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Chapter One


Chamomile Greenthroat enjoyed life.

On Firstdays he helped old Lyesmith do his shopping and cleaning, as well as poor Maggie Brownbird, whose health was not good and whose husband traveled. One week of the month he kept the counter at Mavis Silverscales’ general store while she visited her sister’s family in the next town, and every other Fourthday he watched little ones while the Goldenbough Town Council convened and the book club met at the library.

He was paid when it could be afforded, or else rewarded in goods or food. His kitchen cupboards never lacked, and just last week Hilbet Surecast sent her boys to wash his windows.

It was not a way of life he’d sought out, exactly. It just seemed to happen. Chamomile went nearly a year without giving thought to regular employment, too busy with his schedule of favors to realize that he didn’t have such a position or, particularly, a need for one.

One day, as Mavis wrapped up his bundle of soap and yarn and paper, purchased with credit she’d given for help around the shop, he paused, and realized he could not recall the last time he’d actually paid her, only that every time he reached into his pocket she waved him off.

“I think hauling twenty sacks of potatoes around last Fifthday well covers this, Cham,” she would say, or something like it, on every occasion. “Don’t worry about it.”

It was like that everywhere. Rheta Lightfood said “Psh!” at the notion of coin for his basket of berries, citing his aid clearing her attic the week before. Bertie Greenswitch brought him coal for the third winter in a row, and when asked, said it was repayment for mending his fishing nets every spring.

It was hardly to be believed. There was a part of Chamomile that waited for this precarious balance he’d struck to falter, for a need to arise that couldn’t be filled in this manner, but time passed and such an event never came. He made his way helping people in town, and unconventional though it was, he was supported.

Perhaps, he reasoned, it wasn’t as spectacular as it seemed. Families that lived in Goldenbough had done so for generations, and the Greenthroats, though now lived only by himself, were no exception. Goldenbough was a close knit community, hemmed in on all sides by Jadepin Lake, the River Awn, and the valley in which it sat. The East-West Road was the nearest source of traffic, and connected only by a narrow, dusty trail called Golden Lane. Newcomers were an infrequent occurrence, and the most traveling ‘Boughers did was to Wavecrest, two days south, or Hiddenvale to the north, which was, apropos to its name, even more secluded.

Chamomile kept the family home comfortably warm and tidy, if cluttered by the collected belongings of his relatives. On easy weather days he opened the windows to let the air in, and the curtains on clear nights so he might stargaze as he drifted off, tucked under a quilt. He wasn’t much of a green thumb, if truth be told, but his mother’s garden was virtually self-supporting, and got on respectably well with minimal assistance.

His grandmother’s books filled the sitting room’s many shelves, interspaced by his father’s whittled knick-knacks. His mother’s painted murals adorned more walls than not throughout the home, turning the living room into a brightly-lit meadow, the master bedroom into a starry night sky, and the nursery into a springtime forest.

Chamomile stood in the doorway to the nursery, looking into it. One of his earliest memories was of his mother craning precariously atop a short ladder, stretching to shade a hanging blossom, while his father, in the rocker with its crooked leg, carved a little goat for the neighbors’ newborn.

The nursery was kept clean and usable well after he’d graduated to a bedroom, though his mother had stayed away from it except on dusting days after his father’s early death. She’d never spoken of it, but Chamomile suspected they’d planned for more children, to try and break the unintentional tradition of small Greenthroat families.

He studied the crib in its place under the window, and the mural behind it, dwelling on thoughts of his parents and what they might have wanted.

Quietly, Chamomile despaired. He had always dearly wanted children, even as a child himself, playing games of pretend families with his peers. Grown, the desire had become visceral. He craved a warm little body wiggling in his arms, for small voices and laughter to fill his home with cozy chaos.

He was running out of time, and he knew it. Well into his thirties and unattached, he felt the passing of each year as a chance untaken, time irrevocably lost.

Chamomile chewed his lip as he stared into the nursery. Almost everything within was constructed with love and care by Greenthroats past: the crib, heavy and fashioned of dark wood, built by his great-great-grandmother; the pillow and tiny quilt inside sewn by his great-grandfather; and the mobile overhead crafted by his own father, down to the painted raindrops and petals that matched the flowering trees on the walls.

He ached to look at it all, in his heart and in his stomach.

There was still something he could do. It was a thought he’d had on occasion, on lonely nights when he drank too much wine. A tradition from days past, for when a lonely omega had no other recourse. He’d read of it in one of his grandmother’s books when he was a young man, feeling the stirring of puberty and looking for sordid things to stir him up more. His interest in it had changed over time, from an inspiration for his fantasies to a possibility, had he only the courage.

Every now and then, over the years, he took the book down and thumbed its spine, considering. Each time he’d hidden it deeper and higher among the shelves, until he needed to drag a kitchen chair over and stretch to retrieve it.

He needn’t have bothered, though, for he remembered the composition of the bouquet correctly: sticky catchfly for an invitation, daisies for new beginnings, and grass for submission.

Chamomile grew all of those in his garden. Perhaps he knew himself better than he’d realized, had known a time would come when he would be brave enough to make a little charm of flowers, tied with grass, and leave it on the flat stone by his walk for precisely five days.

If he was lucky, an alpha would give an answer in fern, or ivy, or white heather. Chamomile imagined a sprig of forsythia left on his stone and shivered.

The timing isn’t right, whispered the same voice of doubt that came every time he considered the old tradition. Wait a few months. Wait for a heat.

Halfway to the kitchen, and the door that led to the garden, he slowed, chewing his lip. The odds of conceiving were greatly reduced outside of heat, it was true...but he had waited so long already that he’d thoroughly lost the taste for it. There was no more waiting in him. And what if, when his heat came, this sudden fire deserted him?

No, now was the time. It felt right, in all ways.

Awash with nerves but decided, Chamomile took up his shears, gloves, and a pail of water, and went out the kitchen door. He chose two modest blooms from his daisy bush and a sprig of catchfly that was deeply pink, and pried up a few lush strands of grass.

His stomach was in knots as he knelt to leave his painstakingly-made charm on the stone, sheltered by his mailbox. It was twilight by that time, and he stopped to admire the horizon. Goldenbough lay beneath him down the hill, Jadepin Lake visible beyond it. If he squinted, he could make out a few figures walking the streets, but by and large the townspeople were settled in their homes for the night.

Chamomile wondered if his plan would work, and if it did, which alpha would answer him. There was Quizzel Firefingers, the blacksmith, whose broad shoulders and large, sooty muscles he sometimes stopped to admire. He imagined a daughter with his green eyes and laugh. Or perhaps a son, with Tabitha Lightwind’s flyaway blonde hair and her shrewd smile. And one must not forget Roa Fishcatcher, who was so very tall, and calm as the lake surface.

There were any number of fine alphas whose attentions Chamomile would count himself fortunate to receive. Upon consideration, he found he had no preference between the blond child, or the green-eyed child, or the calm-mannered child. Any child would make him happy.

With one last look at the town, and a wish on his charm, he returned inside and closed the door.
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The next morning there was a bottle of milk on the stone next to his charm, but no answer.

Be still, he urged his racing heart. The only one to have seen the charm yet would have been the milkman. Patience.

Chamomile marshaled himself and made the walk to town, where he went about his business. His neighbors, he knew, would see the charm and spread the word. The tradition had not been enacted in many years, to his knowledge, but parents and grandparents would know of it, and soon the gossip mill would ensure that everyone did.

He blushed fiercely as he unlocked Andee Flowingscript’s bookstore and flipped the sign. Andee’s mother-in-law had been doing poorly as of late, and Chamomile had spent the better part of the week minding the shop for them.

He sold Andee’s stock of The Language of Flowers by Jhula Rowanbow (three copies), and a book on traditional courtship rituals. He thought nothing of it.

A little before dinnertime he locked up and walked home, smiling at those he passed along the way. When he reached the little cobble path to his door, he kept his eyes firmly raised as he checked his mailbox. It was empty; he had not been expecting anything. Finally, belly squirming with nervous energy, he looked down, and gasped.

Two little bundles were neatly placed next to his charm. One was fern and chrysanthemum, the other, sweet pea and fern again. Fern, meaning fascination, confidence, shelter. Good, proper alpha traits. Chrysanthemum for affection, support, and cheerfulness. The sweet pea stumped him, somewhat. To his memory it symbolized goodbyes, and parting lovers. Much more appropriate to receive after—

He blushed, and went inside to fetch his own copy of The Language of Flowers, which helpfully reminded him that sweet pea could also mean blissful pleasure. Chamomile abandoned the book in favor of preparing a calming tea, his cheeks glowing with intense warmth.

The next morning there was yet another bundle, this one composed of garlic flower (for strength) and a bloom Chamomile could not immediately identify. His encyclopedia pronounced it a cactus flower, and The Language informed him it meant endurance.

Heavens. That presented quite the picture.

At the bookstore that day, Chamomile was forced to turn away Addicus Blackearth when he came looking for The Language of Flowers. Desperately trying not to make assumptions, he advised the pouting young alpha, “Your, ah, elders might be able to help you with your problem.”

There were three new bundles when he returned home, and two more the following morning.

As the week progressed, Chamomile was reduced to a smiling, stammering mess when he spoke to anyone in town, so flattered and surprised was he by the response to his charm. Even the bundles indicating platonic sentiments, such as friendship and a willingness to help, pleased him immensely.

It was difficult not to try to match charms to alphas as he passed them in the street, or as they came into Andee’s shop. Could lsagail Littlebird have left him the yellow tulip? There’s sunshine in your smile. Or Harbor Gutbleed the viscaria? Dance with me.

According to tradition, he was to let the bundles collect until the end of the five days, but it pained him to watch the flowers grow limp and the greens dull. In the spirit of compromise, he placed them all in their own mugs and teacups with water. He toyed with the idea of cutting the stems, but managed to hold himself back.

The next morning there was a new bundle, and another in the evening that was left in its own little jar. This discovery pleased him, and he made a mental note of that one, with its budding anemone (protection).

The morning of the final day, Chamomile paused to admire his collection. The flat stone was too small for its many burdens, pots and cups and jars of flowers littering the base of his mailbox. He felt swollen with happiness, and well-loved.

There were no new bundles that morning, but the evening brought what would be the final answer to his charm. He returned late that night, having stayed for coffee with members of the book club, and almost missed it in the dark, amongst the disorder.

Per his grandmother’s book, an alpha’s placement of their answering charm in relation to the omega’s was significant. The further away, the more platonic their feelings; the closer, the more passionate. Many of his charms had been placed a few interested but courteous inches away, even as their number grew, while a handful were firmly in friendly-and-helpful territory. The Strength-and-Endurance-Alpha’s had been boldly placed, its leaves almost touching those of his.

This latest addition was almost on top of his charm, and most definitely touching it. Quite possibly it was incidental—the remaining free space on his stone orbited his charm, and the last bundle was quite a large one. A modest bouquet, even. All of the other charms included only a sprig or two of each flower, and none had more than three types. In no way were those charms inadequate—the construction of each was carefully considered, the blooms perky and the greens vividly healthy.

Yet still, in contrast, this bouquet was something.

Fern and garlic, yes, but also the white heather he had imagined, and ivy with white tendrils, which was affection but also anxious to please. There were gardenia (secret love) and blue violets (faithfulness) and tulips, both variegated (beautiful eyes) and red (a declaration of love). Bluebells (humility), camellias (desire), and flax (domesticity) joined them, and in the center there was a single gloxinia in mid-bloom, which meant love at first sight.

It was not a pretty bouquet, busy as it was, and had obviously been designed with its message in mind over composition and aesthetic. That, however, meant nothing to Chamomile, who nearly swooned as he held it in his hands, hopelessly charmed by the earnestness of his admirer. His heart pounded as he buried his face in it to smell its confused, sweet scent.

There was no mistaking the meaning of this offering: this alpha wanted to be more than the father of his children, but his mate as well. His partner in life. Chamomile, excitedly examining each wonderful bloom, could not imagine denying them.

He only wondered who it was and why, when they felt so strongly, they had not approached him sooner.

Moving all of the charms into the house required several trips. Once inside, he immediately sat down to trim the stems, as he’d burned to do for days. He put the whole lot in a short pot with water, and put it in the rear-facing kitchen window.

He stood back to beam at them, hands on his hips and pleased as punch. Placed there, he could enjoy them without seeming to flaunt his favors.

Task completed, Chamomile dusted his hands and finally turned back to the bouquet. Part of him regretted that he must pick it apart, but his response to his chosen alpha was to contain flowers from both theirs and his own, original charm. He delved his fingers into the mass of stems, eager to begin, but stopped when his fingers met something solid: gleaming, lacquered wooden rings, that bound the bouquet together.

No, not rings, he found, upon investigating, but a single, spiraling piece—thin, and yet supple enough to stretch, just a bit. It bore an odd texture beneath his fingertips, and after carefully extracting it and holding it to the light, Chamomile saw the texture was, in fact, delicate designs carved along the entire length on both sides. Whorls and loops and braids, here what might be a flowering vine, and there a body of flowing water. He regretted that it was night; in the meager light, he could only guess at the motif. The lines were so thin, he struggled to track them.

The piece was just the right size to be worn on his arm. No, it was intended to be—it was a wrist cuff.

Placing it gently on the table top, he sat back to consider it. Had he doubted the unknown alpha’s sincerity, this would erase all uncertainty. Wearing it, he knew, would be tantamount to accepting the mysterious alpha as his mate.

In many ways that was all that made him hesitate: the mystery. Luckily it was less of one than it might have been, the cuff acting as a considerable clue. A marriage gift was to be made with one’s hands; no self-respecting alpha would give an omega such a gift unless they themselves crafted it, and the exceptional construction of the cuff left only one possibility in all of Goldenbough: Lark Woodwhistler.

Of course Chamomile knew him. Goldenbough was a small village—it was a wonder they weren’t all related. Lark was a carpenter who lived on the edge of town opposite Chamomile. He sold wood sculpture and furniture through Mavis Silverscales’ general store. His pieces went for large sums, and brought outside custom to Goldenbough. One might even call him famous, though mostly he was known for being a solitary sort.

Chamomile knew him to be somewhat intimidating in his silence, though by all indications he was as good a man as any. His work was exceptional and fairly priced, and commissions were returned in a timely manner. He gave his services in charity when those in need could not afford them; no roofs leaked in Goldenbough, no matter how severe the summer storms, or frequent the spring rains.

Chamomile dimly recalled him as a tall man with hair more red than blond, and perhaps hazel eyes. Chamomile thought Lark must be his senior by a decade, if not slightly more.

The last time they met had been some months ago, when Chamomile assisted Doctor Golden Longfeather, standing in as her assistant in place of Corte Bluesky. Lark had smashed a finger days before and wrapped it, meaning to let it heal on its own, but the persistent pain had grown to worry him. Chamomile had washed it in hot saltwater and rewrapped it after Golden’s examination.

He hadn’t noticed anything odd in their interaction that day, though there was not much to dissect. Lark was clipped in his answers and did not speak unless spoken to. Chamomile, sensing his preference, had not tried to engage him in conversation.

Now, at his kitchen table, Chamomile toyed with the cuff, squeezing it gently to aid his thought process as he came to...well, at least one decision. There were more to be made, but one was more than enough to be getting on with.

And so Chamomile straightened up, pulled a few exceptionally pretty blooms from Lark’s bouquet, and set to fashioning his answer. He bound his grass and daisies, drooping by this point, to stems of white heather, bluebells, camellia, and flax, tying them with a piece of twine.

After a moment’s thought and a quick trip to his garden, he added fresh forsythia.

It was later than he’d realized by the time he stepped outside to place the new bundle on his flat stone. The waning moon was high overhead, and there was an unseasonable nip in the breeze. Chamomile spared a moment to close his eyes and hope, holding his housecoat tight at the throat, before going inside again.

He placed the cuff on his bedside table for the time being, ignoring how it seemed to beseech him for an answer. The alpha who made it—Lark—would come to his room tomorrow night and, fate willing, give him a child. As to the cuff and the offer it represented, he would make his decision in the morning.


Chapter Two


Chamomile woke the next day from a predictably restless sleep. His insides roiled all day long, nervousness dampening his appetite. He only drank a cup of tea for breakfast, and took a ham roll to the bookshop with him but didn’t eat it. Lunch brought the offering of an apple from Rheta Lightfoot and her produce stand across the street, but the acid did not mix well with his excited stomach.

By midday, news of his choice had circulated, and he thought he could see its effects. Some alphas seemed to avert their eyes when he crossed paths with them, while others approached to give friendly handshakes and well-wishes. Unspoken, but nonetheless communicated by all was acceptance of his choice.

Quizzel Firefingers gave him a broad smile and a nod as Chamomile passed his forge. Tabitha Lightwind came to the bookshop and, very casually, gave him her mother’s recipe for a tea to settle the stomach. Roa Fishcatcher waved to him cheerily on their way home, the day’s catch braced on their shoulders.

Lark Woodwhistler he did not see, but that was not unusual.

His answering bundle was gone when he returned that evening, bringing them to the penultimate stage of the ritual. Chamomile let himself into his house with shaking hands. He forced himself to eat supper, however light, and brewed a pot of his namesake before bed. He anticipated difficulty sleeping, and didn’t want to stare up at the ceiling all night, waiting for Lark. Though, perhaps that was inevitable.

He did, eventually, sleep, but it was a gentle one. The sound of heavy boots on his floors woke him, though they stepped quietly.

Chamomile had rolled as he slept and put his back to the door. Not wanting to move, he could only fix his eyes on the quilt as he fought to relax his body, as the footsteps stopped in his doorway.

He heard his visitor taking deep, measured breaths. Perhaps Lark Woodwhistler was nervous too.

There was a sound like fabric falling to the floor. Rustling. Despite his attempts to control it, Chamomile’s breaths were coming quicker, louder. He closed his mouth, hoping Lark could not hear him; he did not want to betray his nerves.

The bed dipped as Lark sat on the edge, and a hand laid itself on Chamomile’s blanketed hip. He didn’t flinch, and he was proud of it, for Lark’s touch was gentle, a question. Chamomile, arrested by the breadth of that hand, the warmth of it, uncurled a little.

Lark felt him relax and took it as the permission it was, joining him under the quilt and huddling close. It startled Chamomile how natural Lark felt at his back—how comforting his heavy, bracketing arms and his furnace-warm heat were. Chamomile, who was cold-natured, sighed his pleasure and basked in it as Lark tucked his face into the back of his neck.

For a time Lark simply breathed against him, until Chamomile’s pattering heart gradually calmed and their breaths came in tandem. Lark had removed his coat and boots, but still wore his shirt and trousers. Whether it was his skin or his clothing, he smelled of cedar and sawdust, underlaid by the heady scent of alpha. It made Chamomile’s toes curl beneath the quilt, and before he knew it, he was a gooey, melted puddle of an omega in Lark’s quiet embrace, drifting fast into what promised to be a lovely, deep sleep.

It was then, when he was so relaxed he veritably purred, that Lark finally made his move. He had, after all, come for more than a cuddle and a good night’s sleep.

Lips touched his nape. Lightly at first, firmer when he did not move away. They kissed a slow trail up and into his curls. Chamomile arched his neck and turned his face so they might continue along his cheek. He smiled, and felt a puff of air that might have been a laugh. One of Lark’s broad hands slipped its fingers between the buttons of Chamomile’s nightshirt, rough tips scratching his skin; the other wrapped around Chamomile’s hands, massaging a thumb between the small bones.

He felt Lark’s stand growing at his seat, though Lark tried to politely hold his hips away as he eased them slowly into intimacy. Chamomile, touched by the consideration, nonetheless found himself eager to know the exact shape and span of his lover, and wiggled backwards with intent. Lark’s arms tightened around him with a soft sound of surprise, trapping him close. Chamomile answered with his own pleased hum, still moving his hips.

Shuddering, Lark cupped his chin, and pulled him into a deep and coaxing kiss. Chamomile turned in Lark’s arms to grasp his lapels, eager to open to it, until it grew into the wettest, messiest kiss he’d ever had.

Oh, this is glorious, Chamomile thought, hardly nervous at all anymore, as he met Lark’s tongue with his own and rocked his erection against the thigh Lark had squeezed between his. He fumbled with Lark’s buttons, flitting indecisively between pants and shirt, only knowing that both must come off, and not which order he preferred.

“Off, off, off,” he chanted, pushing Lark’s pants down his legs with his feet as Lark tried to assist him.

Lark laughed, louder than before, and broke the spell of near-silence.

“Off, off, off,” he said, teasing, as he rucked Chamomile’s nightshirt up over his thighs, over his belly. He made a throaty noise at the nakedness beneath that went straight to Chamomile’s groin.

Chamomile, whose inner thighs were slick with excitement, whose heart thundered in his chest. With his nightshirt no longer an obstacle, he pulled Lark’s hips close with his knees, bringing their hot flesh together. Lark groaned into his mouth, his hands falling to grasp Chamomile's hipbones and lift him flush.

The burning length of Lark’s cock stuck slightly in the wetness between Chamomile’s thighs, at the same time Lark’s hard stomach presented itself as an excellent surface for rubbing his own erection against. Chamomile whined with want, muscles clenching at the growing emptiness he felt, but for the moment was quite happy to grind inelegantly against all parts of Lark he could reach.

“Where did you get the gloxinia?” Chamomile heard himself ask, distantly.

Lark chuckled breathlessly between sucking kisses. He moved in time with Chamomile, helpfully holding one of his thighs aloft to deepen the angle. “Wavecrest,” he said.

“Is that what took you so long?” Chamomile’s arms wrapped around Lark’s back, holding him so their chests touched, but for the shirts they still wore.

Lark slowed in his motions, unable to stop entirely. He took Chamomile’s face in his hands and met their eyes, brushing a stray curl aside with his thumb. “Would that I had acted sooner,” he said sincerely, as his hips moved roughly.

Chamomile had been referring to the bouquet, left under his mailbox on the last day of the ritual, but knew Lark spoke of something else entirely. He licked his lips, nodding as Lark kissed him, and kissed back as Lark finally reached down to fit the tip of his cock to Chamomile’s entrance.

He pressed inside slowly, so slowly. Chamomile didn’t know what to do with his hands; they grasped at Lark’s short hair, pawed at his shoulders and wrapped around his neck as he groaned at the stretch of Lark sinking into him.

Fully seated, Lark paused to breathe, his eyes closed. Chamomile cooed beneath him, petting and stroking and dotting kisses along his jaw, delighting in the occasional twitch of a thrust he managed to provoke. When Lark opened his eyes, visibly prepared to get down to business, he pressed a hard kiss to Chamomile’s forehead, tucked his face against his neck, and thrust firmly into him.

Chamomile made a noise and clung to him. He drew his nails over Lark’s skin, goosebumps rising in their wake.

Steadily moving, Lark sucked marks on Chamomile’s throat in a line that went down the vee of his nightshirt. He flipped the collar with his nose, tickling the underside of Chamomile’s chin with a point of fabric.

“Take it off?” he asked, and of course Chamomile obliged, though his trembling fingers struggled with the buttons. He shucked himself free as well as he was able without interrupting their lovemaking, and set upon Lark’s mostly undone shirt next. Both were summarily discarded, either lost in the bedclothes or fallen to the floor.

Lark was fascinated by his curls, Chamomile was amused to find. He combed his fingers through them, buried his nose amongst them. Chamomile could only imagine the rat’s nest he would have to untangle in the morning and could not help but laugh, earning himself a harder thrust of hips.

Lark felt so good, his rhythm regular and inescapable, the fat length of his cock striking all the best spots inside him. Chamomile’s peak came over him quickly, and he sank his teeth into the meat of Lark’s shoulder as he spurted between their bellies. It seemed every muscle in his pelvis squeezed in that moment, his body trying to trap a knot and milk it with fluttering contractions that shook Chamomile in waves, except Lark had not yet swollen inside him.

Lark inhaled sharply, swearing against his temple at the sudden grip, surely as tight as a fist around his cock. Chamomile would have laughed, had he the breath to. In the wake of Chamomile’s climax, Lark took a few deep, steadying breaths, and gently resumed, mindful of his sensitivity.

Chamomile felt weak in the aftermath, gone languid in a way that was decadent, but for the occasional zing of pleasure that made him twitch and shiver. Every sporadic squeeze made Lark grunt, which made Chamomile grin.

“Scoundrel,” Lark said with affection, and Chamomile preened, dragging his nails harder down Lark’s back. Lark bent his neck to catch his mouth for a kiss, before getting his knees beneath him and bodily sitting them both upright, pulling Chamomile into his lap. Chamomile draped himself over Lark’s shoulders like a purring blanket, happy to shower every bit of skin he could reach with mindless nips and kisses. Lark arranged his legs to his satisfaction, hooked his hands beneath his bottom, and recommenced.

Chamomile was free with his moans and gasps, encouraged by Lark’s hands and how they tightened on him with each elated sound, by the powerful drum of Lark’s heart against his chest. Slickness ran freely from him, down his thighs in wet lines. He shivered to think of it making a mess of the sheets and dripping down Lark’s sack.

“I’ve always liked red hair,” he mused, going high on the word red as Lark’s hips snapped into him, Lark groaning helplessly into his hair. “Red hair with curls…and hazel eyes…ah!”

With a growl, Lark tossed him down to the mattress and flipped him onto his belly, moving down the bed as Chamomile lay stunned. Surely Lark wasn’t leaving—but no, that was his mouth between Chamomile’s legs, and his tongue snaking out, and his teeth nipping somewhat less than gently.

Chamomile smothered a shocked cry in his pillow, hips twitching after Lark’s mouth. He felt a gush and a spasm in his core—he’d come again—and heard Lark’s answering moan at his flavor. There was another sound: Lark, working himself by hand, aided by Chamomile’s slickness.

Chamomile whimpered. “Lark,” he called feebly, emerging from the pillow he had a deathgrip on to gasp for air. Good man that he was, Lark climbed up his body and jerked his hips, entering him easily with a stab of a thrust, Chamomile’s body offering him no resistance.

Lark gave a wheezy chuckle as Chamomile wailed into his pillow. His grip on Chamomile’s hips (which were growing sore) was bruisingly strong, so different from the sweet gentleness they’d begun the evening with, but just as welcome. His strokes had slowed, gone short and sharp, and his swelling knot pulled at the rim of Chamomile’s entrance with every pass. Chamomile felt himself spiraling rapidly, and desperately fought back the orgasm that threatened to wash him away.

Not yet, not yet!

He patted around blindly for Lark, suddenly needing to touch him, to ground himself. Lark bent close and took Chamomile’s searching hand in one of his own.

“Lark—“ Chamomile gasped. “Please—“

“Nearly, love,” Lark groaned, panting at his nape. “Nearly there.”

Despite his words, ages seemed to pass before Lark sank into him a final time, his knot huge and hard and better than anything Chamomile had ever felt—save for, perhaps, the moment when he was finally able to let go, sobbing as his core tightened so violently it hurt.

Propped up on his trembling arms, Lark hung above him weakly, breathing wetly against Chamomile’s spin, between his shoulder blades. They lay together in recovery, mutually stunned for several long minutes.

Chamomile poked the inside of Lark’s elbow to break the moment, buckling it. Lark fell half onto his back, pushing the air out of him, but he still giggled.

Lark huffed with amusement. He tugged on his knot, caught in the grip of Chamomile’s body, in retaliation. It set off a series of pleasurable sparks low in his belly. Chamomile yelped with pleasure.

“Do that again,” he said with a wiggle, urging him on.

Lark laboriously pushed himself up. “Going to have to,” he said. “Hold on.”

Chamomile thought he would arrange them on their sides, but instead Lark rolled onto his back, propped up by the pillows, and had Chamomile lie on his chest. “Try that,” Lark said, settling back.

Chamomile blinked at him over his shoulder. “Try what?”

Lark chuckled, still winded; it was a wonderfully breathless sound. “Move your hips,” he said, demonstrably leading Chamomile’s hips in small, circular motions with his hands. Each rotation pulled Lark’s knot in him, pushing it into all those wonderful places inside. “Like this.”

“Oh!”

“Yeah, just like that.” Lark rested his hands on Chamomile’s waist, no further coaching needed.

“Why does this feel—oh! So good?” Chamomile asked, letting his head fall back onto Lark’s shoulder.

“I couldn’t say,” Lark said, muffled. He had turned his face into Chamomile’s curls once more, inhaling the scent of his hair. One of his hands lay, warm and heavy, on Chamomile’s belly over his womb. “It’s good for catching, or so I’m told.”

Chamomile rested his hand over Lark’s and wove their fingers together, still gently grinding on Lark’s knot.

“I might be able to go again in the morning,” Lark told him gruffly, apologetic. “I’m not as young as I used to be.”

“Mm,” Chamomile sighed, liquid and pleased. “Alright. You don’t have to wake me.”

Lark swore against his nape.
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Lark took him at his word. Chamomile came awake the next morning slowly, brought around by the steady rock of his hips. More asleep than not, Chamomile got his hands and knees beneath him and pushed back into Lark’s thrusts until he felt the knot catch. It was only just gray-dawn outside, going by the light through the curtains. They came together and returned to sleep, mutually tied.

When he next woke Lark was gone, but the bed was still warm and there was a sweet pea on the pillow by his head. Thank you for a lovely time. Chamomile chuckled, curled his fingers gently around the stem, and slept for a bit longer.

When he at last rose for the day it was with a bounce. He was tired, despite his rest, but it was a pleasant, well-earned tiredness, and while he ached in some places it was a very nice sort of ache. He made himself a large breakfast and ate cheerfully as he watched bluebirds hop about in the window box outside.

After breakfast, he stripped the bed sheets. There were a number of sizable damp spots in the blankets, and his nightshirt fell to the ground as he shook the sheet out. He blushed a bit, but mostly felt rather smug, and hummed as he bundled the soiled linen up and made the bed with a fresh set.

He was fluffing a pillow when his eyes landed on Lark’s cuff, forgotten on the bedside table.

Ah, yes.

Chamomile chewed his lip as he considered it, picking it up carefully. He sat on the bed with it in his hands, sweeping his thumb over the etched designs. Here a swirl, there a mountain, there a simple etching that evoked a bird. He put it on just to know what it felt like to wear it, and decided he liked the coolness of the lacquer and the slight pressure of the loops as they clung to him.

He left the bedroom for the nursery, curious to know if a change of scenery would help his decision-making, and sat in the old rocker with its wobbly leg. He closed his eyes to picture a baby in the crib, kicking its legs and fussing. In his mind’s eye, he saw Lark come into the room and take the baby into his arms, holding it against his chest.

He had been so good of a lover. Patient and easy in the beginning, able to pick up on Chamomile’s anxiety without having to be told. They were qualities Chamomile would want in the father of his children, in his mate.

Mind still awhirl, Chamomile got up to do his washing. He took the cuff off to scrub his laundry, uncertain of the soap on the varnish, but returned it to his wrist once finished. He tended to the garden as the sheets dried on the line, eyeing them whenever the wind picked up, until it was time for lunch. As he ate, the cuff visible in the corner of his eye, he thought some more.

Lark’s bouquet was centered on the kitchen table in a cracked, much-loved teapot. Chamomile had left it there with the intention of seeing what kind of arrangement he could force upon it, but now he found he liked it as it was, haphazard and natural.

Ah, but that bouquet. Confidence and shelter, strength and courage. Protection. Wishes coming true. Affection, and a will to please. Secret love and I’ll always be true, and beautiful eyes and I love you. Humility and longing. Domesticity. Love at first sight.

It was a proposal so ardent as to be daunting; Lark promised everything an omega could want of their alpha. That anyone could want, of any partner.

Blinded as he was by his desire for a child, Chamomile had given surprisingly little thought to taking a spouse. What would a mate and marriage mean for him? Someone to fold laundry with, bump into in the kitchen, cuddle up to on snowy mornings...

Love at first sight. Chamomile tried to remember when he first met Lark Woodwhistler. He would have been very young, ten or eleven most likely. That could not have been what Lark meant. He would have to ask him.

It was Seventhday, which meant he did not need to attend the bookshop, but a few things remained to be done in town. Lara Everglow and her wife, Gergie, were old, and struggled with some household tasks such as washing. He owed Tomas Riverbook a clutch of sweet onions, and needed to take True Brightwater the case of canning jars he’d promised him.

He used the corner of a damp cloth to clean Lark’s cuff of imaginary soil, polishing it until the lacquer gleamed, and was wearing it when he left.

It was an odd day in town. The cuff was largely obscured by his sleeve, but even still Chamomile felt as if eyes were upon it. His neighbors and friends didn’t greet him any differently; he told himself the interested, side-long looks were only his imagination, though it was certainly true everyone he passed had a good idea of how he’d spent his night. Some of them were probably trying to puzzle out his partner. There were only so many available alphas in the village; they’d suss Lark out before too long.

He was forced to cover a smile at the thought. Lark seemed the type to resent the attention, loner that he was.

Lara Everglow raised her eyebrows at Lark’s cuff when Chamomile removed it, along with his vest, and set them aside to wash her linens. From the corner of his eye he caught her leaning over the arm of her rocker, peering at it thoughtfully.

She didn’t say anything for a long while. He had almost finished rinsing her sheets when she ventured, “Are you pleased?”

“I,” Chamomile pinked and coughed. “I suppose I am.”

She tilted her head towards the cuff. “I suppose you are,” she said, with a smirk to her knitting.

Tomas Riverbook didn’t notice it, but his husband did. Chamomile saw his double-take and pretended not to as his cheeks grew warm. Peter winked as he gave Chamomile a basket of cheese and homemade beer bread in return for the onions.
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Lark came again that night. Chamomile, feeling bold, had gone to bed with a high fire in the grate and without his nightshirt. He shivered as he waited, burrowed beneath his quilt, but it was worth it for the sound Lark made when he pulled back the blanket to join him.

Lark’s hands were cold, chilled by the night air during his walk. Chamomile wanted to catch them and warm them in the hot, dark places of his body. Lark was amiable to this; he slipped the fingers of one hand beneath Chamomile’s arm, and those of the other between his legs, where they were met with evidence of Chamomoile’s anticipation.

Lark exhaled gustily by his ear at that, and Chamomile grinned.

“Forsythia,” he said, and squeaked as cold fingers delved into his body.

They made love with Chamomile propped up, a pillow beneath his back and his shoulders on the mattress. For a time, fingers were all that Lark would give him; the older man seemed to take amusement from his growing impatience, and only smiled infuriatingly as Chamomile grew to whine and tug at him with grasping hands.

“Enough, please!”

“Please, what?” Lark murmured back, but he was moving, finally, into position, and from there Chamomile could only groan.

After, they lay close together. Lark had advised him to keep his hips up, even after his knot went down. It was an odd position to have a conversation in, with his legs sprawled wide, but curiously comfortable.

Chamomile, dozing and enjoying the warmth of his lover’s body, jolted as he remembered something.

“Gloxinia,” he said suddenly. He turned his head towards Lark, who was looking back at him. His eyes were indeed hazel. Brown and green, ringed in deep blue. “When?”

Lark’s gaze drifted. He became fascinated with a freckle on Chamomile’s shoulder.

“I believe you were sixteen,” he said finally. “Your mother had died the summer before. It was flooding season.”

Chamomile’s eyes were fixed on him but unseeing, narrowed with concentration as he thought back. Much of his memory from the time after his mother’s death was blurry, confused with grief, but Lark Woodwhistler was an infrequent enough player in his life that, by presence alone, he stood out in memory. With the added filter of flooding season...

“The Honeywills’ house,” he realized. Lark nodded.

The Honeywills were the only family unfortunate enough that year to take damage from the floodwaters, and they took enough for multiple homes. The river broke its banks the day after the lake flooded, and water crept on them from multiple fronts. It shattered windows and left a spider-web network of cracks along the walls. When the water receded, the townspeople came out in droves to repair the damage.

Chamomile remembered those few days with a strange fondness. The Honeywills were devastated by their losses and the damage to their home, but heartened by how many came in the aftermath. Chamomile had helped Julep Honeywill collect all of their things and move them to the lawn to dry in the sun, and her daughter Elise to search for some precious belongings along the edges of the lake.

He knew Lark had been there; he directed helpers doing structural repairs and did much of the work himself. By and large their paths had not crossed, but Chamomile remembered one particular moment with crystalline clarity, whereupon feeling an itch at his back he turned and locked eyes with Lark.

Lark had been on the roof, previously hammering away at shingles, but at that moment he had been looking down at Chamomile with, he remembered thinking, an oddly intense expression.

Lark was, had always been, a handsome man. He’d been especially beautiful that day, in his prime and lit from behind by the sun. That, Chamomile remembered.

Chamomile blinked. “I—that day? Really?”

Lark simply shrugged.

“I was—I was filthy! And exhausted, and arguing with Jevin Irontip, and—” Lark touched his face, derailing his thoughts.

“Chamomile,” Lark laughed, eyes shining, and Chamomile shuddered, surprised. It wasn’t, but it felt like the first time he’d heard Lark say his name. “You’d been there since before dawn, helping. You were putting that ass Irontip in his place while Julep’s youngest slept on your back and still you were smiling. You were gorgeous.” Lark’s brightness dimmed a notch, and he cut his eyes away. “And you were very young.”

Chamomile abandoned his pillow to huddle against his chest and kiss him until the slight tension that had come to his shoulders went away again.

“I suppose that’s why you waited,” he said gently. “But...so long? Almost twenty years.”

Lark touched their foreheads with a soft tap, closing his eyes. “It came to be a habit, I suppose. And then I did not want to pursue you, when it might have kept you from a lover your own age.”

Chamomile snorted to share his thoughts on that notion. “Well, hopefully you didn’t wait too long,” he said, with a pointed wiggle on his pillows.

In response to that Lark rolled them over, muffling a coarse laugh in Chamomile’s hair as he did.


Chapter Three


In the morning, Chamomile woke alone again. He blinked sourly at the empty space beside him for a moment before sounds from elsewhere in the house reached his ears. He sat up, listening curiously, unable to pinpoint them. He dressed quickly and simply in a loose shirt and britches, and ventured out.

A plate of breakfast covered by a cloth napkin was at his table, opposite a second that had been eaten from. He pulled back the napkin to find eggs and buns stuffed with sausage and greens. Eggs and greens he had in his cupboards, but not sausage, and he hardly thought Lark had baked.

“You brought breakfast?” he called to the house, uncertain where Lark had gotten to.

“Fetched it from home,” came the reply from the hall. Taking a bite off his bun, Chamomile followed his voice and found Lark leaning in the doorway of the nursery, dressed but for his boots. Chamomile smiled in greeting, as if his heartbeat hadn’t just picked up.

“Your home? All the way from there?”

Lark shrugged. “I was restless,” he said, looking back into the nursery.

That was evident, even to Chamomile. Lark tapped his fingers on his elbow, bent and unbent his knee as he leaned. Something on his mind.

Chamomile tracked his gaze to the mobile, or perhaps the window with its short lace curtains. He tried to see the nursery through Lark’s eyes, suddenly aching to know what he thought of his mother’s mural, of his great-great-grandfather’s crib, or the broken rocker.

“My mother did the painting. The whole house,” he added, perhaps needlessly.

“She was gifted,” Lark said, succinctly. He drew a breath. “Have you considered…that is...”

He trailed off with a grimace, rubbing his face with one hand. The lines around his eyes appeared deeper than usual.

Chamomile swallowed his mouthful of breakfast and touched Lark’s arm, fingers gripping just above his elbow. Lark laid his hand over it without a thought, looking down only when his fingertips brushed the polished edge of the cuff.

Chamomile had slipped it on before leaving the bedroom. He grinned slowly, watching as comprehension dawned in Lark’s face, tinged with sweet wonder.

“I’ve thought about it,” he said, a little smug in the face of the other’s slack-jawed mien.

“Ah,” said Lark weakly. “So you have.”

Lark was almost a head taller than him; Chamomile’s eyes reached only just past his collar bones. It was only as Lark backed him into the doorframe and stooped to kiss him zealously, that Chamomile truly realized the difference. Funnily enough, for all the time they’d spent together in the last few days, not much of it had been spent standing. Chamomile had better things to think about than height differences in that moment though, and he dashed it all from his mind as he went up on his toes to return Lark’s kiss with matching enthusiasm.

When they parted he was left blinking, lightheaded, his mouth delightfully tender and throbbing. He licked his lips, prompting Lark to gently bite the lower one. His hands, which to his mind had been around Lark’s neck, were held over his head against the doorframe, one still clinging desperately to the remains of his breakfast.

Lark followed his gaze and chuckled, before helpfully taking the roll away and placing it on a nearby surface. He squeezed Chamomile’s wrists and brought them back down, cupping Chamomile’s smooth hands in his rougher ones. He ran one thumb around the curve of the cuff, pensive.

Chamomile waited, content to admire the brightness of Lark’s downcast eyes, his beautiful hands. He had his own share of calluses from his work, but Lark’s palms were padded with especially tough skin that scratched, ever so lightly, when it touched his own.

Feeling breath on his face, he looked up as Lark said, “Fifteen years ago, I started this.”

He paused, seeming to struggle for words. Again, Chamomile waited.

“I only worked on it occasionally. Usually after I’d--I’d seen you in town, and I couldn’t stop myself. The techniques called for aren’t my strong suit.”

As he spoke, Lark flushed to the roots of his red hair. He looked just past Chamomile, his gaze shy but also distant, perhaps in memory.

Chamomile took his hands back to cup Lark’s elbows and draw him closer, thumbs rubbing bolstering circles. He envisioned Lark alone in his workshop, the space dark but for a candle at his elbow, bent over something and working with painstaking care. He made soothing noises as he drew Lark’s head down to his shoulder; the warmth of Lark’s blush could be felt through his shirt.

“It took a few years to get it right,” Lark mumbled there. “Difficult to get the wood thin enough without snapping it. And then to carve it. Ha!” he huffed.

“You should have said something,” Chamomile said against his ear, gently chiding. Lark only shook his head, beginning to place a line of kisses up Chamomile’s neck.
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Later, Chamomile prepared tea while Lark found his way around the kitchen, making sandwiches for their lunch.

“I’m a middling cook, I’m afraid,” Chamomile confessed, observing Lark’s puttering over his shoulder.

“We’re alike in that.” Lark answered easily. “I tend to undercook.”

“I burn.” Chamomile laughed. “Perhaps between the two of us we’ll manage.”

“One can only hope,” Lark said readily, with a face that did not suggest confidence.

Chamomile made to kiss his scruffy cheek, and hesitated with his lips a hair’s breadth from skin. Lark made an amused noise and closed the distance, one hand curving around Chamomile’s hip.

They set the table with tea stuffs, Lark’s sandwiches, and cut fruit. Chamomile ate quickly and chased a blueberry around his plate with a piece of crust. His eyes drifted to the kitchen’s longest wall, which bore one of his mother’s murals, this one depicting a small fenced-in garden, a little overgrown but fertile and healthy. Tomato plants were mixed in with cabbages and a dozen kinds of flowers, herbs growing next to weeds. It wasn’t quite the garden visible through the backdoor, but the painting’s influences were obvious.

He chewed his lip, anxiety bubbling in his belly.

“I don’t want to leave my home,” he blurted, and snapped his mouth shut again. He hadn’t meant to say it. Truly, he hadn’t quite realized he’d been thinking of it. Perhaps it was the mention of Lark’s trip home that made him conscious of the fact that there was, potentially, a choice.

Except there was no choice for him. He could hardly stomach to imagine living anywhere else.

Lark didn’t seem startled by his outburst. He finished his bite and swallowed.

“Do you mind if I add a building to the property?” he asked.

Chamomile turned his head curiously. “A building?”

“A workshop,” Lark explained. “If you’ll have me. I could always keep the one across town, if you’d rather I not…”

“I—I don’t mind.” Chamomile blinked repeatedly. “So easily? I...not that I’m complaining, mind you, but—I couldn’t…” He gestured weakly, meaning to indicate the house at large. “I couldn’t leave my home, I just couldn’t. I hate to ask it of you, either.”

Lark looked around them with a faint smile, prompting Chamomile to look as well. His great-grandfather’s plates on a high shelf along one wall, his grandmother’s reading chair in the living room by the fire. The legs of the tables bore the doodles of more than one unobserved little one, and a tile by the oven was cracked, done by his father.

“How many generations of Greenthroats have lived here?” Lark asked.

“Five.” Chamomile didn’t have to think about it. “My three-times-great grandmothers built it.”

“Five,” Lark said with an odd sigh, perhaps of yearning. “Do you know how many generations have lived in my house?”

Chamomile waited. They both knew he didn’t.

“One.” Lark smiled, wry. “Less than one, even. It’s a good little house. It’s done very well by me for a long time, but it’s not a home. Not like this place is.”

Lark put his hands on the table and stood, coming around to Chamomile’s chair. Chamomile pushed away from his setting and watched as Lark knelt before him, took his hands into his and rested his arms on Chamomile’s knees.

“I want—” His voice cracked. He cleared his throat. Chamomile watched in bemusement as a blush rose in Lark’s cheeks and neck. “I can picture children in this house. Under this table, pulling on my shoes. You in the garden with our child on your back.”

“Red curls?” Chamomile said breathlessly. His eyes were fixed on Lark’s, flicking back and forth between each overbright hazel orb. His chest burned with a slow, banked heat.

A delighted sound escaped Lark. “And your lovely brown eyes,” he said warmly. He squeezed Chamomile’s hands in his. Brought them to his lips.

“Muddy footprints through the kitchen.” Chamomile continued his refrain dreamily, his attention split by the line of soft kisses Lark was leaving on the backs of his fingers. “Baby fussing in the other room…”

He wanted it. It had been so long since it was more than just himself.

Lark nipped one finger. Chamomile pushed his chair back and joined him on the floor.
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They married in the magistrate’s office after the council meeting a week later. Chamomile had spots of paint on his face from watching the children, and Lark had wood curls in his pockets, for they seemed to breed there. The small room and the hallway outside it were crowded with well-wishers subtly elbowing for a view. Lark did not look at their audience; his ears were faintly red, quite apart from his happy redhead flush. Chamomile endeavored to capture his attention as fully as possible.

Chamomile wore the cuff, polished to a shine, with aster and white violets woven around its twisting length. Lark was adorned with a crown of forget-me-nots, holly, and ivy, and bore it with a solemnity that caused Chamomile to giggle. Herri Wolfsnick, the magistrate, ignored these interruptions with an aura of determined dignity.

In the weeks following, Lark began construction on the proposed workshop behind Chamomile’s home, striking a steady but moderate pace that made for many allowances. The workshop, Lark maintained, was of lesser importance than fulfilling Chamomile’s charm—this, he always said with a wink that never failed to make Chamomile titter. All the same, with the help of their neighbor Thom Whittlethorn and his wagon, the structure was completed before the end of summer, and Lark’s tools and materials transferred to their new home.

Lark sang as he worked, Chamomile soon learned—taproom ditties and mountain ballads that he recognized from his grandparents. As Chamomile plugged away at his own project, forking the path that ran from the kitchen to the garden, he could just hear Lark’s deep singing voice over the sounds of hammering and sawing. He enjoyed the musical accompaniment as he laid stones or worked in the garden, and occasionally joined in; his own musical abilities were questionable, but his enthusiasm never was.

The crooked leg on the nursery rocker was repaired, and it and the crib were sanded of any splinters. Chamomile aired the room and planted gloxinia and daisies in the window box. He scoured the shelves for literature on pregnancy and childrearing, and stacked his haul on the bedroom floor when the pile grew too high for the nightstand. In the past, Chamomile read tucked into bed before sleeping; now he and Lark passed books between themselves in the morning, reading by dawn light until growling stomachs finally drove them from the blankets.

Lark’s things appeared in the house in waves: a chest of clothes in the bedroom; a number of books in the living room, awaiting assignment; a few personal knick-knacks, either placed on the shelves or in their bedroom.

Chamomile was most interested in Lark’s odd few sentimental things. Himself a creature of sentiment, he found Lark’s lack of attachment to his belongings mystifying and endlessly fascinating; it followed that when Lark brought a heavy cedar trunk into the house, the first of its kind in that it was obviously special to him, Chamomile was vocally curious. Lark answered his every question as they unpacked its linen-wrapped contents, recounting memories of his alpha mother over her favorite cast iron skillet, and the handwritten recipe book tucked beneath it.

Chamomile paged through the book delicately, uncertain of its worn, stained pages, as Lark pointed out dishes that called to mind certain gatherings, such as one where parsley-roasted potatoes had wound up in his sister’s hair. Chamomile smiled fondly as Lark laughed through the retelling, his thoughts drifting to similar memories of his own.

“I know of at least three books like that one, somewhere in this house,” Chamomile said. The recipe book had passed into Lark’s hands, and he stroked the cover fondly. “I should bring them out, try harder in my cooking.”

“I will join you,” Lark said. He smiled, eyes crinkling. “If nothing else, our attempts should be memorable.”

Another item from the chest, a painted rooster on wheels with a frayed pull-string, caught Chamomile’s eye. He picked it out of the pile and turned it over.

“This looks like what you’ve been working on,” he observed.

Lark smiled shyly. “Mr. Peebles. I haven’t been able to decide whether to give it to our—our child, or to make a new one. I thought I’d start on one in the meantime.”

Chamomile watched him fidget with the pull-string, his eyes ducked bashfully, and grinned sweetly, leaning to kiss his cheek.

“Can I be the one to paint it?” he asked.

“Whatever you like,” said Lark.

Chamomile faced a daily influx of good wishes, gifts, and advice from Goldenbough’s childbearing population. Some anecdotes were helpful, others varying degrees of horrifying. He received cloth for diapers and tiny, hand-me-down outfits, worn soft from use. Maggie Brownbird gave him a recipe for a tea to aid conception, and Tomas Riverbook recommended an herb to chew to bring his heat on faster.

Chamomile greatly enjoyed the flavor of Maggie’s tea. The house frequently smelled of raspberries.

When his heat eventually came, it was as the last great storm of the season blew in, dark on the horizon. It left the house dimly lit; what light came in was gray and minimal, despite all the curtains being open. Chamomile, having nothing to draw him out of the house that day, succumbed to the rare urge to sleep in.

It was a morning made for lazing in bed, yet Chamomile was not feeling particularly leisurely. He twisted in the blankets, and more than once threw off the quilt, only to have to fetch it from the floor moments later. He was restless and aggrieved in his restlessness.

Later he would think it markedly odd that he did not recognize the signs of imposing heat, despite having waited impatiently for it to come. It was early for it, and perhaps that was why, though he had done everything in his power to hasten it. Too, he’d hoped the new addition of Lark’s alpha scent to his home would bring heat-fever on him. While it was true that heat wasn’t required for a pregnancy, per say, it made it so very easy. Less of a dart game, beholden to chance and timing. Chamomile worried, at his age, that he needed every advantage nature could provide.

When Lark ventured into the house, driven away from his work by a sudden onslaught of rain, Chamomile was a quivering, foul-tempered ball beneath the quilt. He called for him from the kitchen, and Chamomile only mumbled miserably into the sheets.

“Chamo...mile,” Lark said, faltering in the doorway. Chamomile could make out the sound of a deep inhalation through the rumble of encroaching thunder, and felt the first stirrings of understanding. Lark’s boots were noisily discarded, and soon after, he penetrated Chamomile’s blanket shell.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Lark said, between long inhales. Chamomile refused to be drawn out, so Lark joined him beneath the quilt. Once they were together in that small, dark space, Chamomile felt his focus narrow rapidly. He came close on his knees to bury his nose in Lark’s throat. Lark always smelled wonderful, but now he was positively edible.

“Tell you what?” Chamomile said, muffled, though he was beginning to think he knew.

“You little fool,” Lark said fondly.

Chamomile’s mind was clearing even as the storm let up. By then they had lost all notion of time, knowing only that the day had passed as they were immersed in each other. Lark theorized it could even be close to dawn, and they would be deceived by the last of the dark clouds.

Chamomile was pleasantly sore and sticky, and exhausted in a wonderfully uncomplicated way. He dragged Lark to him, arranged him to his liking, and promptly fell asleep on him. Lark chuffed overhead as he closed his eyes, and settled to follow.
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Having pored obsessively over his grandmother’s books, Chamomile knew a very long list of early signs to watch for. Still, he hesitated to even think the word when he began to have such strange, vivid dreams, and the tenderness around his pelvis could be any number of things, really. As for the dizziness he’d felt at supper—well, he’d just stood up too fast.

Although...it would explain why his heat was so very short and easy, if he had already been in the family way by the time it came. It was something he had wondered about, and was not unlikely to be true—they had, after all, been working very hard towards it. Yet it wasn’t until he nearly burst into tears over a particularly stubborn jar that he thought, maybe.

He froze at the kitchen counter, jar still clutched to his chest and hand poised over it in a grasping claw. His insides battered about. He was breathless and uncertain and, goodness, he felt such blasted hope his body fairly sang.

The scratching of Lark’s pen behind him dwindled.

“Love?” Lark said. “Is something the matter?”

Bemused, Chamomile looked to his jar of pickled asparagus for an idea of how to answer. It was the third he’d opened in as many days, and good heavens, how had he not noticed?

“Nothing,” he said, gone pitchy. He cleared his throat. “I’m daft as an ant, is all,” he mumbled.

He passed Lark the jar with a beseeching look and beamed with maniacal glee when it was returned to him, open.

Lark chewed a stalk he’d helped himself to and looked at Chamomile thoughtfully.

“How many of those did you put away? Five?” he asked, and Chamomile’s heart sank from its giddy heights at the prospect of only two more days of pickled goodness.
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“Yep,” said Gergie Everglow, as Chamomile once more did their washing, and took the chance to air his suspicion. “Sounds about right. I wanted for peaches, myself. Peaches with goat cheese.”

“Oh dear,” said Chamomile. “Oh dear, oh dear.”

“She’s lying,” Lara called from in the house, through the open window. “Peaches and goat cheese sounds almost normal—she ate it with horseradish too! Poor Georgette was born with a bad sense of taste.”

Chamomile blanched as both women laughed.

And the next day, “You’ve got a look about you,” said Mavis Silverscales, as they stocked dried goods.

“A look?”

“Reminds me of Alric when he was carrying our first,” she said with a saucy wink. “It’s only been a month or so, hasn’t it? Eh?”

“Mavis, have mercy,” he said with a plea, and couldn’t help but say, “...closer to three, actually.”

“When did you realize, then? Third or fourth morning you spewed before breakfast? That was what decided it for my mate.”

Chamomile, in the middle of stammering and shielding himself with bags of black beans, paused. “Really? I haven’t…”

Mavis looked surprised. “Haven’t been ill? Have you been to see Golden yet?” she asked.

“I’ve been putting it off,” Chamomile admitted, gnawing his lip.

Mavis bumped him with a sack of lentils. “Stop that,” she said, “You’ll chew it off, one of these days.”

Chamomile sighed, ignoring her, but stopped bothering his lip all the same. “I suppose I really should have an exam...”
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“But I’m not vomiting!” he said to Golden Longfeather a week later, as she administered said overdue exam. “Almost, once or twice, but not at all like the books said I would.”

“Lucky you,” said a vaguely green and rather pregnant Fazra Chickwillow from the next cot. She was bent miserably over a basin held between her knees.

Chamomile grimaced. “Sorry.”

Golden appeared amused, as she often did. “It’s early to be completely certain, but I’m fairly confident.”

“So it’s not—too soon to tell my husband?” Chamomile asked, hesitant. He didn’t rightly know which answer he wanted, still digesting the knowledge himself.

“By all means,” Golden said, giving his knee a smart pat. “Give him the news.”

That was just his problem: Chamomile didn’t know how. He scarcely believed it himself, most of the time. Almost three weeks since that third jar of pickles and long since he’d begun bartering his neighbors for theirs, and the knowledge still caught him wrong-footed whenever he was reminded of it.

Pregnant. Pregnant. He would finally have a child, the family he’d wanted for so long. It didn’t seem real.

He pondered special ways he might surprise Lark with the news. A baby blanket laid across their bed? Should he knit a pair of booties as they sat together by the fire? He could leave his books open to helpful passages and mention his dreams more often…But no, Lark had read the same books Chamomile had...

In the interim he doodled daisies on schoolwork he was meant to be grading for Charley Followbuck, and sang as he dusted the nursery with compulsive tenacity. When they went to bed, he found himself pressing his soft stomach against Lark’s firmer flesh, imagining he was swollen.

Another symptom he had not thought to expect: his appetite for his husband had grown to rather distracting levels. He knew what his body wanted—to make certain that his provider was there, to ensure that his alpha’s scent clung to him—but did it have to interrupt so many midday meals?

Chamomile heard the door and called out a greeting so Lark would come to him, and he did, good man that he was. He was bright with exertion and blood flow, his skin pink and glowing with the first flush before sweat broke, and he smelled absolutely divine. Chamomile had put down his mending and gone to him before he realized. Clair Feastgive’s busted seams would have to wait.

Lark anticipated him, his arms open for Chamomile to step into. Chamomile’s nose went straight for the corner of his jaw, nuzzling hair and ear for that heady scent, and his fingers plucked at Lark’s shirt ties with a mind of their own. Whatever it was Lark held in his hand tickled Chamomile’s nape, but he ignored it.

Lark turned his face up determinedly and caught his eyes.

“Chamomile,” he said, and laughed as Chamomile darted up to steal a kiss. “There is something I’ve been trying to say, and I haven’t known how.”

“Mm?” said Chamomile, giving up on the shirt. Far more efficient to unlace his pants anyway. “Say, my love?”

“Yes, and I still haven’t found the words.” Lark huffed. He thrust something under Chamomile’s chin, and Chamomile grudgingly stepped back far enough to see what it was.

It was…”Daisies?” he said, puzzled, as he took the bouquet from Lark, who appeared pleased.

“Chamomile,” he said again, “These past weeks, as you’ve worked for pickled—green beans and turnips, good night, I never knew so many things could be pickled—what was I saying? As you’ve ferreted off with half of my shirts and leap at me as if starved at every narrowest opportunity—” here Chamomile flushed, and Lark hastened to reassure him, ”That is hardly a complaint, my love. What I’m getting at is that I’ve developed a theory.”

“A theory?” Chamomile repeated dumbly, holding his bouquet of daisies.

“Yes,” said Lark, and covered Chamomile’s hands with his own. “I could be wrong, but…I think you might be...”

“Pregnant?” Chamomile said, in the same voice. Lark nodded, visibly holding his breath.

For weeks he had considered how to tell Lark his news, how he might hint at it, and here Lark had come to the correct conclusion all on his own. Heavens, he loved him.

Lark kissed him, curving over the flowers, fingers gently curling over his elbows.


Chapter Four


Sometimes it struck Chamomile how little his life had changed, despite how much it...well, had changed. Before his charm, before Lark came and before their little seed had taken root, he spent his days running errands, helping with household tasks, and minding shops for friends.

Afterwards, he did the same.

Andee Flowingscript had returned to town with their mother-in-law in tow, and no longer needed Chamomile to open the shop every day. Except, they were also suspiciously quick to assure him he was still welcome to come by anytime he wished. Chamomile took their hint, and came often.

“She’s doing much better, but needs quite a bit of help,” Andee confided to him, in whispers over tea on one such visit. “With Eggy still at sea and Juniper walking,” Andee paused to make a greatly pained expression, “some days keeping the shop open is just one thing too many.”

Juniper was infamously rambunctious, having very much taken after his father. The power of increased mobility could only further his reign of terror.

Chamomile gave their hand a warm pat. “Any time you’d like me to come for a day, just let me know.”

“Any time you feel like coming,” Andee grinned. “Don’t even ask, in fact. Just come.”

This was evidently Juniper’s cue to bring something crashing down around the corner.

“You’re sure you want kids?” Andee said playfully.

“Well,” said Chamomile, “There’s only one Juniper,” to which Andee barked with laughter.

Thus Chamomile frequently found himself in Andee’s bookshop, much as he had before his charm, and sometimes while he was there alone between customers a peculiar mood struck him. He could almost forget that his home no longer sat cold and empty while he was away. That when he returned, someone would be there, waiting for him.

Until, like a soap bubble popping, he would recall that he was married, to Lark Woodwhistler no less (who he might have secretly fantasized about once or twice, handsome, mysterious local celebrity that he was), and that they were having a child together, one that lived inside him at that very moment.

It became a game he played with himself every now and then as he walked home, so he might enjoy the rush all over again as Lark let himself in the kitchen door, fresh from the workshop, covered in sawdust and scratching at it.

Feeling inexplicably guilty, Chamomile confessed it all very late one night, or very early in the morning, as they lay atop the blankets with the window open to let in a cool breeze. Hours had passed as they talked softly about whatever came to mind, the mood a liminal mix of vulnerability and a fearless willingness to share, which required moonlight to thrive.

“I’m the same,” Lark told him. He was growing muzzier, yawning more and more, his eyes narrow with encroaching sleep. Chamomile was similarly off, often groping for words, or pausing mid-sentence just to breathe. “In the shop, when I’m working. The work hasn’t changed, you know, so I only remember when I come out and see the house.”

Chamomile hummed softly, tracing idle circles on the back of Lark’s hand with his fingers.

Lark said, “I worried it was—a bad thing, at first. It’s certainly odd. But then I just…It’s a remarkable feeling. Every time.” He grinned boyishly, and it made such a charming contrast with his slitted eyes and crows feet that Chamomile could only return it.

“Exactly,” he whispered.
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Lark was the first to see it.

Chamomile was fresh from the bath and still damp, his nightshirt sticking to his skin at the small of his back and around his shins. Lark, in the midst of describing Wavecrest’s market to Chamomile, who had never left Goldenbough, suddenly went quiet.

It took a moment for the silence to register. Chamomile, turning down the bed, looked over curiously.

“What are you staring at so?” he asked.

Lark blinked, closed his mouth and gave a dazzlingly bright smile. He pointed. “You’re showing.”

It took a moment to penetrate. Belatedly, Chamomile started and looked down his front to see he did indeed sport a little bump. It was particularly evident, given how his nightshirt was plastered over it. He’d always been rather soft in the middle, and that hadn’t changed, but beneath his stomach and in the bow of his pelvis there was a definite bulge.

He prodded it, testing, and found it oddly firm to the touch.

“I’m showing,” he said, awed.

Lark laughed, a sound of elated disbelief that perfectly matched Chamomile’s feelings. He sat on the bed before Chamomile and their four hands knocked into each other as they pulled his nightshirt up together.

“Will you look at that,” Lark said, after a mutual, hushed moment. “There’s a daisy in there.”

Chamomile was startled into giggles. “A daisy, really?”

Lark ducked his head, grinning, but didn’t relent. “A daisy,” he repeated.

Chamomile’s eyes were prickling alarmingly. This really was too much excitement for right before bedtime. He scrubbed his fingers roughly through Lark’s short hair and chuckled. “I suppose if I can be a tea and you can be a bird, there’s nothing to stop a baby from being a flower.”

Lark hummed. He did not kiss so much as simply rest his lips on Chamomile’s middle, his lashes tickling. “Daisy, daisy, daisy,” he sang to himself.

Chamomile didn’t reply. He was unable to speak at all, and could only watch Lark murmur to the little bubble of a baby through his skin.

He was so excited, so happy. Every natural doubt and apprehension he’d experienced melted in the face of this quiet moment, and of Lark’s unmistakable bliss. As if he, like Chamomile, now had everything he’d ever wanted.
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It wasn’t long after that the moods came, whereupon Chamomile spent several successive weeks perpetually on the verge of tears. Lark endeavored to be an anchor in an endearing, if fruitless, effort—he was just as beside himself in his own way, and only pretending not to be.

Tears gave way to bouts of snappishness, fueled by swelling feet and an aching back as Chamomile grew at an alarming rate. Lark was too far gone to have the courtesy to offer a good fight when he tried his best to start one, leaving Chamomile, who was too decent to rail at a passive partner, with only the garden on which take out his aggression.

The garden, at least, gave as good as it got. Having been left to their own devices for so long, the weeds were thoroughly entrenched and gave no quarter. After throwing himself at the task with nothing more than shears and a nasty temper, he emerged bedraggled and calmer, if not victorious, and already planning his next offense.

Chamomile never stopped bracing himself for morning sickness, however apart from one or two incidents with beets he was never treated to that particular symptom. Pregnancy, on the whole, was altogether less of a trial than he’d expected it to be, from what he’d read and heard.

“You do bear it well,” Golden Longfeather confirmed when he asked during a check-up, unbelieving of his fortune. “It’s different for everyone, every time. Poor Farza was sick until Tawny was born, while others fall into a persistent black mood. Try not to question it too much, dear, or else your next one will knock you on your bum.”

Far and away the most miserable aspect of pregnancy was how great and heavy his belly became as the weeks passed. It seemed no time at all before it was too much for him to stoop over wash tubs or haul groceries for his neighbors. When he kept the book club’s children he was forced to appeal to their sense of fairness, for they were so much quicker on their feet than he was. He went barefoot as much as he could manage, for his shoes had become impossibly tight, and he spent any time he wasn’t soaking in a hot tub wistfully thinking of it.

He tried not to whine, really, for it was so unattractive, but he had no further patience for being as big and heavy as barrel. A barrel with frequent and urgent need for the facilities, that missed sleeping on its stomach. As he neared the end of his final month, he was thoroughly done with the whole affair.

“Certainly it can’t be much longer, can it?” he said, once more in Golden’s examination room, as if she could send him into labor with a wave of her hand, were she only merciful enough.

She pulled his shirt back down his belly. “Surely not,” she agreed. “Perhaps a week more. Of course, there are things one might do to encourage the child, such as walks, or certain spices...There’s a tea made from raspberry leaf—”

“I know it well,” said Chamomile, rueful. He’d drank so much of Maggie Brownbird’s tea that the mere thought of its flavor made him smack his mouth with distaste. Lark, who had been treated to its distinctive aroma each of the many times it was brewed, was of a similar opinion. Having both grown to dislike the stuff, they had rather gleefully poured hot water on his raspberry bush.

Chamomile felt a little guilty for how much he’d enjoyed that. Poor bush.

Golden’s lips twitched. “There’s always intimacy,” she finished.

“Intima—” Chamomile stopped, coloring about the cheeks. “I thought you couldn’t...” He cleared his throat.

“Couldn’t, what?” Golden asked, blandly, as if she could not possibly glean his meaning.

“Where is Corte?” Chamomile grumbled to himself. “He has bedside manner.”

“Putting it to use, making house calls,” Golden said airily, and at last took pity on him. “Yes, it is safe to lay with your husband. Knotting is best to be avoided, and you are of course to immediately halt anything that feels uncomfortable. Otherwise, I encourage it. It can bring on labor.”

Chamomile’s eyes grew wide. “Truly?” he squeaked.

Golden nodded.

“Then, Doctor,” Chamomile said, beginning the arduous process of getting to his feet, “I am going home.”

“Give my regards to Lark,” she said cheerfully. Chamomile pulled his scarf over his nose to hide his blush as he stepped out into the street.

The rain that had threatened all morning finally broke as Chamomile made it out of town. He pulled his scarf over his hair and huddled deeper into his collar. Unfortunately there wasn’t much to be done about his pace, as he was already at peak waddle.

He spied Lark coming down the hill has he began his own ascent. He carried two umbrellas with him, neither of which were extended.

Chamomile laughed at his hopelessness. “Lark,” he called over the rain, caught between fondness and exasperation. “You daft man. Use one of them!”

Lark made a face that may have meant he could not make out the words, or that he’d forgotten the way by which an umbrella might benefit him as well. He opened one as they reached each other, and held it out over Chamomile’s head.

“I came to meet you,” he said unnecessarily. Water ran from his hair and into his eyes, droplets clinging to his lashes.

Chamomile took the neglected umbrella from him, intending to open it, but changed his mind. Much better to huddle close, put his arm through Lark’s elbow and lay his head on his shoulder.

“Thank you,” he said with a smile, nudging his nose into Lark’s wet shirt collar.

Lark looked down at him, wearing that face of delighted bewilderment Chamomile caught him with at least once a day—over breakfast sometimes, or as they sat quietly by the fire in the evening. It stirred up butterflies in his belly every time.

They set off for home at a sedate pace. Rain pattered pleasantly on the umbrella, and the wind was down. There was a nip in the air, but only enough to stave off humidity, and Lark was warm enough that Chamomile did not feel the cold. Rivulets of rainwater from his earlier soaking rolled down his neck and tickled his ears, and his pants were wet to the knees from puddles, but Chamomile found he couldn’t be bothered to care. It was a gray, beautiful day.

“What did Longfeather say?” Lark asked. He knew well how impatient Chamomile had grown as his pregnancy drew on.

Chamomile bit his lip against a coy smile.

“Walks,” he said.

“Walks,” Lark repeated thoughtfully. “Was there more?”

“Spicy foods,” Chamomile said, and added darkly, “The tea that shall not be named.”

Lark chuckled.

“And,” Chamomile looked around to assure himself that none of their neighbors were out in the wet, “Sex.”

“Oh, really?” Lark said, and Chamomile squeezed closer at his warm, teasing tone.

“Yes,” he said. “Golden says it may...encourage proceedings.”

“Proceedings,” Lark echoed with a laugh.

Chamomile pinched him, earning another chortle. He glanced around again, saw no one still, and said in a low voice, “No knotting.”

“Understood,” Lark said solemnly, deeply amused.

They left the umbrellas just inside the door on the mat, and their shoes next to them. Lark built a fire in the bedroom while Chamomile rummaged for twine and fashioned a drying line over the stove. He leaned over Lark to do so, bumping him with his belly and wincing as his back complained.

Clothing was hastily thrown over the line. Neither minded when Lark’s trousers slid off the line with a wet plop, for they were already squirreled away beneath the quilt, shaking water out of their ears in between laughing kisses until their dark space was damp and steamy and they were forced to come out for air.

Chamomile was squeezing out his curls when Lark touched his side.

“Here, love. On your back,” he said, and Chamomile obliged, holding Lark’s offered arm tightly as he lay down. Lark fit his hands inside his knees and raised them up and out.

Chamomile, busy arranging a pillow behind himself, did not notice him moving down the bed with intent. “Oh!” he exclaimed at the first billow of breath, moaning at the touch that followed, sensitive and earnest.

Too long, it had been too long. It had taken him no time at all to become accustomed to this closeness. He’d missed it terribly since they’d suspended their play, uncertain of the baby’s welfare as it grew. From the tightness of Lark’s grip on his hips and the eager, artless swipes of his tongue, Chamomile knew he wasn’t the only one to feel that way.

“Bless Golden Longfeather,” he happily sighed, and felt Lark’s snort on his inner thigh.

Lark gave him his first gasping peak in short order, palming his erection with one hand while the other held him open to cool air and delving tongue. Chamomile bit his lip when he came, straining with the force of it. Lark waited as it shook him, his breath hitting Chamomile’s pulsing flesh, his thumb stroking the side of his round belly.

Chamomile’s heart still raced when Lark, once more, ducked his head. This time his touches were lighter, circling his most sensitive flesh. There were sucking kisses on his innermost thighs, the barest brush of nose and fleeting strokes of tongue, until Chamomile whimpered and tilted his hips after every touch, his opening writhing around Lark’s thick fingers.

Lark was infuriatingly stubborn at times. Chamomile wanted to trap him with his knees, to tangle fingers in wet hair and force the pace, but he was too unwieldy, having as much flexibility as a wooden board. To move his hips as instinct demanded exhausted him, heavy as he was, and he grew warm and sweaty quickly, panting from exertion as much as excitement.

Lark did not fail to notice, for he held his hips in a firm but mindful grip. So restrained, Chamomile could only twitch futilely and whine as his second orgasm came on with wonderful, inevitable slowness, coaxed from him with unerring patience. His head fell back and his mouth opened, but he was silent as sensation washed outwards from his groin. His heart thudded intensely, and he sobbed as the wave finally crested.

“Lark!”

Gentling noises came from beyond his great belly. Hands stroked his sides and legs, fingers wet with his fluids and smearing it on his skin in streaks of coolness. His muscles spasmed alarmingly, so much so that Chamomile imagined their child popping out right then.

He laughed, breathless. Not quite what he wanted, that.

“...gorgeous, Cham. Just like that…” Lark was still murmuring comforting nonsense as he rose to his knees and came close. His cock poked Chamomile, blunt and hard and the tip of it beading wet, and Chamomile eased his legs wider, waiting for that wonderful push—but it didn’t come.

He raised himself up on his elbows and looked at Lark curiously.

His husband was pondering Chamomile’s midsection like a riddle. “I’m trying to think of how best to do this,” he confessed, and Chamomile realized his point. They had suspended much of their lovemaking before he’d grown quite so large.

“On top?” Lark hazarded.

Chamomile, still breathing heavily, raised a doubtful brow.

“I don’t think I can,” he said with a lopsided smile.

Lark bit his lip, eyes traveling appreciatively over Chamomile, whose chest and belly rose with every breath. “Suppose not,” he said thickly. “Perhaps on your side? Let me help.”

It took a few minutes to find a comfortable arrangement, and all of their pillows were called into battle, but they settled Chamomile with a cushion beneath his head, another beneath his bent knee, and Lark at his back, covering Chamomile’s hitched leg with his own. His long thigh was hot and pleasantly heavy, the hairs of it thick, but soft. Chamomile felt whiskers at his nape as Lark kissed him and giggled, ticklish.

Lark grasped himself and rubbed his head along Chamomile’s seam, dipping in and out, teasing them both before finally sinking inside. Chamomile sighed as he did, and chuckled at the long, shuddering groan that answered him.

Lark pressed his face into Chamomile’s hair and breathed for a moment, holding himself back. His cock throbbed inside.

“Happy?” Chamomile asked, drowsiness seeping into his voice. He felt, bizarrely, both buoyant with joy and pleasure, and yet grounded by contentment and child and love.

“So very much,” said Lark faintly. He pet the taut skin of Chamomile’s stomach, hands cupped against the curve as his hips rolled, and he began to move in slow, measured thrusts.

Chamomile was familiar with that pace; he loved to fall asleep by it as Lark held him so gently. He put his hand over Lark’s and wove their fingers together, closing his eyes with a yawn.

“Incorrigible,” said Lark fondly.

“I enjoy lovemaking and I enjoy sleeping,” said Chamomile smugly. “Why should I not enjoy them together?”

“Your logic is unassailable,” Lark said, his affected loftiness spoiled by a tremulous thread in his voice.

Chamomile squeezed to communicate his pleasure, and grinned when Lark swore.
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Of course, no one could say what was coincidence and what was due to enthusiastic effort, but not four days later Lark had their neighbor bring Golden Longfeather, for the time had come.

Corte hung the customary garland over the front door, so passersby would know a birth was taking place. Shortly after, Mavis Silverscales and a few youngsters came: Mavis to post herself by the entryway to welcome well-wishers and receive gifts; Addicus Blackearth and Elise Honeywell to tidy the home, ready the nursery, and prepare meals for the new parents.

Lark knelt behind the birthing stool at Chamomile’s back, supporting his weight and massaging as requested, until another wave of pain came and Chamomile smacked his hands away again. Golden and Corte were a perfect team, barely speaking as they worked. Over Chamomile’s pained grunts, respectfully lowered voices could be heard outside the bedroom, as well as the rattle of pans and activity from the kitchen.

During a lapse, Chamomile leaned back against Lark and said, “Are they still dancing around one another?”

“Yes,” said Lark, sharing a private, amused look with Chamomile. They were both aware of how little he could say on the matter.

Golden stood to stretch her back out. “If the little one delays much longer, one of them might actually work up the nerve to speak,” she said.

“Wouldn’t that be sweet?” said Corte, from where he stood with a basin of steaming water. “New life and new love. Ah, it warms the heart.”

Chamomile made a noise, rallying himself for another contraction. Golden knelt quickly once more. “Sadly, I will not stand for any reasonably avoidable delay,” he grunted. “The lovebirds are very much on their own.”

“Steady on,” said Golden. “And when it feels right, push.”

Chamomile did, straining and flushed, and he gasped when he stopped.

“Please,” he said to Lark, “Talk about something—anything. Distract me.”

Lark squeezed the hand that squeezed his back. “We never did decide what to name the baby.”

Chamomile took up the thread easily. It was a familiar discussion, one that occasionally spiraled into argument. He said, instantly, “Aster.”

“Iris,” said Lark, just as quickly.

“Mind your breathing, Cham,” warned Golden. “Almost there.”

“Flowers, eh? Have you thought about birds?” said Corte. “What about Robin?”

“Robin? Hmm,” said Lark thoughtfully. “Robin Greenthroat. Cham, what do you think?”

“It has potential,” Chamomile sullenly allowed. “But...Ah! I still like Aster.”

“I’ll make you a deal, my love,” said Lark. “If we have two children, you may have an Aster, and I shall have an Iris.”

“Done.” Chamomile grit his teeth. “Since you won’t just let me have what I want, when I suffer for you so.” Lark kissed his temple with a sound smack.

Golden made a noise. “I see the head!”


Epilogue: Orange Blossoms


Four times Lark reached for something that was not there, and only on the fourth occasion did he realize something was amiss. His pencil was on the ground, rather than in its usual place at his left hand. His level was on the worktable across the room, while his eraser was gone entirely.

When he couldn’t find his pad of draft paper, he pushed his chair from the desk and looked out the workshop’s open door to the yard. The blanket in the grass was more or less as he’d left it, a gnawed carrot and a stack of blocks strewn across it.

His missing pad was there, however, his daughter was not.

Lark went to the door and peered into the depths of Chamomile’s perpetually overgrown garden, which had been known to swallow small people who wandered into it. Nothing appeared to be rustling within, though he knew from experience this didn’t necessarily mean anything.

“Iris?” he called, now searching the side yard with his eyes. “Come out, daisy!”

A giggle came from behind him, somewhere in the shop. He spun around, handily blocking her exit.

“You’d better not be in the sawdust again,” he said warningly.

“I’m not!” came the muffled answer. “It’s too itchy.”

Several wood curls rolled from under the centermost worktable. Lark knelt to look beneath it.

Iris grinned up at him, red-handed and entirely remorseless. Her curly hair was, impossibly, even more tangled that it had been that morning, when Lark had given up on doing anything with it, and she had most definitely been in the garden without his realizing. Her dress (getting too short for her, his little weed) was smeared with soil.

She knew better than to go into the garden unsupervised, but in that moment Lark was mostly just happy she’d successfully extracted herself once more, and in light of that he simply asked, “Did you take your father’s pencils?”

“Maybe,” she sang, as she scrubbed at a doodle of a bunny on the floorboards with his eraser. The bunny was new, if not the flowers, humanoid figures, and suns all around it.

“I need one back,” he told her reasonably. “You can keep the rest. For now,” he added, because every discussion with his daughter was a negotiation, and her memory was superb.

She’d been sitting on them, evidently, for she reached beneath her and brought out four pencils, one of which he hadn’t seen in at least a month, and offered him the handful.

He pointed to the blue one. “May I have this one?”

“No, I like that one.” She extended another. “Take this one.”

“Thank you, dear,” he said gravely, taking it. “I will need the eraser in a moment.”

She nodded, humming as she went back to her drawing.

Lark returned to his work, keeping an ear out for small footsteps, and went uninterrupted for a while longer until squeals sounded from the garden.

“Iris?” he said, lurching up.

“Papa?” said his daughter, from beneath the worktable.

He rose to put eyes on her all the same, and frowned as she blinked curiously back at him. “But if you’re there...”

Lark looked to the yard. The bottom half of the kitchen door was open when it had not been before. Chamomile was meant to be in town, picking up ingredients for the next recipe they’d chosen to tackle (pot roast with potatoes and thyme), but it could only mean one thing…

“Daisy, did your mother return?” he asked.

“I dunno,” she said, at the same time another plaintive cry came from the garden.

“Mama! Papa!”

Lark scrambled to his feet and came up short at the edge of dense foliage. “Aster! Where are you?”

“Hot!” Aster wailed, which meant he’d trampled into the pepper patch again.

Lark became aware of Iris clinging to his pants, and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Aster!” she said fiercely. “You know peppers are bad!”

“Shush, daisy, don’t scare him more. Stay there.” Lark put one leg between tomato plants as he planned his route to the peppers in the back corner.

“Papa, one popped!”

“Don’t put your fingers in your mouth!” Iris cautioned, with questionable relish.

“What on earth is all this noise?” came Chamomile’s voice from the direction of the house.

Lark, who was of equal height to the garden at best, waved a hand over his head to communicate his position.

“Aster’s stuck in the peppers again,” Iris informed him.

“Oh dear,” said Chamomile. “Iris, I wish you wouldn’t smile so.”

It was then that Lark spied his son across the melon patch, legs caught in a vine and sitting between two pepper plants. Bright red fruits hung on either side of his head, as good as gleaming little beacons of death as far as poor Aster was concerned. Aster, who had crushed half a dozen in his hands when he was two and then, most unfortunately, attempted to suck on his fingers, as was his habit. Aster, who had then cried so loudly that the neighbors had come to investigate.

“Papa!” Aster squeaked, spotting him.

“Keep your hands away from your face,” Lark told him. “Don’t move, I’m coming.”

“Try not to get stuck too, Lark,” Chamomile called with a poorly muffled laugh. “Again.”

He did, in the sweet potato vines, but only briefly.
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Chamomile washed Aster’s arms and face in the kitchen sink as Lark held a squirming Iris in his lap. Seated on the counter, his son’s blond head poked over Chamomile’s shoulder, as curly and wild as his twin’s.

Not for the first time Lark wondered at Aster’s wheat gold shade. It confounded them both that he should be so brightly colored when Iris’s hair, black at birth, had lightened to a red just a bit darker than Lark’s, and Chamomile’s brown hair was so dark as to be essentially black. Aster’s brown eyes, though, were very much his mother’s, and Chamomile was adamant that both twins had Lark’s nose and mouth. Lark looked at their children and only saw Chamomile, and that pleased him just fine.

“I cannot think why you would go anywhere near them after the last time,” Chamomile was chiding their son.

“I wanted blueberries,” was the petulant reply.

“My daisy, we have perfectly good blueberries in the house.”

“Iris says the ones in the garden are better.”

Lark looked down to his daughter, who met his gaze with wide, guileless eyes.

“Must you torture your brother so?” he asked her. She only grinned at him disarmingly.

He sighed. It really was unlucky she was such a charming child; she’d wriggled out of many a scolding with that very smile. One could only hope some of sweet Aster’s good nature would rub off on her.

Chamomile scrubbed Aster up to his elbows before letting him down and handing him a towel to dry himself. Lark waited until it was returned before allowing Iris to wiggle free, to give him a head start. The pair of them dashed from the room like a pair of scrambling puppies.

“You were back later than expected,” Lark said in the children’s wake, sitting back. "How did your visit go?”

Chamomile cast eyes at him over his shoulder, wiping the counter down with Aster’s abandoned towel. He nodded to the paper-wrapped parcel on the table near Lark’s hand.

“I picked that up from Isagail Littlebird on the way back,” he said, by way of answer.

Lark raised his eyebrows and pulled it to him, unknotting the twine. Inside was an embroidery hoop, the bright threads depicting a family tree framed by braided daisies. A chamomile blossom and minuscule lark, marked by its black and yellow throat, were connected by little tendrils of ivy to first an iris, then an aster bloom, then to a…

He touched the threads with a light finger. Many thoughts and several questions sprung up at once, but all Lark said was, “What is this last one?” though he saw quite well what it was.

Chamomile, his life and love, his motivation, wore a self-satisfied smirk. His arms were crossed and his hands pinned to his sides. Or else, Lark expected, they would lay themselves over his stomach.

“You tell me,” Chamomile said, teasing.

“Well, I see gloxinia,” Lark drawled, as he rose and drifted across the dividing space. “Ivy. A tiny iris, and an aster…”

He came forward until they touched, and then came more, until Chamomile was pressed back into the counter, pinned by Lark’s hips against his. His belly was plush and yielding as ever, but it would grow out again.

He caught Chamomile’s chin in one hand. “Could it be a wee robin?” he said, sotto voce.

Chamomile shivered, nuzzling their noses. “You guess correctly.”

Lark set the hoop aside carefully, his hands full of cuddling husband. “I notice there’s quite a bit of space left over,” he murmured, stretching his neck for Chamomile’s peppered kisses.

“I asked Isagail to do that,” Chamomile mumbled against his throat. He leaned away to narrow his eyes up at Lark, sly-faced as a fox. “I told her I might need it for the future.”

“Did you?” Lark laughed.

“It’s a big house,” he reasoned.

Lark could only say, “So it is,” as Chamomile got an arm around his neck and pulled him level.

Small, loud voices sounded in argument further in the house. Lark took the chance while he could to press Chamomile into the counter, tilting him back with the force of his kiss and goosing him for good measure. “Luckily,” he added, and Chamomile, a little starry-eyed, laughed.

“Shall we?” Chamomile said, offering a hand.

Lark accepted it into his own, and took up the embroidery hoop once more in his other. He admired the neat stitches of the iris, the bright color of the aster, the little robin and its promise. The gloxinia that crowned the top of the daisy braid was the same shade as the one in Chamomile’s bouquet—this he knew well, for he saw that very flower every day. The bouquet in its entirety had been pressed by Chamomile, and mounted by Lark in a frame etched in the fashion of Chamomile’s wedding cuff. It had hung over their bed in private display for four idyllic years.

Chamomile laid his head on Lark’s shoulder, and Lark squeezed his hand. He was so full, so happy, that he had no words to answer. He only nodded.


An Index of Flowers


	ASTER - Symbol of Love, Daintiness, Patience

	ANEMONE - Protection Against Evil

	BLUEBELLS - Humility, Constancy

	CACTUS FLOWER - Endurance

	CAMELLIA - Admiration, Perfection

	CHRYSANTHEMUM - Cheerfulness

	DAISY - Innocence, New Beginnings

	FERN - Fascination, Confidence, Shelter, Magic

	FLAX - Domesticity

	FORGET-ME-NOT - True Love, Memories

	FORSYTHIA - Anticipation

	GARDENIA - You're Lovely, Secret Love

	GARLIC FLOWER - Courage, Strength

	GLOXINIA - Love at First Sight

	GRASS - Submission

	HEATHER (WHITE) - Protection, Wishes will Come True

	HOLLY - Defense, Happiness in Domesticity

	IRIS - Faith, Hope, Wisdom and Valour

	IVY - Wedded Love, Fidelity, Friendship

	IVY W/ WHITE TENDRILS, Anxious to Please, Affection

	ORANGE BLOSSOM - Innocence, Marriage and Fruitfulness

	STICKY CATCHFLY - Nighttime, An Invitation

	SWEET PEA - Goodbye, Blissful Pleasure, Thank You for a Lovely Time

	TULIP (YELLOW) - There's Sunshine in Your Smile

	TULIP (VARIEGATED) - Beautiful Eyes

	TULIP (RED) - Declaration of Love

	VIOLET (BLUE) - Faithfulness, Fidelity

	VIOLET (WHITE) - Candor

	VISCARIA - Will You Dance with Me, Flirtation
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