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Bloom of the Moon

The grandfather clock in the Blackwood Pack meeting hall struck seven, its deep bronze chimes reverberating through Dominic Hayes’s ribcage like a death knell. His fingers curled around the leather armrest of his chair, knuckles white beneath olive skin, as pack members filed into the circular chamber. The familiar weight of expectation settled on his shoulders like a lead blanket, making each breath feel labored.

Thirty-three years old. Mateless. Virginial by choice, though the pack didn’t need to know the specifics of that particular shame.

Dominic’s jaw clenched as his younger brother Ethan bounded through the oak doors, practically vibrating with excitement. Even from across the room, Dominic could smell the happiness radiating from him—pine and sunshine, the scent of a wolf who’d found his purpose. His wolf stirred restlessly beneath his skin, a bitter edge to its usual steady presence.

“Brothers and sisters,” Elder Morrison’s gravelly voice cut through the murmur of conversation, “we gather tonight to celebrate joyous news.”

Dominic’s stomach dropped like a stone thrown into deep water. He didn’t need his enhanced hearing to know what came next. The way Ethan’s chest puffed with pride, the way his hand instinctively moved to his phone—probably a photo of the ring—told the whole story. Dominic’s throat constricted, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard against the rising bile.

“Our future Beta has found his mate,” Morrison continued, his weathered face creasing into a rare smile. “Ethan Hayes and Rebecca Martinez will be joined under the full moon in six weeks’ time.”

The room erupted in celebratory howls, but the sound felt muffled to Dominic’s ears, like he was drowning in honey. His hands trembled slightly before he clasped them together in his lap, pressing his palms against each other until his bones ached. The metallic taste of blood flooded his mouth—he’d bitten his tongue without realizing it.

Ethan’s eyes found his across the room, bright with joy and something else that made Dominic’s chest cavity feel hollow. Pity. His little brother pitied him. The revelation hit him like a physical blow, stealing what little air remained in his lungs.

“Dom?” Ethan’s voice cut through the congratulatory chaos as pack members began to disperse. His younger brother approached with careful steps, the way one might approach a wounded animal. “You okay, man? You look…”

“Fine.” The word scraped past Dominic’s lips like broken glass. He forced his spine straight, rolling his shoulders back in a mockery of confidence he didn’t feel. “Congratulations. Rebecca’s a good choice.”

But Ethan wasn’t fooled. His nostrils flared slightly—scenting Dominic’s emotional turmoil, no doubt. The sour tang of inadequacy, the sharp metallic edge of panic. Dominic’s wolf pressed against his skin, wanting to pace, to run, to do anything but stand here and pretend his world wasn’t crumbling.

“Listen, about the wedding planning…” Ethan’s voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “Rebecca really wants to use that new florist in town. You know, support local business and all that.”

Dominic’s eyebrows drew together, creating deep furrows in his forehead. His left hand found his neck, rubbing at the tension knotted there like steel cables. “What does that have to do with me?”

“Well…” Ethan shifted his weight from foot to foot, a nervous habit from childhood. “I was hoping you could handle the vendor meetings. You’re better with the business side of things, and I’ve got patrol duties ramping up with all the rogue activity near the border.”

The request landed like another punch to Dominic’s solar plexus. His ribs felt too tight around his lungs, constricting with each shallow breath. Of course. The unmated brother gets to plan the mated brother’s wedding. The universe’s idea of cosmic humor.

“Sure,” he heard himself say, though his voice sounded foreign to his own ears. His tongue felt thick and uncooperative. “What’s the shop called?”

“Luna’s Garden.” Ethan’s relief was palpable, his shoulders sagging as tension left his frame. “The owner’s name is Luna Martinez. No relation to Rebecca, just a coincidence. She’s supposed to be really talented.”

Luna. The word sent an unexpected shiver down Dominic’s spine, raising the fine hairs on his forearms. His wolf’s ears pricked with sudden interest, though Dominic couldn’t fathom why. It was just a name. A common enough name in their world.

“Dom?” Ethan’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. “You sure you’re alright? Your scent’s all over the place.”

Dominic blinked rapidly, bringing the meeting hall back into focus. The wooden walls felt like they were closing in, the air thick and suffocating. His shirt collar suddenly felt too tight around his throat, and he tugged at it with unsteady fingers.

“Just tired,” he managed, though exhaustion was only part of it. The bone-deep weariness of watching everyone else find their happiness while he remained frozen in place, like a man made of ice in a room full of fire.

Elder Morrison’s voice boomed across the chamber once more, commanding attention. “Now, regarding pack leadership…” The old man’s gray eyes settled on Dominic with uncomfortable intensity. “We need to discuss succession planning.”

Dominic’s blood turned to slush in his veins. His hands automatically balled into fists at his sides, fingernails digging crescents into his palms. The pain helped ground him, a sharp counterpoint to the emotional numbness threatening to overwhelm him.

“The Alpha position requires stability,” Morrison continued, each word falling like a hammer blow. “A mate provides that stability. Grounds the wolf. Prevents the kind of… volatility that can destroy a pack.”

The unspoken message hung in the air like a blade poised over Dominic’s neck. Find a mate or step aside. His father’s legacy, his birthright, everything he’d trained for since childhood—all hanging by the thread of his ability to find one person in the world who could complete him.

His wolf snarled silently, pacing inside his skin like a caged animal. Dominic pressed his lips into a thin line, fighting to keep his expression neutral while his insides churned like a storm-tossed sea.

“I understand, Elder Morrison,” he said, proud when his voice emerged steady despite the earthquake happening in his chest. “I’ll take your words under advisement.”

The old man’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he nodded and turned away to speak with other pack members. Dominic felt suddenly exposed, like raw skin under a harsh spotlight. He needed air. Space. Somewhere his shame couldn’t follow.

“Dom—” Ethan started, but Dominic was already moving toward the exit, his legs carrying him with jerky, mechanical steps.

“I’ll contact the florist tomorrow,” he called over his shoulder, not trusting himself to stop and have a proper conversation. His chest felt like it might crack open, spilling all his inadequacies across the polished wooden floor.

The cool night air hit his face like a slap, but it was exactly what he needed. Dominic leaned against the building’s stone exterior, the rough texture grounding him as he fought to regulate his breathing. In through his nose, out through his mouth. Basic functions he’d somehow forgotten how to perform.

His phone buzzed against his thigh—probably Ethan texting to check on him. Dominic ignored it, tilting his face toward the star-studded sky. Somewhere up there, the Moon Goddess was supposed to be watching over them all, guiding them to their destined mates.

Either she’d forgotten about him entirely, or she had a cruel sense of humor.

A flower shop. Tomorrow he’d have to walk into some human woman’s flower shop and pretend to care about centerpieces and boutonnieres while his entire world shifted beneath his feet like quicksand. The irony wasn’t lost on him—the man who couldn’t bloom would be surrounded by things that did.

Dominic’s wolf whined softly, a sound of longing that echoed through every hollow space in his chest. Thirty-three years of waiting, of hoping, of believing that someday…

He pushed away from the wall with more force than necessary, his palms stinging from the abrupt contact. Time to go home to his empty house, his cold bed, and the crushing weight of another day without purpose.

Tomorrow, he’d deal with Luna’s Garden and whatever fresh torture awaited him there.

Tonight, he just needed to survive.
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Luna Martinez’s hands trembled as she counted the morning’s deposit for the third time, the worn bills slipping between her damp fingers like autumn leaves. Twenty-three dollars and forty-seven cents. Her stomach clenched into a familiar knot, the kind that had been her constant companion since opening Luna’s Garden six months ago.

She pressed her palms flat against the cool glass counter, watching the numbers blur through the sheen of unshed tears she refused to let fall. The morning sun streamed through the shop’s front windows, casting golden rectangles across buckets of fresh daisies and roses, but the beauty felt hollow when rent was due in five days.

Her phone buzzed against her hip, and Luna’s shoulders automatically hunched toward her ears. Another creditor, no doubt. Or worse—her mother, calling with another lecture about “throwing away your education to play with flowers like a child.”

The bell above the door chimed, and Luna’s spine snapped straight, her customer service mask sliding into place with practiced ease. She turned toward the entrance, a smile already curving her lips despite the anxiety churning in her gut.

The words of greeting died in her throat.

The man filling her doorway looked like he’d stepped out of some dark fairy tale—all sharp angles and contained power. His black hair was disheveled, as if he’d been running his fingers through it, and his green eyes swept the shop with an intensity that made her skin prickle. He wore a charcoal gray suit that probably cost more than her monthly rent, but there was something wild underneath the civilized exterior. Something that made her pulse skip erratically.

“Are you Luna Martinez?” His voice was rough velvet, the kind that would sound perfect whispering in the dark.

Luna’s mouth went dry. She nodded, not trusting her voice, and watched his nostrils flare slightly. Was he… smelling her? Heat crept up her neck, and she took an unconscious step backward.

“I need flowers for a wedding.” The words came out clipped, almost harsh, like they’d been dragged from somewhere deep inside him. His hands were clenched at his sides, knuckles white with tension.

“Of course.” Luna forced herself to move around the counter, her legs unsteady. “What’s the date? And what kind of aesthetic are you looking for?”

He stared at her for a long moment, his green eyes tracking over her face with an intensity that made her feel exposed. A muscle ticked in his jaw, and his breathing seemed carefully controlled, like he was fighting some internal battle.

“Six weeks from Saturday.” His voice was hoarser now, and he cleared his throat roughly. “My brother’s wedding. He wants… something elegant. Traditional.”

Luna nodded and reached for her consultation book, acutely aware of how his gaze followed her every movement. Her hands shook slightly as she flipped to a fresh page, and she gripped the pen tighter to compensate.

“What’s your budget range?” The practical question helped ground her, even as her heart hammered against her ribs like a caged bird.

“Money’s not an issue.” He said it dismissively, but there was something brittle in his tone. Like a man trying to convince himself as much as her.

Luna’s eyebrows rose involuntarily. In her experience, people who said money wasn’t an issue were usually the ones most concerned about it. But looking at him—at the expensive cut of his clothes, the confident way he held himself despite the underlying tension—she believed him.

“Alright then. Let’s talk about style.” She gestured toward the small consultation area she’d set up near the window, two mismatched chairs around a repurposed coffee table. “What’s the venue like?”

He didn’t move toward the chairs. Instead, he stayed frozen by the door, like he was ready to bolt at any moment. His chest rose and fell in measured breaths, and Luna caught him pressing his lips together tightly, as if holding back words.

“Outdoor ceremony. Evening reception in the pack—” He cut himself off abruptly, his jaw snapping shut. “In the family compound. About two hundred guests.”

Pack? Luna tilted her head, confused by the slip, but filed it away. Rich people had strange ways of talking about their estates.

“That sounds lovely.” She moved closer, pulled by something she couldn’t name, and watched his entire body go rigid. “Do you have any photos of the venue? It would help me understand the space.”

“No.” The word came out sharper than necessary, and he immediately looked away, running a hand through his dark hair. “I mean, I can get some. Later.”

The silence stretched between them, thick with an tension Luna couldn’t understand. She found herself studying the strong line of his jaw, the way his throat worked as he swallowed. There was something almost… desperate about him. Like a man drowning slowly and trying not to let anyone notice.

“What’s your name?” The question slipped out before she could stop it, more intimate than professional.

His green eyes snapped back to hers, and for a moment, something raw and hungry flashed across his features. Her breath caught in her throat, and heat pooled low in her stomach—a reaction that was entirely inappropriate for a business meeting.

“Dominic Hayes.” His voice had dropped to barely above a whisper. “And I should warn you—I know nothing about flowers.”

The admission seemed to pain him, and Luna felt an unexpected surge of protectiveness. This powerful, intimidating man was completely out of his element, and trying desperately to hide it.

“That’s what I’m here for.” She kept her voice gentle, the way she might speak to a spooked animal. “How about I show you some portfolio photos? We can start with general styles and narrow it down.”

She reached for her tablet, but when she looked up, Dominic was staring at her with an expression she couldn’t read. His pupils were dilated, and a thin sheen of sweat had appeared on his forehead despite the shop’s comfortable temperature.

“Are you feeling alright?” The words tumbled out before she could stop them. “You look—”

“Fine.” He bit the word off like it tasted bad. “Show me the photos.”

But he didn’t look fine. He looked like a man fighting a war inside his own skin, all barely controlled energy and trembling restraint. When she handed him the tablet, their fingers brushed for just a moment—and Luna gasped at the electric shock that raced up her arm.

Dominic jerked back like he’d been burned, the tablet clattering to the floor. His breathing was harsh now, and his hands shook as he bent to retrieve it.

“Sorry,” he muttered, not meeting her eyes. “Clumsy.”

But Luna had felt it too—that spark of connection, like touching a live wire. Her skin still tingled where he’d touched her, and her heart was racing so fast she felt dizzy.

What the hell was happening to her?

“Mr. Hayes—” she began.

“I need to go.” The words came out in a rush, and he was already backing toward the door. “I’ll call you. To schedule another appointment.”

“But we haven’t—”

“Tomorrow. I’ll come back tomorrow.”

And then he was gone, leaving only the chiming of the door bell and the lingering scent of something wild and masculine—cedar and storm clouds and something indefinably dangerous.

Luna sank into one of the consultation chairs, her legs suddenly unsteady. Her entire body was humming with awareness, every nerve ending lit up like a Christmas tree. She’d never reacted to anyone like this before—this instant, overwhelming attraction that felt more like a compulsion.

She touched her fingers to her lips, wondering if this was what people meant when they talked about chemistry. If so, she’d been seriously missing out.

But Dominic Hayes was clearly fighting the same attraction, and winning. The way he’d fled suggested he wanted nothing to do with whatever was happening between them.

Luna looked around her small shop—at the wilting roses, the outdated cash register, the stack of unpaid bills on her desk—and felt a familiar surge of determination. Whatever was or wasn’t happening with the mysterious Dominic Hayes, she had a business to save.

And if he was serious about money being no object, his brother’s wedding might just be the answer to her prayers.

Even if the groom’s brother was the most beautiful, terrifying, confusing man she’d ever met.








  
  
  Chapter 3: Thorns in the Plan

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Dominic sat in his truck outside Luna’s Garden for twenty-three minutes before he found the courage to turn off the engine. His hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles had gone white, and his wolf paced restlessly beneath his skin, whining and clawing to get closer to whatever lay behind those cheerful yellow walls.

He’d barely slept. Every time he’d closed his eyes, he’d seen her face—those warm brown eyes, the way her pulse had fluttered in her throat when he’d looked at her, the soft curve of her lips when she’d smiled. His wolf had kept him awake with images of things he had no business thinking about a human woman.

The scent memory hit him again, making his mouth water. Jasmine and vanilla, with an underlying sweetness that made his canines ache. Not his mate—couldn’t be his mate. Humans didn’t have mates. But his wolf didn’t seem to understand the distinction.

The shop door chimed as he pushed inside, and Luna looked up from where she was arranging white lilies in a tall vase. The smile that spread across her face made his chest feel too tight, like his ribs might crack under the pressure.

“Mr. Hayes.” Her voice was warm honey, and he had to clench his jaw to keep from groaning. “I wasn’t sure you’d come back.”

“I said I would.” The words came out rougher than he’d intended, and he cleared his throat. Professional. He could do professional. “About yesterday—”

“You don’t need to apologize.” Luna set down her flower shears and moved around the counter toward him. Each step sent another wave of her scent washing over him, and his wolf’s agitation increased. “I get it. Wedding planning can be overwhelming.”

She thought he’d fled because of wedding stress. If only it were that simple. Dominic nodded tightly and forced himself to stay still as she approached, even though every instinct screamed at him to either run or close the distance between them entirely.

“I brought photos.” He held up his phone with fingers that barely trembled. “Of the venue.”

Luna’s face lit up with genuine enthusiasm, and something twisted painfully in his chest. When was the last time someone had looked at him like that? Like he was something good instead of a disappointment waiting to happen?

“Perfect! Let me grab my notebook and we can go through them together.”

She was close enough now that he could see the gold flecks in her brown eyes, close enough that her warmth radiated against his skin like sunshine. His wolf pressed eagerly against his consciousness, wanting to scent her properly, to catalog every nuance of her fragrance.
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