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The Florist’s Bloom 
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — First Petals
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The bell above the shop door chimed softly as morning light spilled across rows of fresh blooms. Luca Bennett inhaled deeply, letting the familiar scent of eucalyptus, roses, and damp soil ground him. Flowers never rushed him. They bloomed when they were ready—and Luca had learned to live the same way.

The florist’s shop sat on a quiet street, half-hidden by climbing ivy and wide windows filled with color. Luca adjusted a bouquet of peonies, fingers gentle, precise. He liked things that grew slowly. Things that needed patience.

The door chimed again.

“Sorry—we’re open, right?” a warm voice asked.

Luca looked up—and froze.

The man standing just inside the doorway looked slightly out of place among the flowers. Sun-kissed skin, sandy hair pulled back loosely, a camera strap slung across his shoulder like an afterthought. His eyes moved through the shop with open curiosity, lingering on details most people missed.

“Yes,” Luca said, finding his voice. “We’re open.”

The man smiled, relieved. “Good. I’m Theo Ramirez. I’m... new in town.” He gestured vaguely, as if the explanation was unfinished. “I was told this is the place to come when you want something meaningful.”

Luca felt something shift in his chest—subtle, like the first bud breaking through soil.

“Well,” Luca replied, offering a small smile, “you’ve come to the right place.”

Theo stepped closer to the counter, gaze flicking between Luca’s hands and the flowers around them. “I’m working on a photography project. People, places... moments that feel alive. And this shop—” He paused, almost shy. “It feels like a story.”

Luca swallowed. Compliments usually made him uncomfortable, but this one landed differently—quiet, sincere. “Flowers tell stories,” he said. “Most people just don’t listen.”

Theo met his eyes then, really met them. Something unspoken passed between them—curiosity, warmth, the faint promise of more.

“I think,” Theo said softly, “I’d like to learn how.”

Luca nodded, heart beating a little faster than before. Outside, the morning continued as usual. Inside the florist’s shop, something new had begun to bloom.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 — Roots and Exposure

[image: ]


The florist’s shop had a rhythm of its own—quiet in the early hours, almost reverent. Luca liked it that way. Morning light filtered through the wide front windows, catching on glass vases and dew-damp petals, turning the shop into something soft and dreamlike.

Theo had returned the next day.

And the next.

He never announced himself loudly, never rushed. He lingered instead, drifting between shelves of wildflowers and potted greenery, camera occasionally lifted, always respectful. Luca pretended not to notice how his presence subtly altered the air in the room.

“You’re early,” Luca said on the third morning, trimming the stems of white ranunculus.

Theo smiled, sheepish. “I wanted to catch the light. It’s different before the city wakes up.”

Luca glanced toward the windows. Theo was right—the light was gentler now, forgiving. It made everything feel more honest.

“You always talk about light like it’s alive,” Luca said.

Theo shrugged. “It kind of is. It reveals things people don’t always want seen.”

The words landed deeper than Luca expected. He focused on his work, carefully arranging the flowers. “Flowers do the same thing,” he said quietly. “You can’t rush them. You can’t hide what they are.”

Theo watched him for a moment longer than necessary. “That’s probably why I keep coming back.”

Luca’s hands stilled.

Before he could respond, the bell above the door chimed sharply.

The mood shifted instantly.

“Luca!” a familiar voice called. “Please tell me you can save me.”

Luca looked up—and his breath caught.

Noah Callahan stood in the doorway, tall and polished in a tailored jacket, hair slightly damp from rain or impatience. He carried himself with effortless confidence, like someone who was used to being noticed. Used to being wanted.

And Luca had_toggle feelings.

“Noah,” Luca said, voice steady despite the sudden tightness in his chest. “You’re early.”

“I had a cancellation,” Noah replied smoothly, stepping inside and glancing around the shop. His gaze flicked to Theo briefly—assessing, curious—before returning to Luca. “I need something special. An arrangement for tonight.”

Theo instinctively stepped back, sensing the shift, but not leaving. Luca noticed—and felt oddly grateful.

“What’s the occasion?” Luca asked.

Noah hesitated. Just a second too long. “An opening. Gallery event.”

Of course.

Luca nodded, already reaching for greenery. “Any preferences?”

“Something bold,” Noah said. “Confident. A little dangerous.”

Theo raised an eyebrow, amused.

Luca swallowed, fingers tightening around the stems. Noah had always liked things that made a statement. Things that didn’t apologize for taking up space.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

As Luca worked, he felt Theo’s quiet presence behind him—watching, observing, not interrupting. Noah leaned casually against the counter, eyes following Luca’s hands.

“You’re different lately,” Noah said. “Calmer.”

Luca didn’t look up. “People change.”

Noah smiled faintly. “Some of us grow roots. Others keep moving.”

Theo shifted slightly.

“I don’t think those things are opposites,” Theo said gently. “Movement doesn’t mean lack of depth.”

Noah turned toward him fully now, studying him with open curiosity. “And you are...?”

“Theo,” he replied, extending a hand. “Photographer.”

Noah shook it, grip firm. “Noah. Curator.”

Luca felt the tension coil tightly between them—two very different energies colliding in his small, sacred space.

When the arrangement was finished, Luca stepped back. Deep red anthuriums, dark greenery, a touch of white—bold but grounded.

Noah’s eyes softened. “You always know exactly what I need.”

Luca met his gaze, something unspoken flickering between them. “I know what flowers say,” he replied. “Not always what people do.”

Noah paid, lingering longer than necessary. “Maybe we should catch up sometime. Just us.”

Theo watched quietly.

After Noah left, the shop felt strangely hollow.

“You okay?” Theo asked softly.

Luca exhaled. “That was... complicated.”

Theo nodded. “Old roots?”

“Yes,” Luca admitted. “And maybe... ones I never fully pulled out.”

Theo smiled—not threatened, not distant. Just honest. “Flowers don’t bloom all at once,” he said. “Some take longer. Some surprise you.”

Luca looked at him then—really looked—and felt something warm and unsettling stir in his chest.

Outside, clouds parted, sunlight spilling back into the shop.

And Luca knew, with quiet certainty, that his carefully tended world had begun to shift again.
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Chapter 3 — Thorns Beneath the Surface
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The rain arrived without warning, a sudden Florida downpour that rattled against the shop’s windows and turned the street outside into a blur of motion and reflection. Luca stood behind the counter, watching it fall, feeling strangely exposed—as if the storm had peeled something open inside him.

Theo was still there.

He hadn’t left after Noah had gone. Instead, he’d wandered to the back of the shop, drawn to the smaller room where Luca kept rare blooms and unfinished arrangements. The space smelled richer here—earthy, green, alive.

“You don’t hide much back here,” Theo said quietly, fingers hovering near a trailing philodendron. “Most people keep the messy parts out of sight.”

Luca smiled faintly. “Plants don’t like pretending.”

Theo met his eyes. “Neither do I.”

The honesty in his voice made Luca’s chest tighten. He moved closer, close enough to notice the faint scent of rain clinging to Theo’s jacket, the way his presence felt calm without being passive.

“You asked about roots earlier,” Luca said. “Noah’s... history.”

Theo nodded, not pushing. “You don’t have to explain.”

“I want to,” Luca replied, surprising himself.

They sat at the small worktable near the back, surrounded by buckets of half-open blooms. Luca absently twisted a stem between his fingers.

“Noah and I were together years ago,” he began. “Before the shop. Before I knew what I wanted to build.”

Theo listened intently, eyes steady.

“He was exciting,” Luca continued. “Everything felt possible with him. Openings, travel, people watching us like we mattered.” He laughed softly. “But it was all momentum. No place to stop.”

Theo considered that. “And you needed somewhere to land.”

“Yes.” Luca’s voice dropped. “But I didn’t know how to ask for it. And he didn’t know how to stay.”

Silence settled between them—not awkward, just heavy with meaning.

Before Theo could respond, the bell chimed again.

Luca stiffened instinctively.

Noah stepped inside, rain-damp and unapologetic, like he belonged there despite having already left once today.

“I forgot something,” he said lightly—then noticed Theo fully. His gaze sharpened. “Oh.”

Theo straightened but didn’t retreat.

“I left my umbrella,” Noah added, glancing around though it clearly wasn’t the point. His attention returned to Luca. “I was hoping we could talk.”

Luca hesitated, then nodded. “Give us a minute?”

Theo gave him a small, encouraging smile. “I’ll check the front.”

As Theo moved away, Noah stepped closer, lowering his voice. “You didn’t mention you were seeing someone.”

“I’m not,” Luca replied. “Not exactly.”

Noah’s lips curved into something unreadable. “But you could be.”

Luca exhaled slowly. “That’s not fair.”

“Neither is pretending we don’t still feel something,” Noah said. “You know we do.”

Luca did know. That was the problem.

“I loved you,” Luca said quietly. “But loving you meant constantly chasing.”

Noah softened. “And you loved it.”

“I loved who I thought I could become,” Luca corrected. “Not who I was when you weren’t looking.”

The words hung between them.

Noah reached out, stopping just short of touching Luca’s wrist. “People grow,” he said. “I’ve changed.”

Luca searched his face—and wanted to believe it.

From the front of the shop, Theo watched the reflection in the glass, his jaw tightening slightly. He told himself it was none of his business. Still, something sharp twisted beneath his ribs.

When Noah finally left again, the storm had softened into mist.

Theo approached slowly. “Everything okay?”

Luca nodded, though his heart was racing. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“I didn’t see much,” Theo replied. “Just someone who still matters to you.”

Luca swallowed. “And you?”

Theo met his gaze, eyes open and unguarded. “I matter to myself,” he said gently. “And I won’t compete for space that isn’t offered.”

The quiet strength in his words stunned Luca.

“I don’t want to choose out of fear,” Luca said.

Theo smiled softly. “Then don’t rush. Flowers bloom when they’re ready.”

Luca reached out, brushing soil from Theo’s sleeve—a simple touch, but intentional. The air between them felt charged, tender.

Outside, the last of the rain faded.

And beneath Luca’s calm exterior, thorns and blossoms twisted together—signaling that something beautiful, and dangerous, was beginning to grow.
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