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Manbirth Hospital had slotted me to do an O-section at eight A.M., an alpha fertility consult at ten, and a birth canal widening at noon. 

Wind blew the cold spring drizzle into my garage. I maneuvered my six-foot-three frame into my Porsche, started the car, and turned on the wipers. Backing out, I made sure to avoid Froilan’s golf cart.

Thunderstorms spread wet mud on everything and everyone. Even the stone turtles I'd installed around my house’s pond appeared in need of a good spray-down. Mud was everywhere. As much as I loved my job as a male pregnancy physician, that bleary March morning, I wasn’t enthusiastic about going to work.

All that stood between me and Manbirth Hospital was five blocks through Knotting Hill to get to the highway, then ten miles to Manbirth. 

People out here drove too slowly. They did everything too slowly. In the mirror I checked whether the stress was giving me wrinkles. Not yet, but I was only thirty.

Once I was at the hospital with my patients, actually helping omegas become fathers, I’d forget about the rain. I’d even lose that feeling of aimlessness I carried around. One happy pregnant omega’s smile, or a precious newborn’s cry, would wash away all my self-doubt.

I drove right through the puddles on Second Street, letting the snowy-muddy-watery mix splash all over my Porsche’s bright yellow paint. At least in that one way, I’d gone native. I’d given up any hope of keeping my precious car pristine. Out here, nobody even knew what a Porsche was.

Driving past the crazy old farmhouse, past the overfilled bookstore, even past the slightly creepy newspaper building — I pulled up to the only stoplight in this literal one-stoplight town. I glanced to my right. 

The same cat as always sat in the coffee shop’s window: seal point Siamese, brown, with piercing blue eyes. He sat in the window again that day. No customers, no humans at all in that coffee shop, Coffee Cradle. Only the cat. 

Coffee sounded perfect on a cold morning. And that cat was adorable. I only hoped that there was an actual barista in that shop. All I’d ever seen had been the cat.

I parked around the corner and didn’t even wince when a wheel scraped the curb. I muttered to myself: I live in Knotting Hill now. 

Unlike most of Knotting Hill’s AO crowd, I wasn’t interested in starting a family and spending weekends grilling alpha-franks with my kids and grandkids. I’d never fit in for that part. That was the first and most important thing that separated me from my coworkers. 

As an mpreg doctor who was also an unmated alpha, I had to endure the outflowing of pity at my childlessness. Or the “jokes” about a chef who doesn’t eat his own cooking. 

But I wasn’t cut out for family life. On the other hand, I wasn’t going to be the usual Knotting Hill badboy unmated alpha who roamed with his pack of buddies knocking over mailboxes and harassing omegas.

Still, I was trying hard to become a Knotting HIll local. To fit in. I’d been forcing myself to be less uptight, less obsessed with myself and my career, more open to regular people who maybe didn’t have advanced degrees like I did, but were still worthy of my care. Knotting Hill was the place to make that kind of change in myself.

Standing on the sidewalk beside my car, I soaked up freezing rain in my hair and on my face while I fiddled with the Porsche smartphone app to try to turn on the car alarm. The Bluetooth wouldn’t connect, and then my phone crashed.

Oh, fuck it. I didn’t need a car alarm to spend five minutes getting a coffee around the corner at seven A.M. My hair was already growing icicles.

At the front door, Coffee Cradle’s interior looked so private, so serene, that I initially wanted to knock before coming in. It was like entering someone’s home. I reminded myself this was a business, even if from the outside it resembled  some eccentric’s den. 

I pushed the door in. The warm air rushing out over me smelled of espresso. The cat was gone from the window ledge.

“Hello?” I called out. “Are you open?”

The only reply was my own echo bouncing off the tile floor and huge bay windows.  

“Hello, anybody here?” I cleared my throat loudly, as if that were more noticeable than words.

Hurried footsteps came from some back room, like a human-sized cat running.

The barista arrived behind the counter and stood perfectly upright, at attention, staring at me silently, as if he was expecting me to inspect his posture.

“Can I get a coffee?” I asked. It was already ridiculous enough how long I had to wait for this guy to actually emerge from his dungeon, and now I had to remind him that he was there to serve coffee? 

The barista still only looked at me, as if I was the one running a coffee shop and confused about what a customer had come for.

This dude must’ve slid by on his looks his whole life. He was slim, lithe, and beautiful, with high cheekbones, tightly cropped hair, and blue eyes like spotlights. He didn’t need to do anything other than just show up.

I knew the type: he’d absolutely crushed the genetic appearance lottery, and expected everything in life handed to him after that. 

When he stared me up and down, his breathing quickened so much that I heard it in the silence of the shop. Probably an omega. He looked at me again. “What kind of coffee?”

That was actually a good question. I’d been so infatuated by the shop window, the cat, and now this gorgeous man, that I hadn’t even decided what kind of coffee I wanted. That and when he spoke, I smelled the slightest hint of omega pheromones. I could’ve been wrong, but as a male pregnancy doctor, I knew the smell of an omega.

“Latte,” I said, only because it was the first coffee drink I could think of and I didn’t want to wound my pride by standing there deciding like an idiot.

“Got it.” He nodded. He reached into the fridge for a jug of milk and poured it into a metal beaker. His fingers danced on his espresso machine as he pushed buttons and twisted knobs.

I was enraptured by watching him work. It reminded me of watching surgery.

“Nice work. Did you go to barista school or something?” I asked. 

It was an idiotic question. I just somehow wanted to know more about him. Doctors went to medical school. This guy didn’t have the kind of education I had, so in my early-morning fog, I’d made up something called barista school. Maybe it really existed.

“Did I—?” He craned his head toward me as he cranked up the steamer wand bubbling in the metal milk beaker. “Did I go to barista school?”

He allowed me a better look at his face, and a more intense whiff of his omega pheromones.

“It’s nothing.” I shook my head to walk back my meaningless comment. 

The barista held the metal wand to the bottom of the metal beaker. Milk bubbled up to the surface in foam. He stared at it intently. 

“Hey.” I decided to change the subject and relieve the awkwardness. “Where’s that Siamese cat?”

The barista stared, startled. He pulled the metal beaker away from the steamer wand. His hand trembled. The hot milk spilled all over the counter.

“Watch out!” I said. My alpha instinct was to reach across the counter and pull the omega out of danger. But he jumped away even faster: a decidedly feline backwards leap. The milk didn’t burn him, but it covered the counter.

I reached across the counter, and instead of grabbing him, I grabbed the rag he had sitting there, and started wiping off the milk. 

“It’s ok.” He shook his head as his cheeks blushed crimson. “It’s fine. I can— I will— I’ll clean that up.” He dipped his finger in the spilled milk and then licked it off. When he tasted the milk, his gentle smile was nearly beatific. He made the same contented face as a cat having his chin scratched.

“I’m Zak.” I put my hand out to him. It was amazing only introducing myself as Zak. I hadn’t done that in years. Even the other physicians at Manbirth Hospital called me Doctor Meiose, and I didn’t really have friends — especially not in Knotting Hill. 

“I’m— I’m—” He looked down at his hand, the same one he’d just used to wipe the milk, and stepped to the sink. He washed his hands in what seemed like sped-up motion, the whole time nervously looking at me. “I’m Sebastian. Or Seb. Some people call me Seb. You can call me either one.” He shook my hand and smiled at me hesitantly, as if begging for approval.

“Nice to meet you, Seb.” I couldn’t deny it: he was beautiful. His blue eyes contrasted with his brown hair and facial scruff, like the blue shirt and khaki pants I usually wore to work.  

But this wasn’t all about me. Maybe I could get to know this guy. Maybe even befriend him. That would’ve been wild.

So what if he was just a barista? So what if there was no way he was anywhere near my intellectual level? He didn’t need to be. This was Knotting Hill. 

I was absolutely sure I wasn’t lonely. I told everybody who’d listen, including myself. But even if I wasn’t lonely, having an actual friend might have done me some good.

“I’m going to—” He looked in my eyes for a half-second. “I’m going to steam some more milk.” His movements were quick and precise, cat-like. His long, nimble fingers pressed buttons and turned knobs on the heaving monster of an espresso machine. He held the pitcher to the wand and looked at me as if to say I can do it.

Could he do it? He could definitely do it. In the fantasies I’d developed in the ten minutes since first seeing Seb, I’d already imagined him as an unmated omega, maybe one in heat. Fantasies were harmless. For all I knew, he could have been mated, or an alpha, or even a hetero. He didn’t express interest in me, and I wasn’t going to express interest in him — not on my way to work.

With those same nimble hands moving authoritatively over the machine, Seb jerked the espresso press lever up and down. I gulped. 

He caught the flow of espresso in a tiny porcelain cup, waiting until the last drops dripped out, watching them carefully, almost lovingly. I gulped again.

Then he poured the milk and the espresso into a paper cup, put a lid on it, and with two hands, like handling a prize chalice, handed it to me.

“Thank you.” I nodded. 

The cup’s warmth flowed from my hands through my body, as if Seb had somehow taken form in my hands. I hadn’t even tasted the coffee, but the aroma was fantastic. The espresso stimulated my nose so much that I started smelling, or just imagining, a faint whiff of omega pheromones in the shop. 

I wasn’t going to speculate about his AO status. I especially wasn’t going to ask. Not while wearing my hospital badge, and not while already running late to work.

In my hands was the crisp, nutty espresso aroma, the sweet milk, and between them, just barely, something a hell of a lot like omega pheromones. I brought the cup to my mouth and inhaled again. But I always imagined things when I saw an attractive dude. 

I must’ve been imagining pretty vigorously. I was already sporting a hard-on — and not only was I in public, but it was early morning, and I didn’t even know this dude. I liked to assert some alpha privilege and doctor privilege, but walking around a stranger’s coffee shop with an erection at seven A.M. was beyond the pale even for me. 

But this guy was no ordinary random cute guy I saw in a shop. I knew, or maybe I just liked to dream, that he was special.

“Great coffee. Amazing. Thank you.” I nodded and smiled.

“You’re welcome.” Seb smiled back at me. 

When had I ever felt so damn triumphant from a guy smiling at me? Guys smiled at me all the time. Actual doctors smiled at me. Back in the city, celebrities smiled at me. It never affected me the way this guy did.

I had nothing else to say to him, even though I wanted to think of something. Alphas weren’t supposed to feel tongue-tied. But there I was. I smiled and headed for the door.

When I opened the door, he finally said something to me: “Sir! I mean, Zak! Sir.”

“Yeah?” I turned around to steal one more look at him. 

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” He shook his head as if he was about to confess to me that the milk was rancid and the coffee was Folgers. “But you didn’t pay.”

“Oh shit!” I laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m the one who’s sorry. I was just— I mean— it’s morning, so I’m in a hurry—” I was the one suddenly turning red and totally tongue-tied.

What an idiot. An alpha physician who’s entrusted with people’s lives and paid over a million dollars a year forgot to pay for his coffee. I didn’t often feel stupid everyday shame, but yet again, there I was.

I fumbled in my pockets, found my phone, then my wallet.

Seb gave me a toothy smile that made everything better. “It’s ok.”  

His blue eyes shone like lighthouses.

“I don’t even know how much. It’s my first time. I mean my first time at your shop. How much do I owe you?”

“Five dollars. You can pay next time. I mean, if you come here again.”

“I’ll pay now.” I had a personal policy against running a tab. That would have let other people have me by the alpha balls. 

I searched my pockets again, then remembered I”d already found my wallet and put it out on the counter. I searched in the wallet, found a twenty dollar bill, and laid the twenty on the counter. “Great coffee. Keep the change.” 

My normal custom had been to give outrageously big tips just to swing my alpha dick and show off that I had the money and the confidence. But this time, I just didn’t want to humiliate myself any further by awkwardly asking this guy for change.

Like no alpha was supposed to do, I put my metaphorical tail between my legs and timidly scampered out of Coffee Cradle and back to the comfortable cocoon of my Porsche. 

I’d be back to Coffee Cradle sometime, someday. If I could gather up the courage. 

As I drove away, I glanced at the shop in the window. I hoped to see Seb in the window where I’d previously seen the cat, but neither one was there. 

The prospect of the procedures I had to do, the patients I had to console, and the hospital politics I had to navigate were no longer the most challenging things pressing on me. This guy intrigued me so much I was afraid to admit it even to myself.

I floored the gas to merge onto the highway. My speedometer hit triple digits. 

I wasn’t trying to run away from anything. I was just trying to remind myself that I was in control: an alpha, a doctor, a Porsche owner. A man who went where he wanted. A man who wouldn’t be blushing and flustering because he’d just met a cute barista. All that was so far from the truth I couldn’t even make myself believe it.

Next to the speedometer reading a hundred and ten, the dashboard clock read half past seven. I was supposed to be at work already, though I didn’t have my first patient scheduled until eight. 

I cleared my throat. I’d been tongue-tied trying to talk to that gorgeous barista, but at least I could be an alpha when I talked to my car.

“Porsche Bluetooth, call Manbirth.”

“Phone not connected.”

Stupid glitchy electronics. I tried again. “Porsche Bluetooth, activate phone.”

“Phone not connected.” 

I sighed and reached into my pants pocket. There was my wallet. My other pocket was empty. Shirt pocket only had a pen. As I drove, I patted the passenger seat, the storage cubby, all around my car. My phone wasn’t anywhere.

I pulled into the garage at Manbirth with the stark realization that my phone wasn’t on me. I was going to have a particularly shitty day, not just from obsessing over that random barista, but from being without my phone. 

I speed-walked into my office with ten minutes to spare until eight. It would’ve been enough time to sit down at my desk, look up Coffee Cradle’s phone number, call them from my office landline, and tell Seb that I’d left my cellphone on his counter when I was fumbling around and trying to pay. 

Or maybe I’d pretend that I didn’t know where I’d left my phone, because I was such a busy and popular guy with such a full life who went to so many places, and just wanted to check — what the hell was I doing, trying to come up with lies to tell a random barista, when I had exactly five minutes until the start of a procedure?

I was a world-renowned physician. And an alpha. I couldn’t let myself forget that.

No matter how gorgeous Seb was.
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That was too much.

Guys like that didn’t just walk into my coffee shop, or my life. 

And this guy, he definitely had the looks, the manners, and the smell of an alpha.

It was way too much.

I hid way back in my private office in the back of the shop and took off my shoes, my socks, and all my clothes. My watch too. I needed to become a cat to deal with a man so overwhelming — so unforgettably overwhelming. 

Three deep breaths. I relaxed all the muscles in my body, one by one, and closed my eyes. For some reason, it sometimes helped if I sang Happy Birthday, so I did. 

What a sad sight I was: a lonely omega singing Happy Birthday to himself because in human form he couldn’t handle seeing an actual insanely hot alpha. Then I reminded myself that I still lived with my grandma, that all I’d done with my chemistry PhD was starting a coffee shop, and oh yeah, that I’d never even been fucked — much less loved or impregnated. 

All the experts on OTube said that an omega simply biologically couldn’t be happy until he was a father. I didn’t know how true that was, but I knew that I’d never even been a boyfriend, much less a father. And I definitely wasn’t happy. 

One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand. I sat down on the floor and relaxed my arms at my sides. Sitting bare-butted on the cold hardwood floor wasn’t my idea of fun, but I usually had to do that only a few seconds before I started to shift and grew some fur — and claws.

And there it went.

My arms went flaccid. All my limbs were shrinking. I did my best to relax. It was always the weirdest feeling in my mouth: my tongue turning long and narrow, my teeth turning into little pointy spikes. 

I knew the shift was almost done when the big dumb whiskers appeared in my field of vision. Sure, they were supposed to help me sense the wind or some such thing, but I’d never gotten the hang of that wind-sensing stuff: for a part-timer like me, those whiskers were only in the way of me seeing where I was going. 

Or what beautiful single alphas stood in front of me. No, that never happened.

I checked my ears, my paws, and my tail. I was ready to go. With my forehead I pushed open the office door and jogged out to the front of the shop. I hopped up onto the sunny window ledge. The morning drizzle had subsided, as if just for my feline sunning. 

I could yawn, lick my paws, look out the window, and contemplate the world. If I saw any customers coming, I could still scurry to the back room and shift back to human form quickly enough to help them.

In cat form
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