison out of my mind.

“I’ve never been with an omega during their heat,” Ciro says.

“Me neither,” Kieran says.

“It’s normal, baby girl, don’t stress about it. Let yourself feel what you feel,” Alister says.

I squeeze Ciro tightly, embarrassed I brought up his past when he didn’t sleep with that omega, and hoping I didn’t stir up too many bad memories.

When I finally calm down, they wipe my face with a cool cloth and finish lotioning me.

We return to the nest, and Ciro shows me the other connected room, a giant walk-in closet. It’s just as packed as the rest of the nest, clothes and shoes and purses hanging everywhere or stacked on shelves. There are drawers of socks, underwear, lingerie and other fun outfits and toys that we clearly didn’t dip into much during my heat.

I circle the closet a few times just taking things in. Everything is so colorful and stylish, I don’t see one thing I hate or even just don’t like. I’m not sure how Ciro managed that. When I go shopping for myself, I usually end up not liking at least one of the outfits after I get home.

I may have to deputize Ciro as my personal shopper from now on if everything fits, and it looks like he got the right sizes.

I keep the happy tears to a minimum this time, so it’s only fifteen minutes before they’re able to get me dressed.

Ciro carries me downstairs, the others trailing behind, and into the kitchen.

At least I think it’s a kitchen. I smell food and see Feliks and Sterling before my attention is stolen by the other end of the room.

I gasp and twist out of Ciro’s hold, fuzzy socks sliding against the floor as I scramble over to press my face against the glass.

I stare out at the…I guess backyard, but that doesn’t seem like an accurate word for it.

Even though the entire wall is floor-to-ceiling windows, it still isn’t wide enough to show me the full view of the back gardens.

“Is all of this yours?” I ask in shock.

I wasn’t paying attention to our surroundings on the way here (for obvious reasons), so I don’t know what their place looks like.

When Ciro carried me down from the nest, I could tell the house was big, which isn’t surprising for a pack house, especially a larger pack. But pack houses don’t always sit on acres and acres of land like this one apparently does.

“Everything you see from here to the edge of the mountain is ours,” Alister says, coming up behind me. “Our property extends around the house for a few acres too, with forests separating us from our neighbors, so we have plenty of privacy.”

I see the trees in the distance, and the mountain too, obviously. But closest to the house are enormous gardens.

Flower beds and rose gardens are interspersed with fruits, vegetables, and herbs. There are berry bushes and fruit trees scattered around, and beyond that tower tall, green hedges that kind of look like they might be a hedge maze.

I’m not surprised by the other plants in this pack’s garden, but the maze is unexpected, like a secret garden.

Maybe I shouldn’t be shocked that my pack has this much property in a place like Starsfalls. You don’t have to travel far outside of town before you hit rural roads and sprawling landscapes. There are probably lots of people with giant houses and properties out here.

I never dreamed of actually having a giant garden with seemingly every cultivated plant imaginable.

Now I can’t picture myself living anywhere else.

Ciro and Sterling tell me about the plants we can see from here, the ones Sterling uses for baking, the fruits and vegetables Feliks likes to cook to make meals for everyone, and Ciro’s favorite flowers.

“Those tall bushes back there, is that a maze?” I ask.

“It is. That came with the house, actually. Not something we would have thought to add ourselves, but it turns out it’s a nice place to walk around and clear your mind,” Ciro says.

“Now that we found you, I might have installed the maze if we didn’t already have it. I have some ideas for how we can use it,” Alister whispers to me. It must be loud enough for Ciro to hear too, because he lets out a low growl.

I blush as my scent rises around us, his words making me picture being chased through the maze and what my pack will do once they catch me.

“After we eat, we can take you on a tour of the grounds and the house, since you’ve not seen much of that either,” Feliks says.

I rub the smudge off the glass from where my face left an impression, hoping no one noticed, and follow them to a cozy breakfast nook. I plop down on the cushioned bench and immediately lean against Kieran and stretch my legs over Ciro when they join me.

Feliks and Sterling bring the food over, placing the various eggs and pastries and meats and gravy on the table.

Sterling puts an iced lilac oat milk latte with vanilla bean cream in front of me, and I snatch it up immediately and take a sip. I close my eyes and sway in my seat, enjoying my first post-heat caffeine.

Coffee always tastes extra good after a heat. Usually I’m only able to make a basic coffee afterward since I’m so worn out, so this extra fancy coffee hits a thousand times better than the usual first cup.

If I weren’t already so in love with this pack, the amazing coffee would’ve done it.

I choke on that amazing coffee when I realize what I just thought.

Kieran grabs the cup from me as I clear my throat.

“Be careful. There’s no need to swallow that fast right now,” he teases.

I glare at him but feel my face heat. Kieran laughs after making sure I’m alright.

Sterling brings over a jug of water and a tray of ice cubes with frozen flowers. He uses tongs to put the ice cubes I pick out into a glass and pours me a water. Feliks fills my plate and sets the towering mound of food in front of me.

I focus on enjoying the delicious things before me and do my best to avoid thinking about anything else.

Now isn’t a good time to think about big relationship things when my emotions are so volatile.
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By the time everyone finishes eating, I’m so stuffed I’m not sure I can move.

That’s mostly due to Feliks making sure “I eat enough to recover from my heat.” Except I’m pretty sure they kept me well-stuffed during my heat (with food, too) and I’m in no danger of being deficient in any nutrients.

When I finally make it to my feet and they determine I can walk okay, they agree to take me on a tour instead of being overprotective and making me rest in my nest like they originally wanted to.

We start with a house tour, and all the rooms and levels kind of make me dizzy, so I almost wish I had let them coddle me. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to find my way out of their house on my own.

Not that I want to leave. Well, except to see the gardens.

I’m sure I’ll get used to this place eventually, but for now I don’t plan on going anywhere on my own, lest I get lost and I’m food or cock deprived for hours until someone finds me.

Some rooms blur together, but I remember the main points, a giant living room with couches and squishy chairs, one wall acting as a giant screen for watching TV or playing video games. There’s a huge gym in the basement, which includes a lap pool (I only remember the gym because I picture my mates using it, all heaving and sweaty).

As they take me through the house, we pass flowers in vases and potted plants everywhere we go.

Sterling shows me his kitchen, where he works on recipe development. It’s near the kitchen where we had breakfast, but instead of an eating nook or table, Sterling’s kitchen is stocked with more shelves. He has all kinds of ingredients for making desserts, along with baking sheets and pans and multiple stand mixers and a giant fridge and freezer. Dried flowers and herbs hang from the ceiling in one corner, with more drying on racks below.

Sterling opens cabinets and drawers when he sees how interested I am. At first he just showed me the flowers, but when he saw how excited I was by everything (even the mixers), he became confident enough to show me the rest of his workspace. I’m not sure why he thought I wouldn’t care when he knows how much I love eating his food, but I’m glad he eventually opened up because he was so excited to tell me about everything.

Feliks shows me his garage workshop from the doorway, saying it’s too messy and greasy in there and he doesn’t want to get me dirty. I agree for now, but I have plans to visit him there in the future so we can get dirty together. I see several motorcycles I haven’t tried out yet. Feliks tells me about the bikes he’s working on and what needs to be done. I listen as intently as I did when Sterling gave me his kitchen tour, even though I don’t understand the details of Feliks’s work. I enjoy hearing about his interests because I care about him, and seeing someone show off their passion and knowledge is always attractive. I’d listen to Feliks talk about exhaust pipes all day.

We move on to the upper floors, where their personal quarters and my nest are.

Kieran opens the door to his studio, and the first thing I notice is the paint smell. Then I see the brushes, paper, charcoals, paint of course, and other art supplies on every surface, with canvases on easels and stacked around the edges of the room. Kieran pulls out his finished art for me to look at.

As he shuffles papers around looking for the drawing of a vanilla orchid he wants to show me, I catch sight of a portrait, which stands out because his work doesn’t normally depict humans. Kieran quickly reshuffles it under the other papers so I don’t get a good look, but when I ask about it, he shyly shows it to me. It’s all drawings of me in various poses and from different angles.

I’m flattered by the way he draws me, making me look so much better than I do in real life. Except, when I try to praise him for how good he made me look, my mates protest that his drawings look exactly like me. They keep going until I eventually, reluctantly agree with them and tentatively accept that I look almost as good as Kieran’s drawings.

Kieran asks if I would pose for him to paint me sometime, and I agree, eager to spend time with him and see his creative process. He kisses me soundly, and the tour moves on so the others can show me their personal spaces too.

Entering their rooms is a huge, concentrated hit of their scents, and I discreetly take big huffs of it. I like having our scents mixed together, but I also love smelling their individual scents too.

Alister shows me his home office, calling it dull and swiftly moving on to other rooms, but I’m fantasizing about the roleplay we could do without the risk of getting fired like in an actual office building.

I almost faint when they try to breeze past the giant library they’ve been hiding up here. Alister throws out a, “Here’s the library. There are couches and chairs in there if you ever want a quiet place to relax,” and gestures at the open doors while moving to the next room.

I’m rooted to the spot, staring at the bookcase-lined walls and cozy couches. There are freestanding bookshelves in the middle of the room along with large tables and chairs. That would have been perfect when I worked on my fair designs, since I could spread all of my books out on one of those tables. Instead, I just had my tiny coffee table.

“Why would you say you have a gigantic library and then try to brush past it like it’s nothing??” I almost screech, or rather, exclaim loudly, as is appropriate to the situation.

“I didn’t realize you liked books that much,” Kieran says.

“Of course I love books! Who doesn’t?” I say absently, still staring at all the books and looking for—yes, there it is, a rolling ladder attached to a rail along the walls.

I make them take me in and show me around. Well, I don’t have to force them once they realize I’m interested, they’re happy to show me the library.

I pause at one of the tables when I notice the book stacked on top, Big Tex Takes to the Skies.

“Who’s reading these? I just got into the Big Tex series because of the suggestion from someone at Pen and Tellem,” I say.

“That would be me,” Kieran says.

“And me,” Sterling adds.

“Alice, one of the workers, got me into them the last time I visited Pen and Tellem, and I guess Sterling has been stealing them to read after me,” Kieran says.

Sterling nods bashfully.

“You’re welcome to read them too, Daphne. You can take any of the books in here.”

“Thank you. If you’re sure…” I say graciously, grabbing one of the Big Tex books to read the synopsis. I haven’t seen this one yet, and I want to know how Big Tex gets airborne. There are more Big Tex books underneath, and I flip through the rest of them.

I leave the books on the table for now so we can finish the tour. I just hope someone will lead me back here later so I can read them.

Ciro gets me shoes from my closet (my closet, the thought still makes me giddy), and then we’re out the back door.

Exploring the outside of the house takes longer, even though we cover about as much ground. Sterling and Ciro are thorough tour guides, telling me about each plant in the gardens.

The others chime in occasionally, Feliks telling me about the time they stayed out here late, drinking around the fire pit. When they finally went in for the night, Ciro fell in a bush, and it took them twenty minutes to pull him out because they were all uncoordinated at that point.

Kieran teases Sterling about coming out one morning to find him beeing chased by a bumblebee.

“You know they don’t sting, right?” Ciro says.

“It was huge. I didn’t want to take any chances,” Sterling mumbles, his face red in embarrassment.

After trying to hide my giggles, I kiss him thoroughly, not stopping until he’s happy and no longer thinking about that mean bee.

We’re in the rose garden when I spot something shiny behind the trees. I squint, trying to figure out what it is since it’s not near the house.

“Is that a greenhouse?” I guess, the only thing I can make out is windows reflecting sunlight.

“Yes, I have a few greenhouses here where I grow tropical flowers, plus some at my farm that I use for personal projects,” Ciro says.

“That’s fun, what kind of flo—wait, your farm?” I stop walking and spin around to stare at him.

Ciro cocks his head. “Yes, Flower Gully. I can show you the greenhouses there, too. I know you didn’t get to see much of the farm when you visited, and I’m sorry about that, princess. I can take you on a thorough tour next time.”

“Like, you own the farm? I thought you just worked there,” I blurt out before I can think better of it.

Everyone laughs except for Ciro, who just looks surprised.

“He owns it,” Alister confirms. “Ciro started it almost immediately after moving to Starsfalls.”

“And started it from nothing. It was just grass before he tilled it and amended the fields, planted the bushes and flowers. We helped where we could, but Ciro still did most of it himself. He even built the greenhouses,” Feliks says. “It took us a year to convince him to hire workers, so he wasn’t running himself ragged.”

“It wasn’t that bad. Besides, it was nice to have something to throw myself into,” Ciro says.

I’m not surprised he spent so much time on the farm. I did the same thing after my breakup.

Ciro shows me the greenhouses, humidity clinging to me as I admire his colorful plants.

He hesitates before opening the last one, saying, “The flowers in here are some of my favorites, and I’m extra protective because they’re sensitive. I have more at Flower Gully, they’re actually the ones in the greenhouse you helped me fix.”

With that, Ciro opens the door and I step in carefully, not wanting to damage whatever plants he’s babying in here. I’m so busy watching my feet to make sure I don’t trip and knock something over that it takes me a second to register what’s inside.

I stop as I realize the strong vanilla scent isn’t coming from me.

The greenhouse is full of all species of vanilla orchids, growing on mossy poles and along trellises. Some are growing seed pods and others are in bloom, creating a perfumed jungle.

“I give Sterling the beans since he goes through them so quickly,” Ciro says, following me in.

He moves up behind me, putting his hands on my hips.

“Vanilla has always been my favorite scent, though now I love honeysuckle just as much,” he whispers in my ear.

Goosebumps break out on my skin, and whether that’s from his breath on my neck, Ciro saying he loves me (my scent), or saying he’s always loved vanilla, I couldn’t say.

He lets out an oomph when I throw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his waist in a hug.

I’ve always loved my vanilla scent, but most people don’t think much of it. It’s a common ingredient that appeals to many, or at least I thought it did. Apparently not so much when it’s part of someone’s scent. Then, it’s ignored as a base note, only there to elevate the “real” scent.

It hurt when others ignored my vanilla and focused on the honeysuckle. I like that part of my scent too, but I wanted people to like all of me, see all of me.

Ciro rubs my back, and I realize I’m squeezing him tightly, and this probably seems like an overreaction to hearing he likes my scent. Still, it means a lot to me, more than I want to get into right now.

“I love your camellia scent, I love all of your floral scents,” I add for my mates waiting outside the greenhouse.

I didn’t have time to say anything about our scent matches before my heat took over, but now I can fix that.

“I’m sure it’s obvious that I love the scent of flowers, but the five of you have the best scents. They smell even better than the best real flowers, and we blend perfectly together. It’s kind of silly, but I always thought it would be so romantic if my mates had floral scents like I do. I never told anyone that because it shouldn’t matter what my partners’ scents are, as long as we care about each other. Now that I've found you, I know I wouldn’t care what your scents are, even if you smelled like wet dog. I like you for who you are, and I love being with you,” I say.

I’m not sure if my rambling made sense, going from saying I love their scents to I don’t care what they smell like. I think I was trying to say we’re a perfect match, biology aside, but they also made my secret romantic dreams come true.

The others squeeze into the greenhouse and pull me into another hug.

“I didn’t even know we were scent matches before your heat, and I already knew I wanted to be with you,” Ciro says.

“We care for you too, baby girl, regardless of scent matching suggesting we be together,” Alister says.

My other mates agree, soothing my illogical fear that they’re only staying with me after my heat because we’re matched.

“I’m glad none of us smell like wet dog. Though I’m sure there’s someone out there who loves that,” Sterling says.

I sputter a laugh into Ciro’s chest and feel the others chuckling around me.

“What, I’m just saying. I’m glad we’re a floral pack. Though I would still love you, Daphne, if you smelled like wet dog,” Sterling adds.

That stops my laughter, and I hold my breath, but no one comments on the “love” part, and Sterling doesn’t elaborate.

I let out a shaky breath, not sure if that counts as a confession. I’m barely holding in my own I love you because I think it’s too soon.

Talking about wet dog and then immediately declaring your undying love is probably not the best idea anyway.

Our hug disperses, and Ciro takes my hand. “You may have already guessed this, but I wanted to explain so you don’t think I was being cruel on purpose. I left the vanilla flowers for you at Queen of Hearts, every bud and bloom from my orchids at Flower Gully. I would have given you the ones here too, but I only heard you needed the flowers that morning and didn’t have time to collect these. Your big arrangement looked amazing, so I hope I gave you enough.”

“My workers told Anicka we didn’t have any for sale without asking me, because the vanilla orchids are for my personal use. I happened to overhear them that morning talking about the request and wondering if Queen of Hearts ever found a seller. I would have given you the flowers sooner if I had known about it, I wouldn’t have kept them from you.”

“That was you?” I ask dumbly.

I’m not sure why I’m so stunned by this. It all adds up, and we’re literally standing in a greenhouse full of vanilla orchids. Still, that Ciro was the one who gave me so many flowers when vanilla is rare and expensive…

“Yes,” he says, and I’m not sure if he planned to say more because I knock the breath out of him with my hug.

“Thank you,” I say, unable to express how much it means to me that he did that.

He cut down all his vanilla flowers just because he knew I wanted them, not even asking why or how many I needed. He gave me everything he could without question.

It’s times like this that make me wish we were bonded so I could show Ciro how much he means to me when the words won’t come. Even if I could figure out what to say, it still wouldn’t do my feelings justice.

Eventually, I let go of him with a sigh.

I don’t want to be pushy and ask for a bond too soon. I guess that means I’ll have to work on my verbal communication skills so I can tell them how much they mean to me in the meantime.

We get back to the tour, and Ciro shows me his vanilla plants. I listen raptly as he tells me about the different varieties and their care requirements.

After we finish and rejoin the others, Alister says, “There’s one more thing we want to show you before heading back in.”

“As long as you’re not too tired. If you need to rest, we can take you back to the nest,” Sterling says, looking me over like he’s checking to see if a strong breeze will take me down.

“I’m fine. It’s been good to walk around and stretch my legs. I’ve still got some energy left before it’s time for lunch,” I say.

It does feel like it’s getting close to time for a meal, or at least mid-morning snacks and coffee.

But I can handle finishing the tour first, so I’m happy to follow as Alister takes my hand and leads me around the maze to whatever’s hidden beyond the hedges.
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Kieran ends up covering my eyes before we reach our destination, and Ciro carries me the rest of the way.

I didn’t expect to have sex so soon after my heat, since heats are tiring for alphas and betas too. But if this is a sexy surprise, I’m certainly not going to say no if they’re up for it.

I wonder what it will be. We bypassed the hedge maze, so I assume it’s not going to involve chasing. Unless they’re going with open ground, so it’s a quick and easy hunt.

Ciro sets me down, and Kieran uncovers my eyes, and all thoughts of running flee my mind.

Thousands of wildflowers surround us, bright colors waving in the breeze, and I have to spin to take it all in. Fluffy clouds cast shadows across the field, dappling the plants with light.

The flowers are growing untamed, unlike the neat and tidy rows of plants near the house. As impressive as it is to see perfectly curated flowers, wild plants are just as beautiful.

I walk through the field admiring the flowers, my pack trailing behind me.

When we find a small section that’s mainly grass, Alister spreads his jacket out for me to relax among the flowers.

My mates cluster around me, sitting as close as they can so that I end up on Feliks’s lap with my legs draped across several of my alphas.

Everything else fades away as we sit there, only my pack and the flowers exist. I’m connected with them and the earth and the sun warming us from above.

I’m so deep in the moment that I don’t even feel hunger or thirst for caffeine.

At some point my mates move around, and I open my eyes to see what they’re up to.

My alphas are kneeling in a semicircle before us, Feliks still holding me on his lap.

“Now that your heat is over and we’re thinking clearly, we need to talk about our relationship and our plans to court you,” Alister says.

I’m glad he said they’re still planning to court me, otherwise I would have freaked out at “we need to talk.”

I keep it together and nod, and Kieran says, “Your omega was interested in bonding, but we know you can’t hold someone to their feelings during a heat.”

“We’ve talked about it,” Ciro says, “and want you to know you’re the omega for our pack. There’s no rush and no pressure, but you’re the endgame for us. Whenever you’re ready, we want to bond with you. Obviously we’ll court you first and show you how we work as a pack, so you know we can care for you the way you deserve.”

I’m too excited to get the words out, and Feliks picks up the conversation, tilting my face up to his and saying, “I can’t initiate the bond, but I’m prepared to return it once you’re ready.”

He presses his forehead against mine. “I love you, kitten. I’ve been half in love with you since we first had breakfast together. I knew then that I wanted to start every day with you, and every day since has only confirmed that feeling. We waited too long to ask to court you, so this may seem sudden, but I’m tired of not being honest about my feelings. If I’d been honest that sometimes I’m insecure about being the beta in a pack, I wouldn’t have put off having you meet my packmates, and we could have started courting you weeks ago. I’m sorry if this seems rushed or convoluted, but I want you to know how I feel about you and why it took us so long to behave like a proper pack.”

“We love you, Daphne,” Sterling says, and my other mates echo his words.

I finally manage to get some of my thoughts out, and say, “I love you too, all of you. Let’s bond now. I don’t need a big ceremony, I just want to be with you and feel you, now.”

I don’t wait for a response, twisting to pin Feliks down and straddle his chest while I decide where to bite.

I toss my hair over my shoulder and aim for the right side of his neck above his heart.

My lips just brush his skin when Alister stops me, his fist in my hair pulling me back.

“Hold on, baby girl. We didn’t mean that we should bond right this second. We only wanted to make sure you know we intend to bond you when you’re ready, and that we weren’t rejecting you when you bit us during your heat,” Alister says.

“No, let her go,” Feliks says, pulling on my waist.

“I want to do this now. My feelings are the same, in or out of heat. I love you and want to be with you,” I tell Alister, but my eyes don’t leave Feliks’s neck.

“Are you sure?” Alister asks quietly.

He lets go of my hair when I look at him.

“I’m sure. I want to be with you. Forever,” I say, staring into his eyes.

Alister shifts to one knee and takes my hand, and I tear up before I even register what he’s doing.

“Daphne, will you join Pack Fleur and be our omega?”

“Yes,” I croak through a tight throat, holding back tears so I don’t start sobbing all over them when I could be biting them.

Alister smiles, and I think there are tears in his eyes too before he leans in and kisses me. Sterling, Kieran, and Ciro press against me, kissing my hair and face, and Feliks squeezes my waist. I taste a few tears, but I’m not sure who they belong to.

My alphas move back to give us room, and Alister gestures for me to continue with Feliks.

Feliks watches me, bright and hopeful, and tilts his head to expose his neck.

I smile at him but look at the others to make sure they’re ready too. My alphas are just as eager, confirming my decision to bond now.

I brace myself on Feliks’s chest and run my lips along his neck, goosebumps breaking out in my wake. He tangles his fingers in my hair, not pushing me, but urging me on.

I lick the big vein in his neck, and his pulse jumps against my tongue. Feliks groans, and I can feel my pussy getting wet, but I want to do it differently this time.

I stop at the base of his neck, the perfect spot where everyone can see my mark. My sharp canines easily pierce Feliks’s skin, but that sensation is quickly replaced by a jolt, my body tingling.

It’s not like when I bit them during my heat, but I don’t have time to reflect on why because I’m surrounded by Feliks. His thoughts and feelings zip around me like lightning through the clouds, mind warm and blanketing like the air before a summer storm.

Our thoughts mix as the bond connects us, and I get flashes of his perspective. Similar to how I see him, Feliks views me as the sun breaking through the clouds, warming him down to the soul.

I see everything he is, his intelligence and his caretaking urges, driving him to provide for his packmates (which now includes me). How he values his freedom but was glad to tie himself to the people he loves and who love him in return. All the amazing things about who Feliks is, a person I’m lucky enough to know, let alone bond with.

My mind is consumed by our connection, and my body acts on instinct, releasing him. Feliks grabs my hair and arches my neck, returning my bite.

He has to bite harder because of his blunt teeth, and his canines just barely break the skin, but it’s enough. The bond crackles between us, snapping in place like an electrical force that can’t be stopped, enduring and alive.

Just like Feliks showed me who he is, I open myself to him. I push my love at him, excited to finally tell him everything I admire about him without having to sort things into coherent sentences. I can just give him the images and feelings and sensations.

Even after Feliks removes his teeth from my neck, the bond remains steady, unlike the temporary, flickering connections my bites formed during my heat.

I take a second to adjust to the new person inside me and then tend to my bite on Feliks’s neck, cleaning it and making sure he isn’t feeling any pain.

When I’m done, Alister pulls me up to soothe my neck, the tenderness from Feliks’s bite fading under his tongue.

Feliks sits up and kisses me, hands on my hips as I straddle his lap. I press against him as our tongues tangle, feeling him kiss me and be kissed by me. His pleasure mixes with mine, lust snowballing because the kiss feels twice as good.

Once Alister finishes tending to me, I reluctantly pull away from Feliks’s kiss, but I’m eager to bond the rest of my mates. Feliks feels the same, wanting me to complete our pack and make it whole.

“I love you, kitten.”

“I love you, too,” I sniffle out.

After one more quick kiss, Kieran pulls me off Feliks, sandwiching me between him and Sterling.

They share a kiss with me, rubbing their cheeks against mine, and it’s messy and sweet and I love it.

Kieran rubs his jaw against my head, scent marking me, as Sterling presses his forehead to mine. “I love you, Daphne.”

Kieran whispers the same in my ear, and I’ve barely finished saying I love them back when they bite me.

Kieran bites the right side of my neck, and Sterling bites the left, bonds springing up between the three of us.

Their minds are a mix of colors, our thoughts so jumbled I’m not sure who’s thinking what, but that doesn’t bother me. Their sweetness meets my warmth, Sterling and Kieran turning to me like a flower that only opens with the sun, needing my light to survive.

Just as the thought forms in my mind that that’s not true, I’m not actually necessary, they push back. The bonds show me the truth, they truly believe they need me.

I won’t argue again, because I need them just the same.

The bond settles over us like a sun-warmed blanket, and then the threads separate out so I can feel Kieran and Sterling, what makes them unique members of this pack.

Both have creative souls, but Sterling’s blends with an analytical mind, prone to testing and exploring potential outcomes, planning for all contingencies. It’s perfect for baking, but in other areas it sometimes leads to anxious thoughts, and I can feel his anxiety there at the edges. One thing Sterling has no question about is how much he loves me and wants me to join their pack.

And just like his food, Sterling’s sweetness surrounds everything that he is, his love for me and his packmates, his care for his friends and community, the town, the things he bakes to provide for others. Sterling is so giving, but he still worries he’s not doing enough.

I’ll always be happy to reassure him that he is enough, and I’ll be there to make sure he takes care of himself too.

At the other end of my new thread is Kieran. His creative urges are more loose, visions and daydreams of things to create. His thoughts, too, are abstract, visual imagery rather than words and sentences. Kieran’s curiosity, how he sees the world, captured in his art. Bright splashes of color accompany every thought, and the brightest, most complex mix of colors swirl around his love for his pack, for us.

As I take in Sterling and Kieran, I’m also showering them with my love and affection, which they happily drink up.

After they release me and lick their marks, I bite Sterling first, across the middle of his neck. I feel him inhale against my tongue, and then our bond is complete.

Sterling’s thoughts flash back to the day we met, and seeing that moment from his perspective is…enlightening. His nervousness about looking foolish after falling and trying to cover it up because he was so taken by me, except I ran away before he could ask me out. I also realize he wasn’t hitting on me (yet) when I fell on him.

I’m laughing as I pull back, barely able to lick my mark. Sterling laughs with me, thinking about how things started and where we ended up.

I didn’t mind seeing him covered in cake accidentally slips through the bond, and Sterling grins and kisses me before giving me to Kieran.

I look for the best place to put my mark before deciding on the right side of Kieran’s neck, just under his silver dangly earring. I sink my teeth in, and he holds my face to his neck as our bond is cemented. Our thoughts swirl brightly, colors blending together until it’s blinding with how happy we are.

I’m breathless when I release Kieran, and I’m not sure if it’s because I’m so moved by their feelings or because I was so excited I forgot to breathe. Whatever it is, I’m panting as we fumble around, each trying to tend to our bites.

When we’re done, Ciro is there, sliding me onto his lap.

“I love you, princess,” he says, striking fast, biting me before I get the chance to say it back.

Ciro’s mind barrels in, eager to bond and be tied together forever.

I feel the same way, and with his mouth still on my neck, I yank Ciro’s shirt down and bite his chest.

The bond snaps into place instantly.

He groans against my neck, rubbing his hard cock against my pussy like he’s trying to find a way in, but our clothes are still in the way.

I dig my nails into his forearms and hold on as our thoughts collide, ricocheting as we try to show them to each other. Neither of us mind our bond was quick and bumbling. Sometimes you need someone so badly you can’t wait.

As I had already guessed, Ciro feels things deeply. Now I can see just how wounded he was by the break from his previous pack, scar tissue spiderwebbing across his heart.

But that’s only a small part of who he is.

The hurt is overshadowed by the love for his new pack, better memories helping fade the pain. Ciro poured his nurturing instincts into his plants, but now those instincts are focused on me too. He shows me our past from his perspective: his denial about how interested he was in me and his fear of opening up. Then there’s his self-flagellation that he treated me so poorly until finally, he accepted the truth. Ciro promises to spend the rest of his life making sure I’m happy, and that I’m never hurt again.

I appreciate the thought, but I don’t need Ciro to feel guilty or grovel forever. As long as he treats me like his partner, his omega, I’m happy. I know from now on he will. Ciro is a good person who was hurt and thought he needed to push people away to save himself.

Now that he’s no longer afraid of loving me, I’m not worried about Ciro ignoring me or pushing me away again.

I try to reassure him I love him and the rest of the pack, but Ciro isn’t afraid of that anymore. He knows I love them, and he shows me how much he loves me and is looking forward to our forever future.

I am too.

With that thought, we swiftly clean our bites, and Ciro passes me to my final alpha.

Alister sets me sideways on his lap, arm around my back and hand on my thigh. He kisses me, beard brushing my skin like a comforting blanket. The kiss is so soft and sweet, I don’t even notice that he’s bitten me until his mind is suddenly there, surrounding mine. I moan as his teeth sink deeper into my lower lip.

Alister’s bond feels like I’m lying on a bed of flowers, no, a soft rug in the kitchen, warming myself in front of the stove as a hearty soup simmers. His thoughts are crisp and clear, but underneath he’s just as wild as my other mates, instincts just as strong.

As I already knew, Alister keeps himself on a tight leash, holding himself back from dominating others. With me, he’s free to let that part loose, and I’m always happy for him to take charge when we play together.

Alister is proud of my work as a florist and everything I’ve accomplished. He’ll always be there to cheer me on and take care of me when I’m at home, our needs like puzzle pieces fitting together. His love for me and my love for him is unconditional and forever.

His tongue replaces his teeth, soothing my swollen lip.

My tongue brushes his as I feel my new bite, every touch making the mark tingle and my body quiver.

That’s going to take some getting used to. It’s good for spicy times, but I can’t be getting aroused every time I eat or drink.

Or can I?

No.

Well, not in public at least.

The bites on my neck are throbbing too, exciting my omega.

I give Alister just enough time to stop the bleeding and then press my lips firmly against his, mirroring his bite by digging my teeth into his plush lower lip.

He groans, startled I cut him off before he finished soothing his bite. I smile with my teeth still in him, loving to tease Alister just to see what he’ll do.

This time though, I didn’t mean to tease. I just couldn’t wait any longer to bond Alister and tie myself completely to this pack.

Alister shows me how he views me, his comfort, the warmth of the hearth bringing everyone together, and making the house into a home. He loves my sweetness and strength, proud that I can take care of myself, but also wanting to coddle and pamper me. Alister thinks I’m perfect, the perfect mate, the perfect person for them.

I don’t think I’m perfect by any means, but I do think we’re perfect for each other.

He never gave up hope of finding a mate, someone to complete their pack.

I’m so glad Alister never gave up on me, and I’ll never stop being thankful that Feliks found me and opened my heart to love again so I’d be ready for his packmates.

As my bite seals our pack together, a stillness settles over us, freezing this moment in time for us to memorize it.

Now we’ll never be apart again, even if we’re not physically together.

Eventually time restarts, and with a sigh I release Alister’s lip. We kiss and lick each other to heal our marks.

My cheeks are damp when we pull away.

“I love you, baby girl,” Alister says.

“I love you, Alister,” I reply, pressing my teary face against his, and he kisses the tears away.

Our packmates join us, and they pass me around because I want to hug everyone.

We end up splayed out on the ground in a group cuddle, tangled together, the flowers swaying over our heads and the sun warming us.

For a while, the only sounds are the breeze rustling the grass and the birds calling out to each other.

My stomach growls loudly, echoing across the field, and interrupting our bliss.

My face flushes, and I close my eyes like I can hide from the noise reverberating around us.

My mates laugh.

“Alright, let’s get inside and feed our omega,” Feliks says, standing up and lifting me in his arms. “I’m going to make you lots of tacos.”

I cuddle into his chest and let him carry me back to our house.

I love that I can feel their amusement and know they don’t think it’s silly I’m already this hungry even though we had a big breakfast not long ago. I’m excited to share everything with them because they love me for who I am and don’t wish I were something I’m not.

As Feliks carries me home, our alphas flanking us, I know I've found the right pack, the perfect fit.

I wonder what they’ll fit in me after lunch.

I grin at the images that conjures up. My mates growl in response to my lustful feelings, and Feliks quickens his pace.

I’m curious to see what sex is like now that we’re bonded, and it’s almost enough to make me rush through eating like I did during my heat.

Almost.

[image: ]


You could stop here, but the epilogue has more delicious spice, sooo….


Daphne








EPILOGUE
[image: drawing of a honeysuckle cutting]



Ithink I finally finished arranging all my belongings in the packhouse.

My mates helped me move everything from my townhouse, and they’ve been gamely carrying things to and fro as I decide where to put them. Even when I want to rearrange things the next day (okay, sometimes hours or minutes later) after I realize they would look better somewhere else, they’re more than happy to move my things again.

When I say that their furniture and belongings would look better somewhere else…they still don’t complain. Whatever I’ve decided, my mates have accommodated with a smile, working hard to achieve my vision.

I don’t know if they truly don’t care, if they think things look better the way I (they) rearranged them, or if they’re so deep in the new bond honeymoon phase they’re not bothered by my indecisiveness.

I’m trying to keep my instincts under control so I don’t take over the house like a tyrant, but sometimes things should be shifted 5 degrees to the left, or that plant would look even better in another room.

Really, I’m helping make this place even more appealing for everyone.

I haven’t felt any negative feelings from them about my nesting, but still, I don’t want to be a burden. I tried to do most of the unpacking and readjusting myself, but they always catch me and take over.

At least in here I don’t need to worry about reigning myself in. Everyone knows omegas are fully in charge of their nests, and you shouldn’t touch them unless you want to lose a finger.

Or a hand.

Sterling and Feliks told me to wait in here because they have a surprise for me, but they wouldn’t give me any hints about what it is.

I move a flower-shaped pillow to the other side of the nest, where it will match my festival trophy on the shelf above. But after stepping back to look at it, I decide it’s trying to overshadow my trophy and move the pillow back.

When I hear someone out in the hall, I quickly drop the pillow, kicking it into the others, and stand in front of the mattress to wait casually like I wasn’t rearranging things again.

Feliks comes in and I look him over, but I don’t see anything gift-shaped (besides the usual big package).

He smirks as he watches me check him out. I narrow my eyes. They better not be teasing me about having a surprise for me.

“Close your eyes,” Feliks says.

I pout at him but obey. I love when they’re bossy.

I barely hear him come closer, the rugs and blankets muffling his steps.

My heart pounds as I wait impatiently for whatever he’s going to do to me.

Feliks kisses me (rather chastely in my opinion) and puts his hand over my eyes, even though I was keeping them shut, totally not peeking at all, not even a little.

“Keep them closed,” Feliks says against my lips.

I try to pout again, but he kisses me in earnest this time, Alister’s mark on my lip tingling pleasantly at his touch. I lean into him, forgetting what I was annoyed about.

I don’t notice when Feliks removes his hand, but I do feel the cool silk taking its place.

I open my eyes in surprise, but all I see is black cloth.

“Close your eyes so the blindfold doesn’t hurt them,” Feliks says, and I snap my eyes shut, letting Sterling tie the blindfold behind my head.

I grumble under my breath. How did Feliks know my eyes were open? It’s like they all have a sixth sense for when I’m not obeying them.

Feliks chuckles, and I feel Sterling’s amusement in the bond, but he wisely doesn’t voice it.

Sterling’s warmth moves away, and Feliks resumes kissing me.

I didn’t even have time to ask what’s going on. I can hear Sterling moving around my nest and wish they would give me at least a hint.

I forget about the surprise as Feliks scrambles my thoughts, stripping my clothes off between kisses.

He slides my sweatpants off, kissing my stomach and thighs on the way down, mouth on my calves as he takes my socks off.

I squeal when he suddenly picks me up, and my mates laugh at me.

Just as I open my mouth to scold them, Feliks drops me on the cushions, and my breath leaves me in a whoosh. He straddles my hips and lifts my arms over my head. Something brushes against them, and I realize it’s the fur-covered handcuffs as they snap shut.

Even though I heard it, I still tug on my wrists, but they’re securely fashioned to one of the rings in my nest. Ciro really thought of everything when he designed this place, and the various rings and ties have gotten plenty of use already.

Feliks kisses me and plays with my breasts, kneading and pinching. I give up on kissing him back, too busy panting and whining, but he keeps tonguing my mouth anyway.

I squirm, his clothes brushing against me, the sensations heightened since I can’t see anything. Slick coats my thighs, but Feliks still hasn’t touched me there. His legs are keeping mine closed so I can’t even grind against him. I shift restlessly, desperate for some kind of friction.

They’re driving me crazy, Feliks feeling me up while Sterling moves around my nest. It has me on edge, and I can’t think clearly enough to decide if I want them to stop so they don’t mess my things up or keep playing along.

Feliks puts his knee between mine, pushing my legs apart, while rubbing his thumbs over my nipples. I moan, frustrated, clit aching. I lift my hips, trying to rub against his leg, but his thigh is too far away for me to reach. I wrap my leg around him to drag him closer, but even that is futile. Feliks doesn’t budge.

Stupid giant beta.

I whine into his mouth, and he swipes his tongue across Alister’s bite, changing my whine to a whimper. All their bites seem to be tied directly to my clit. When they touch one, it’s like they’re stroking my pussy, but that alone has never been enough to make me come. They just use their bites to drive me wild.

My moans and whines mix with Sterling’s shuffling noises, until suddenly Feliks is gone.

As I catch my breath, I move my head around like I can see them, trying to figure out what’s going on.

Someone’s back, hands on my wrists, metal clinking. They lift me so I’m sitting, legs crossed, and put my hands behind my back before recuffing them.

The blindfold falls away, and I blink as my eyes adjust.

Feliks and Sterling are standing naked in front of me.

I lick my lips, eager for this surprise to get underway.

I’m so focused on their “treats” that I don’t notice anything else until they point it out.

“We thought we’d have a picnic,” Feliks says, gesturing to the mattress.

I finally look down and see they’ve spread out a red gingham blanket. The only thing on it is a giant cake covered in pink and white frosting.

A picnic with just a cake is definitely my idea of a good time.

Feliks nods at Sterling to continue, who says, “I made the cake and Feliks helped with some of the ingredients…”

“It looks delicious,” I praise him. Sterling’s food always looks and tastes good. I’m not sure why he’s so uncertain.

Feliks picks me up and sets me near the cake, kneeling on one side of it with Sterling on the other. The blanket feels slicker than normal blankets, more like a waterproof tablecloth, though not as stiff.

This close, the scent of the cake is even stronger, and I’m not sure how I didn’t notice it when they first brought it in. It smells like their scents, wild yarrow and gentle peony, sweet and sugary, with a slight tang.

It’s not been cut, and I don’t see silverware or plates, so I’m not sure how we’re supposed to eat it. Maybe it’s just a prop, so it feels like we’re really on a picnic date?

They went to a lot of effort to make a cake that smells like them though…

I look more closely. The base frosting layer is pink with white piping around the edges and piped on top. Some of the white frosting is dripping more than usual, and there are white splatters and speckles on the cake too, which isn’t one of Sterling’s usual decorating styles…

I lean closer to sniff it and gasp.

“Did you come on the cake??”

“Yes,” Sterling says bashfully.

“Yes,” Feliks says at the same time. “I thought it would be fun to get a little more into food play. I always enjoy feeding you and watching you eat, and this way we can have our cake and eat it too. Or something clever like that, I don’t know. I just thought this would be fun and hot. But if you’re not into it, we don’t have to.”

Even though I guessed it, I’m still processing what they did.

Sterling starts over-explaining, his nerves getting the best of him, “I made the sponge cake with yarrow and peony petal steeped sugar. I mixed some of our come into the wet ingredients before I sifted in the flour and put more come in the buttercream frosting, and as a final finishing touch, we came⁠—”

“Feed it to me,” I interrupt him, opening my mouth wide and sticking my tongue out.

Sterling is frozen mid-sentence and Feliks doesn’t move either, unprepared for my quick agreement.

Sterling is the first to recover, digging his hand into the top of the cake and scooping out a piece. He holds it in front of me, and I take a big bite, frosting and cake filling my mouth and making my cheeks bulge. It smears across my face, which would normally bother me, but right now I love the messy feeling.

Yarrow and peonies explode on my tongue, much like they did on the cake, the sugar and other ingredients just there to elevate their come.

Sterling watches me, riveted, his cock twitching and precum dripping down the shaft. I stare at him as I eat, moaning as I devour it. It’s light and fluffy and creamy, practically melting in my mouth as I inhale it.

I lick my lips to get more of the frosting, but don’t completely clean them off. Sterling reaches to get another handful, but Feliks stops him.

“There’s no need to rush,” he says.

Sterling frowns but lets Feliks take his turn, never taking his eyes off my mouth.

Feliks holds out his hand to me, having swiped some of the frosting off and coated his fingers in it.

I lick them, curling my tongue up to show him the frosting on the tip before eating it.

Feliks is acting like he’s cool and in control, but his cock is weeping just as much as Sterling’s, and I can see them throbbing in excitement. Their cocks worked hard to make this too, so they deserve the recognition.

After several licks, I take Feliks’s fingers in my mouth, sucking them clean one by one.

They groan as they watch each finger come out clean.

When all the frosting is gone, Feliks goes back for more, and Sterling takes the opportunity to feed me more cake.

They growl and groan and shift restlessly as they feed me, and my thighs are practically a water slide. Still, I can’t decide if I want them to stop feeding me so they can fuck me or not.

Feliks breaks first.

I was sucking sweetly on his index finger until, with a groan, he pushed four fingers deep in my mouth. I choke on them briefly and then suck hard as I clean them with my tongue.

Feliks tangles his other hand in my hair and pulls me onto my knees, my head eye-level with his cock. Without him holding me up, I’d fall on my face since my hands are still bound.

Feliks slides his fingers in and out, fingerfucking my mouth. I moan around them, wanting his cock. It’s so close now, and I can smell the fresh wild, spicy scent of his precum clearly over the frosting on my face.

“Sterling,” Feliks says like a command.

Sterling jumps into action, moving out of my line of sight (not that I’m really paying attention to anything except the cock in front of me).

My eyes close involuntarily when I figure out where Sterling’s gone to, his tongue licking me from clit to ass.

Feliks tugs on my hair, and I look up at him. He tightens his hold so I can’t pull away or push back into Sterling.

Sterling spreads my legs wide, his hair tickling the back of my calves. My thighs are quivering already, body weak and straining for release. He keeps me just on the edge of orgasm, abandoning my clit every time I get close, going back to teasing my other holes.

I must have closed my eyes again, because when Feliks tugs on my hair and I open them, his cock is covered in frosting.

I stick my tongue out and look up at him with pleading eyes.

“Good kitten,” Feliks says, bringing my head close so I can lick his cock. But when I try to take it in my mouth, he pulls me back, not letting me suck on it. He loosens his grip, letting me taste him everywhere, long and short licks all over his shaft and balls. The frosting mixes with his precum until the sugary flavor is hardly discernible anymore.

I do my best to clean his cock with just my tongue, the frosting smearing on my nose and cheeks, but my work is made more difficult by Sterling tongue-fucking me.

Feliks stops me just before I get the last of the frosting, and I whine at him.

I look up at him sadly, and he smirks, smearing more frosting on his cock.

This time he lets me put it in my mouth, pressing the tip against my lips, and I surge forward to swallow half of it in one go. His hips jerk and with a moan he forces the rest of it in, frosting going everywhere, some of it up my nose.

I swallow around him, trying to clean him off, and Feliks holds his cock there until I start to feel dizzy. He pulls back until just the head is on my tongue, and I suck on it while I catch my breath.

He pushes back in as soon as my breathing evens out, thrusting just far enough to hit the back of my throat, back and forth while I lick and swirl my tongue around his cock.

Eventually he shifts to fucking my mouth, no longer pretending we’re only doing this so I can eat the frosting.

I give up on having any control, letting Feliks use my mouth while Sterling tongues me. Their hands are the only things holding me up, my body throbbing at the pressure on my scalp and thighs.

I get flashes of their feelings in the bond, images from their perspective, slick pussy in my face, my favorite thing to eat, and hot mouth on my cock.

Seeing their thoughts just makes me hotter and wetter, almost feverish like during my heat, my omega pushing for more more more.

Feliks’s thrusts get more erratic, and then he comes on my tongue, still thrusting while I try to suck it all out.

“Come,” Feliks commands, and I’m not sure what he means because I’ve been trying to come and they’re the ones who keep stopping just when I get close.

But Sterling sucks hard on my clit, and my body tightens before gushing on his face as I finally see stars.

When I come to, I’m lying on my back and Feliks is catching his breath next to me. My legs twitch sporadically as I recover.

I’m so out of it I forget to look for Sterling, but when he lifts my legs and pushes his cock in down to the knot, I remember.

I choke on a gasp, and he pulls out slightly just to push deep again, hitting my innermost nerves with each stroke. I’m already close to seeing stars again, and Sterling puts his hand on my neck, holding me in place as he fucks me.

I moan as he moves faster, his knot threatening to stretch me wider on each thrust and pressing on my clit.

His quick, hard pace makes me come again, and I get flashes of how good it feels when my pussy milks him. The praise and pleasure from Sterling spur me on, and I beg him mentally to knot me, but he just keeps going, pressing me into the mattress.

He bends me in half and puts my ankles on his shoulders, spreading me wide. I whimper at the new angle, and Sterling switches to long, slow strokes.

I squawk when something cool hits my chest, Feliks dropping another glob of frosting on my breasts.

“Sorry, kitten. It will warm up in a second.”

He’s right that it warms quickly on my skin, but I'm prepared for it now anyway, a pleasant contrast to the heat of our bodies.

Feliks rubs my breasts, making sure they’re covered in frosting, then his hands are gone and I’m left with a jiggly mess, Sterling’s thrusts making my breasts bounce.

He stops to press his knot against me, going agonizingly slow, and I can feel every little increment as it stretches me.

Sterling drops his head, licking frosting off the tip of my nipple. The sudden cool air hitting the wet spot makes me shiver. He keeps licking as he pushes, and my body can’t decide what to focus on, his mouth leaving hickeys as he sucks the frosting off or each new centimeter of his knot filling me.

I whine and twitch, waiting for something to give, not sure how I could ever take his knot when it’s this big. Sterling doesn’t stop until well past when I think I can take any more, and it’s only as his knot swells that I realize it’s finally all the way inside me.

He kisses me as it locks us together, our sugary, floral flavors mingling, an extra sweet bouquet. I feel his cock pulsing as he comes, the throbbing pressure dragging me into another orgasm, working together to get his come out.

When we’re done, Sterling finishes with a chaste kiss before plopping his head on my chest as he catches his breath, the frosting making a mess of his face and hair.

When he composes himself, Sterling rolls onto his back with me on top. Feliks unties my hands and rubs my wrists to soothe them after being trapped underneath me for so long.

He kisses my hands and releases them, and I tuck them against my chest while I rest.

Feliks lies down beside us, stroking my hair, and I smile lazily at him.

Even though I thought I did a good job of eating everything, I notice there’s frosting and crumbs and chunks of cake all over the blanket.

I’m so glad they planned ahead and brought the picnic blanket. I would not have been pleased if we got my nest this messy.

“Did you like our surprise, kitten?” Feliks asks.

I feel Sterling holding his breath as he waits for my answer.

“Of course! It was delicious.”

“I’m glad you liked it, it was a new recipe,” Sterling says, hugging me.

I giggle. “I’m sure.”

“Thank you,” Sterling says sweetly.

I duck my head to hide my smile. He’s always so excited when he masters a new recipe, usually bouncing around the kitchen.

I glance at what’s left of the cake. It’s naked now, all the frosting scraped off and several chunks missing, though most of the cake itself is still intact.

“I think you’ll have to make some more frosting,” I say.

They laugh, but I hope they know I’m serious. I want more picnics like this, and I don’t want to eat the rest of the cake without frosting. The horror.

“Give me a few minutes,” Feliks says.

I grin.


Afterword



Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed the ride.

This has been a work of fiction. Don’t block the road to bang. [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]
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Also by Winnie Aster


Other books in the Starsfalls Omegaverse

These are standalone books that can be read in any order, but this is the chronological order:

Knot Falling for You

They Love Me Knot


Floriography Glossary



Floriography, or the language of flowers, is a form of secret communication using flowers and the arrangement of flowers to send a message based on their ascribed meanings.

The following floriography meanings are drawn from:

Floriography: An Illustrated Guide to the Victorian Language of Flowers by Jessica Roux, Andrews McMeel Publishing, Missouri, 2020.

The Language and Sentiment of Flowers: with Floral Records and Selected Poetry by Laura Valentine, Frederick Warne and Co., London, 1867.

The Language of Flowers 1550-1680: Four floral dictionaries translated from the French with an introduction & notes by Rachel Henry, Sphinx House Publishing, Virginia, 2023.

Tussie-Mussies: The Victorian Art of Expressing Yourself in the Language of Flowers by Geraldine Adamich Laufer, Workman Publishing Company, Inc., New York, 1993.

Key:

Flowers mentioned in this book (Scientific name): historic meanings

Amaranth (Amaranthus): immortality

Amaryllis (Amaryllis): pride, haughtiness

Anemone (Anemone): forsaken love, abandonment, truth, sincerity

Apple Blossom (Malus): preference, temptation

Aster (Aster): sentimental remembrance, daintiness

Baby’s Breath (Gypsophila): innocence, pure heart, gaiety, festivity

Basil (Ocimum): best wishes, hatred

Begonia (Begonia): to repay a favor, a warning, highly popular, beware I am fanciful, unrequited love

Bellflower (Campanula): gratitude, constancy, aspiring, return of a friend is desired

Borage (Borago officinalis): courage, bluntness, directness

Camellia (Camellia): contentment, longing for you, perfected loveliness

Carnation (Dianthus caryophyllus): heartache, admiration, fascination, ardent and pure love

Celosia/cockscomb/woolflowers (Celosia): silliness, humor

Chamomile (Chamaemelum nobile): energy in adversity, comfort, patience

Cherry Blossoms/sakura (Prunus serrulata): nobility, chivalry

Chicory (Cichorium intybus): frugality, perseverance, endless waiting

(Cinnamomum): love, beauty, my fortune is yours

Crocus (Crocus): cheerfulness, youthful gladness

Daffodil (Narcissus): unrequited love, chivalry, respect

Dahlia (Dahlia): eternal love, commitment, gratitude, dignity, pomp

Dandelion (Taraxacum): divination, fortune-telling, wishes come true, love’s oracle

Elderberry/elderflower (Sambucus): kindness, compassion, zeal

Evening Primrose (Oenothera): inconstancy, wait for me

Fern (Adiantum): magic, secrecy, fascination

Feverfew (Tanacetum parthenium): good health, warmth, flirt

Fuchsia (Fuchsia): taste

Ginger (Zingiber): safe, pleasant, comforting, warming

Gladiolus (Gladiolus): you pierce my heart, generosity, strength of character

Hazel (Corylus): reconciliation

Hellebore (Helleborus): we shall overcome scandal and slander

Hibiscus (Hibiscus): delicate beauty

Honeysuckle (Lonicera): bonds of love, generous and devoted affection, loyal

Ivy (Hedera): fidelity, attachment, wedded love, friendship, trustfulness, ambition

Lavender (Lavandula): devotion, luck, success, happiness, distrust, ardent attachment

Lemon Blossoms (Citrus × limon): fidelity in love, zeal, discretion

Lilac (Syringa): first love, reminiscence, youth, beauty, acceptance

Lily (Lilium): purity, fruitfulness, majesty

Lisianthus (Eustoma): showy

Mint (Mentha): consolation, warmth of feeling

Monkshood/wolfsbane (Aconitum): chivalry, deceit, a deadly foe is near

Nasturtium (Tropaeolum): patriotism

Oleander (Nerium oleander): caution

Orange Blossom (Citrus sinensis): eternal love, chastity, marriage, generosity

Orchid (Orchidaceae): love, elegance, beauty, luxury, lust, nobility

Palm (Arecaceae): victory

Pansy (Viola tricolor): loving thoughts, you occupy my thoughts

Peony (Paeonia): bashfulness, beauty

Pineapple (Ananas comosus): you are perfect

Plumeria/frangipani (Plumeria): life, noble, graveyard

Pumpkin (Cucurbita maxima): an abundance of good things

Queen Anne’s lace/wild carrot (Daucus carota): haven, protection, sanctuary

Ranunculus/buttercup (Ranunculus): you are radiant with charms

Rhubarb (Rheum): don’t be afraid

Rose (Rosa): love, beauty, congratulations, joy, silence, unity (note: the variety and color of rose affects its meaning)

Sage (Salvia officinalis): wisdom, skill, esteem, mitigates grief

Sage, pineapple (Salvia elegans): hospitality, esteem, virtue

Snapdragon (Antirrhinum): no, presumption, you are dazzling but dangerous

Thyme (Thymus vulgaris): activity, bravery, courage, strength

Violet (Viola odorata): modesty, faithfulness, humility, I return your love

Wisteria (Wisteria): welcome fair stranger, helpless and delicate

Wormwood (Artemisia absinthium): affection, absence, protection for travelers, bitterness

Yarrow (Achillea millefolium): cure for heartache, war, health, sorrow, heals wounds

Zinnia (Zinnia): everlasting friendship, thoughts of absent friends
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