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‘She’s opening a flower shop now?’ I heard a voice say from across the road.

I knew who it was, so I didn’t bother to turn.  I just focused on what I was doing, arranging the plants I had acquired at the front of my new business attractively in a bid to start sales building now I was opening for real.  

I’d been working on my new venture for the last few months.  I’d rented the shop and covered the front, working behind the scenes for a long while now.  I was finally ready for my big opening.

As the voices faded away, I looked down the high street, watching the two figures retreating.  One of them I knew from childhood, and I avoided her at all costs.  We didn’t get on, so it was pointless trying to engage in conversation or even bother with any attempts at friendship. I found her rude and arrogant, and no doubt she had the same issue with me.  She certainly acted like it when I was around, so I kept myself to myself these days.

Turning to look at the little shop, which I was gradually unveiling, I felt pleased with myself.  No more working in a dead-end job, it was time to do something for me.  It was a risk, most definitely, but it was one I was prepared to take.  I’d always wanted to run my own shop, and plants and flowers interested me.  I was currently reading up as much as I could and had so many ideas of what I could do, buy and sell but it was most definitely a work in progress.

Avonleigh Cliffs was a quiet, seaside town.  I’d been happy and settled here since joining the Kerraseya pack as a teen.  Doing something for myself was long overdue, and I was pleased with the result of my efforts.

Heading back inside, I reached for the blinds which I’d installed and pulled the set on the right window up, unveiling my beautiful window display.  Once it was done, I went to the other, pulling up the blind to show the wonderful and varied array of plants and flowers I’d selected to start my selling journey.

While I went inside and out, putting more planters outside and filling them with stock to sell, I began to gather interest from passers-by.  Enquiries began quickly, as to when I’d be opening properly and what I was selling.  I stopped and smiled at everyone who spoke to me, pleased I was getting so much interest. When my friend Avaya happened by, I hugged her warmly and she exclaimed in shock.

‘Oh my God, Essie! This is beautiful!’ she exclaimed.  ‘Flourish and Grow!’ she said, staring up at the decal sign I’d designed and had made for the frontage of the shop.  

‘You like it?’ I smiled.

‘I love it!’ she replied.  ‘You’ve done such a good job, honey!’

‘Thanks,’ I grinned.  ‘I’m really happy with the results.  Do you like the window displays? Do you think they’re good?’

‘They’re gorgeous! You’re so creative, Essie! I can see you’ve poured your heart and soul into this.  Well done you,’ she gushed.

‘Thanks, Avaya.  I feel really excited about this.’

‘I bet you do! I would too.  Hey, are you coming down to the feast tonight?’ she asked then.

‘I guess so.  For a bit, anyway.  Are you going with Sava?’ I questioned, referring to her boyfriend.

‘Yeah, we’ll be there.  He’s bringing Jasail...we could make it like a double date if you’re interested?’

‘You know I’m not,’ I told her, groaning at the very thought of a date with the male wolf Avaya was talking about.  

‘I don’t get you, Essie.  Why don’t you want to meet someone?’ she frowned.

‘I’m just focused on different things right now,’ I said, indicating my shop. ‘This!’

‘Yeah, but what about sex, Essie?’ she exclaimed.

‘What about it?’ I cried, shocked by her comment.

‘You’re not getting any! Surely that must bother you,’ she said, frowning at me.

‘I’m not in the slightest bit bothered,’ I told her.  ‘I’m content as I am.  What’s the big deal, anyway?’

‘What’s the big deal? Essie! God; that just tells me that you’ve never had any decent sex!’ she commented.

I frowned at her.  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve had good sex.’

‘When? With whom?’ she questioned.

‘Well, there was...’ I broke off, screwing up my face.  Sex had always just been something that occasionally happened, but I hadn’t had any long-term relationships, so maybe I hadn’t.

‘No-one, Essie! Absolutely no-one! Come on, why don’t you agree to the date tonight? It’ll be fun!’

‘No, I’ve got too much going on,’ I told her.  ‘But I’ll come along, alright.  That’s something, isn’t it?’

She sighed.  ‘I guess it’ll have to be.  Well, anyway, good work, sweetie! The shop looks amazing,’ she told me.  ‘You’ve done a great job.’

‘Thanks, Avaya,’ I smiled.

‘I’ll call you about later, okay?’

‘Okay, bye!’ I waved, as she headed off down the street.

I focused on getting the rest of the flowers set up and arranged, before moving back to survey the scene it created.  I kept going back and making alterations and as I was taking a few photos for reference, a voice behind me made me turn.

‘New venture?’ a familiar voice questioned.

I looked over at the woman who had stopped-the same woman from earlier who had made a snarky comment as she’d walked past with her friend. We had history, and that history wasn’t particularly pretty.  ‘Excuse me?’

‘New venture?’ she said, again.  ‘Not waitressing...bookkeeping...working for the bar?’

I frowned at her.  ‘What I do is none of your damn business,’ I said angrily.

She bristled, visibly.  ‘Didn’t say it was,’ she muttered.  ‘God, why do you always have to be such a bitch?’

‘Because you’re criticising me! Fuck off out of my space!’ I told her, instantly annoyed with the woman.  She was always there at the worst times, making comments and interfering in my life with her smug, self-satisfied bloody face.  

‘Rude,’ she commented.

‘I don’t have time for this,’ I said, stalking away.

‘I actually had a genuine question,’ she said, following me as I walked over to the shop.

I turned, sighing heavily.  ‘No, you don’t.’

‘Yes, I actually do,’ she replied, looking down at me intently.

I lifted my eyes to hers and finally met her gaze.  I hated standing this close to her, as I couldn’t fail to notice just how damn perfect she was with her alabaster skin, her bright, blue eyes and her perfect, full lips.  Her hair was short, dark and framed her face attractively and the overall look was incredible.  I’d never tell her that.  In fact, I’d probably throw a few insults instead.

‘You have a question for me?’ I frowned, confused.  She never normally talked to me; in fact, she actively avoided me.  There was history between us...and it made things awkward.

‘Yes, a plant question-seeing as you appear to be the new botanical expert,’ she scoffed.

‘I’m far from it...you’re better off asking elsewhere,’ I replied, turning away.

She grabbed my arm, making me gasp and wrench away as I whirled back.  My skin burned from the contact of her fingers, and the lingering throb of where her touch had inflamed me. ‘Don’t touch me!’ I exclaimed. 

‘Sorry,’ she replied, her frown deep as she pulled back at lightning speed, seemingly as baffled as I was from the shock of sensation filling me.  ‘But can I ask you about something-plant related, nothing else,’ she said, with a scowl.

‘Uh, I guess,’ I said, feeling uncomfortable and on edge.  ‘Go ahead.’

‘No, inside...it’s...sensitive...’ she told me then, glancing down the high street, furtively.

I didn’t feel comfortable with her in my personal space, but there was little choice seeing as whatever she wanted needed to be discussed in private.

As I led her inside, I couldn’t imagine what it might be, but walked in, realising that she was the first person who had come into my new shop.  

‘Wow...it looks amazing in here,’ she commented, as we stepped inside the space.

I turned to give her a mouthful, assuming she was taking the piss out of me, but when I saw her face, she looked genuine.  She was gazing around as if she liked what she saw.  ‘Oh...uh, thanks, I guess,’ I said, awkwardly, feeling a blush stain my cheeks.

‘So, what it is,’ she told me, immediately, again looking down the street through the window, ‘Is I’ve heard there are certain plants which can mask scent...and that you can wear them...in vials?’ she requested. ‘Have you ever heard of such a thing?’

I had, so this was something I could help with.  ‘Actually, yes,’ I nodded, realising I needed to look up to meet her eyes.  She was so tall, almost a whole head taller than me.  ‘I know of such plants.’

‘And you have something I can buy?’ she asked.

‘No, not here.  It’s quite rare, so I’d have to source it and then dry the plant, grind it down so that it’s ready to put in a vial.  I could do it, but it would take a few days,’ I told her.

‘That’s fine.  I need it for the weekend,’ she said, her eyes intense, boring into mine.  ‘I’d pay whatever the cost, obviously...and more if you could also source the vial and set it up so it’s just ready to use,’ she added.

I frowned a little.  ‘I mean, I can do that...’ I said, slowly, thinking already that I’d made such items before with little hassle, and knew of a good maker of vials too. ‘But why on earth would you need...’

‘No need for questions though, right?’ she interrupted, straightening her shoulders.  ‘Do you want a deposit?’ she asked, reaching into her back pocket and drawing out a wallet.

‘It’s fine, you don’t need to do that...’ I began saying.

‘Here; take this as a down payment.  It must be hard starting up from scratch,’ she said, handing me a £50 note.

‘This is way too much,’ I frowned, looking up at her.

‘Take it, as deposit for what I need,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder as two women stopped to admire the shop.  ‘Look, uh, let me know when you have it...’

‘I don’t have any way to contact you,’ I said, staring at her.  ‘And I’m not going to your house...well, mansion I should say,’ I said, rolling my eyes.  Nova Blackclaw and her family were the wealthiest members of the pack, and their home and estate were huge.  I’d been there when I was younger and had been suitably impressed.  These days, I was less enamoured by the family, for reasons I didn’t want to even think about.  

‘Okay, fine, I’ll come to you to collect.  How about that?’

I nodded.  ‘That’s better.  Give me until Saturday and I’ll have it prepared for you,’ I told her.

‘With a vial?’ she requested.

I nodded.  ‘Yes, with a vial.’

‘And you can guarantee it will mask scent?’ she questioned, frowning deeply.

‘Yes, it will. It’ll make you smell quite disgusting though...you’re aware of that?’ I asked, wondering who she was trying to detract from her alluring scent.

‘Yes, I’m aware and that’s what I want,’ she said, frowning once again.  It didn’t stop her being incredibly attractive, even when she was scowling.  

I looked away, trying to forget the past and failing miserably.  ‘Fine,’ I nodded.  ‘It’ll be ready.’

‘No questions asked?’ she murmured.

I shrugged. ‘None of my business, right?’

‘No...well, thanks Essie.’

I almost gasped as she used my nickname.  It was almost too intimate, hearing it from her lips. It didn’t feel right, and I felt my cheeks bloom with colour. ‘I, uh...’ she’d thrown me, and the look in her eyes was intense, as if she knew it.  ‘Not a problem...now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m trying to get set up to open.’

She looked around, appraisingly.  ‘You’ve done a great job.  You should be proud.’

My gaze flew back to hers, looking to see if she was being condescending.  She wasn’t.  It appeared that her words were genuine.  I decided to accept them at face value.  ‘Thank you,’ I nodded.

She smiled at me, the expression reaching her eyes.  ‘See you Saturday, Essie,’ she said, turning to leave.  

I watched her go, feeling the same sensation from hearing my name on her lips once more.  She affected me, I realised, but then she always had.  Sighing to myself, I went back to work, distracting myself from the woman who I’d once had history with and who I really didn’t want to go back to thinking about constantly.  Busying myself with my plants, I focused on sorting out the remaining space.

Several hours later, I was done.  I photographed the displays and then started packing it all up so that it was packed away for the big opening the following day.  

While I was clearing everything away, I was approached yet again by a member of the pack, and this time, it was with a different request.

‘Great shop!’ the man said, smiling warmly as he stopped.

‘Oh thanks.  I’m opening tomorrow,’ I told him.

‘We really need a place like this,’ he replied.

‘Yeah?’ I said, squinting up at him in confusion, in the early evening sun. He was very attractive and had a natural charm exuding from every pore.  Despite this, I felt immune to him.

‘So; I was wondering if you cater to the more...rare tastes, in plants?’ he asked then, somewhat furtively.

‘I can order in or source the rarer varieties.  What is it you’re looking for?’ I questioned, almost knowing instinctively that what he was going to ask for was going to be something sensitive, delicate or uncommon.  The look on his face told me as much.

‘So, uh...I’m looking for Amouresetta,’ he said, a little quietly.

I tried to school my face into a lack of response, when I was honestly pretty surprised.  ‘Oh, uh...I don’t have any in stock. It’s a rare species, you know...difficult to source.’

‘Oh, so it’s not possible?’

‘I didn’t say that...’ I said, slowly, but I had reservations.  The more common name for Amouresetta, or the nickname it was given, was sex pollen, as it was a heady aphrodisiac.  It was apparently very potent and worked by making an attracted pair unable to resist each other because of the properties of the pollen which affected the brain.  ‘But I’d have to get it in...it wouldn’t be before the weekend,’ I told him.

‘I need it for Saturday night,’ he replied.

I hesitated.  ‘You know how it works, right?’ I said, slowly.

‘Yeah, of course...’

‘That it only works when the other person is attracted to you too...you’re wasting your time if you think it’s just an automatic answer to getting someone to sleep with you?’

‘It’s not about that,’ he assured me, lifting his hands in his defence.  ‘I’m not some creep who is trying to get some woman to have sex with me. I’m not a weirdo like that.  I just...’ he motioned to go inside, and I followed him, stepping inside the shop.

Looking up at him, I waited for him to continue.

‘I’m suspicious that someone is lying to me.  I want to just confirm that we’re on the same page, and that there is an attraction.’

‘Fair enough.  It’s none of my business,’ I said, feeling uncomfortable with this conversation.  ‘I just wanted to make sure you understood it wasn’t an automatic guarantee of...well, what some people assume...’

‘No, not at all.  So, can I order?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sure.  Can you come and collect on Saturday?’ I questioned.

‘Of course.  How much is the deposit?’ he asked, reaching into his pocket.

‘A £10 deposit should suffice,’ I told him.

He reached in and pulled out a handful of coins, counting out five two-pound coins rather than giving me a note.  ‘Thankyou.  I appreciate your help.’

‘Wow, thank you,’ I said, surprised.

‘No worries,’ he said, beaming at me with a wide smile.  ‘I’ll come and collect on Saturday.’

‘I’ll see you then,’ I said, watching him go.  

It seemed I had my work cut out for me over the next few days.  I needed to find Titum Arum to create a vile scent, and also Amouresetta to create an irresistible scent.  A trip to the Sako Forests would be in order.  Business was booming, and I wasn’t even open yet.

That evening, I headed down the beach with everyone else.  A feast was being held to mark the arrival of the spring tides.  I followed the other wolves down to the sand and walked across the expanse of beach towards the gathering, joining the others who had congregated to celebrate.

Our pack was small and tight knit.  There were about eighty of us, with occasional others joining from neighbouring packs as singletons met and joined with others.  I’d been part of the Kerraseya since the age of thirteen, when I’d lost my own pack.  Taken in by members of the Kerraseya, who came to help with the aftermath, I’d been a member of them ever since.  I was a quiet and introspective member of the pack, who generally kept to myself.  Despite this, I had a good group of friends and tried to socialise when possible, in order to keep myself involved.  I’d never allowed myself to be claimed, even though the elders had suggested it on multiple occasions.  I had resisted for years and planned to keep at it.  I had my reasons, others just failed to understand them.

‘Hey gorgeous!’ Avaya exclaimed, as I walked over.

‘Hi,’ I smiled, returning her hug.

‘Look at you in a skirt! You look really cute! You should wear this outfit more often!’ she told me.

‘Really?’ I said, looking down at myself.  I’d been unsure about wearing the short skirt and vest top, wondering if it was showing too much skin, but I’d had a hot and tiring day and decided it was a way to cool down as well as dress up enough for a feast.  ‘I wasn’t sure.’

‘No, it looks great! You should chat to some guys tonight.  They’ll be well up for getting acquainted with you looking this gorgeous, honey!’

‘Oh stop,’ I complained.  ‘I told you I’m not looking for anything.’

‘I didn’t mean a relationship, silly! You can just enjoy yourself too!’ she cried.

‘If you’re talking about sex, no thank you,’ I laughed, shaking my head. ‘It’s not all it’s cracked up to be!’

She threw her head back and laughed.  ‘If you think that, you’re clearly not doing it right!’ she told me.

I swatted her, playfully.  ‘Idiot,’ I said, assuming she was joking.  ‘I’m going to get a drink.’

‘Okay,’ she smiled, turning back to her date.

I headed through the crowd of people, reaching a makeshift table where drinks had been set up.  I poured myself one and then turned, inching carefully back through the mass of people slowly, only to be barrelled into unexpectedly by none other than the woman from earlier-Nova Blackclaw.

As her body hit mine, my drink went flying-all over my top, soaking me down to the waist of my skirt.  ‘Oh my God!’ I exclaimed, falling back as she hit me with her moving body.

Grabbing me to stop me from falling, Nova cursed, shocked.  ‘Shit! Sorry, Essie,’ she said, reaching to pull me up from our half-fallen position on the floor.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ I cried, soaked to the skin.

‘Come over here,’ she said, tugging me with her.

I didn’t have much option, as she was pulling me by the arm towards the rocks off to one side.  Away from the crowds and into the privacy the huge rocks afforded she tugged me, until we were hidden away in darkness to deal with the situation.

‘I’m soaked to the skin!’ I exclaimed, angrily.

‘I’m sorry, Essie.  I wasn’t looking where I was going,’ she said, reaching to touch my vest top, which was plastered to my stomach and breasts.

‘No, you weren’t! What the hell were you doing, barrelling through the crowds like that?’ I demanded.  ‘I’m soaked!’

‘I was trying to get away from some unwanted conversation,’ she scoffed.  ‘My eagerness to do that meant that I was moving too fast and not looking.  I’m sorry, Essie...here,’ she said, tugging off her shirt and then loosening the top underneath, which was a black, skintight vest. ‘You can have this top to replace the one I ruined.  I apologise,’ she said, stripping it off and handing it to me.

I felt my face burning and couldn’t look at her as she stripped out of her clothes.  As wolves, who shifted and ran regularly, nakedness was something we were used to in the pack, but for some reason, around Nova it was different.  She affected me; but then, it was like I’d accepted when thinking about it earlier-she always had.

‘Thank you,’ I said, accepting the vest and trying to resist lifting it to my nose to inhale its incredible scent.  Every time she was nearby, I noticed it, and that was from a safe distance.  Heaven help what I’d be like if she really got up close and personal, I mused.

‘Go on, change...you’ll freeze in that wet top,’ she told me.

I grumbled a little, wanting to ask her to turn around, but feeling ridiculous seeing as nakedness was something which wasn’t usually an issue around us wolves.  I pulled the wet top off quickly, dispensing with it on a nearby rock.  The bra I wore was soaked too, so I quickly undid that as well, chancing a glance at Nova, who I found watching me intently in the light of the moon.

Feeling my body respond to the look in her eyes, I quickly pulled the top she had given me over my head and covered my naked flesh.  Once that was done, I stared at her defiantly.  

‘Why don’t you take a picture? It’ll last longer,’ I quipped, annoyed that she was staring at me.

‘What?’ she muttered.

I rolled my eyes, shaking my head.  ‘You hate me,’ I began, unsure why my tongue was so loose tonight, ‘And yet you’re staring at me! I don’t get you!’ I ranted and turned to stalk away.

She stopped me by grabbing my arm and whirling me back to face her.  ‘You think I hate you?’ she questioned, looking baffled by me.

‘Of course you do,’ I replied, facing her, defiantly.  ‘You’re always saying horrible things to me...you’re always making fun of me...you don’t ever have anything positive to say...considering we were once...’ I deliberated over my next words.  ‘Friends,’ I decided, ‘It’s a pretty fucking bitter pill to swallow,’ I told her.

‘Essie, I...’ she began.

‘Just leave it,’ I muttered.

‘But Essie, you know I can’t...’ she tried again.

‘Just fuck off,’ I said, walking away.  I kept going until I was a long way from the feast, and standing by the shore, facing the sea.  As I stood watching the waves, my mind went back years, to the days when life had been easier, happier and more carefree.

‘Come on, Essie! Let’s run!’ Nova yelled, rushing past me.

‘I’m coming!’ I cried, happily.  ‘I’m going to beat you!’

‘No, I’m going to beat you!’ she laughed, sprinting off into the distance.

She was taller and bigger than me, so she always won.  I was little, with short legs and less stamina, but it didn’t stop me from trying, nonetheless.

We ran and ran, heading into the forests and out to the cliffs. We stopped at a beautiful vantage point where we could sit on the rocks and stare out to sea.

Shifting back, we pulled on clothes and sat together on a flat rock. ‘I love it here,’ I said, dreamily, looking over at Nova.

‘Me too.  And you know what, Essie?’ 

‘What?’ I whispered, as her voice had quietened in the darkness.  

‘You’re my best friend in the whole world,’ she said, smiling at me.

‘Am I?’ I asked, excited.  I’d never had a best friend before, and I loved being with Nova. She made me so happy.

‘Yes,’ she said, reaching to hold my hand in the darkness.  ‘I’m so glad you live with the pack now.’

I held her eyes in the moonlight.  ‘Me too...’

‘Can we be best friends forever?’ she asked me.

‘Forever,’ I smiled, squeezing her hand tightly.

She smiled at me again and then we leant our head on each other as we watched the moon over the waves.  Staying like that for a long time, I’d never felt more content.

Coming back to reality at the sound of my name being called, I startled out of my reverie. 

‘Essie?’

‘Go away,’ I said, turning to walk down the beach.

‘Just wait, I want to talk to you...apologise,’ Nova said, sounding frustrated as she followed me down the shoreline. 

‘You’ve already apologised for soaking me with your drink.  Go away!’

‘I wanted to apologise for everything else...not just the drink,’ she exclaimed, sounding annoyed.

I stopped, whirling around to face her.  ‘And you choose to do that now?’ I cried.  ‘No way! Go away!’

‘But we haven’t talked in years,’ she objected.  ‘You just ignore me!’ she said, as I turned and walked away again.

‘Because you’re rude...and horrible...and you ignore me, not the other way around!’ I ranted, striding down the beach at pace.

‘No, it’s not like that,’ she objected.  ‘Essie; please stop and talk to me...’

I stopped, turning to face her.  ‘What? Talk to you? Why? So, I can get rejected again?’ I exclaimed, addressing the white elephant in the room.  ‘I think it’s best that we just stay as we are,’ I told her. ‘I don’t want to see you, talk to you or even know that you exist, okay?’

She took a step closer. ‘I don’t believe you...’ she murmured, her voice dropping to a silky caress.

‘Don’t you dare take another step,’ I warned her.  ‘Stay away from me, alright? That’s what you told me all those years ago.  Well, guess what, Nova-same goes.  Stay away from me.  I don’t want to see you.  I don’t want to be around you.  I don’t want you in my life.  Stay the hell away from me.’

With that, I turned, shifted and ran, hightailing it out of there and back home.  She could fuck off.  She’d been the one to end our friendship, or whatever it had been.  I wasn’t going to let her come crawling back and try and rekindle some kind of truce.  We were well past that, and I knew I couldn’t deal with her being back in my life.  She’d hurt me more than any other person I’d ever known, and so I wasn’t prepared to forgive and forget.

When I got home, I crawled into bed without even undressing. I felt exhausted, and yet my mind was spinning with thought.  I was desperate to sleep but my mind was heading back to the past before I could stop it.

‘Nova, where have you been?’ I exclaimed, as she finally turned up in the darkness.

‘I’ve been forbidden from seeing you, Essie. I’m so sorry,’ she cried, ‘But we can’t do this anymore.’

‘Do what? Be friends?’ I gasped, full of shock.

‘Yes.  It’s been forbidden.  My parents went to the elders and told them what they saw.’

‘It was...I wasn’t...it didn’t mean...that...’ I objected, tearfully, even though what had happened between us had been exactly what the parents and elders were fearing.  To them we were an abhorrence of nature.  Something to be avoided at all costs.  I was beyond devastated.  I hadn’t done anything wrong! Had I? 

‘I know, I know,’ she consoled, reaching out her hands to my arms. ‘But they don’t see it like that...called us...’ she paused.

‘Called us what?’ I asked, hanging on her every word.

‘Unnatural,’ she finally said, sadly.

‘But...but...’ I stuttered.  ‘Nova! They can’t do this!’

‘They’re in charge...and we’re young...yes they can,’ she told me.  ‘They’ve forbidden me from ever seeing you again.’

‘No!’ I cried, beyond hurt. ‘Is that what’s going to happen?’

‘I don’t think we have much choice.’

‘But I...I...’

‘I know,’ she said, not letting me finish. ‘I do too, but it doesn’t matter anymore.  It can
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