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For anyone who is overworked and overlooked, wishing three men would come spoil them.

And teachers. You’re pretty amazing.




Author’s Note

WELCOME TO STARLIGHT GROVE! IF YOU PICKED UP THIS book because of the super cute cover, I want you to know that this is a cozy, small town romance that’s also very spicy. This book is for adults!

This book is intended to be a sweet, cozy, low angst read. However, there is some content some readers may find upsetting. Our character backstories include death of a parent via cancer and race-motivated bullying.

A Pack for Winter contains multiple explicit sex scenes, intended for audiences 18+. Ivy’s HEA includes the intention to have children, but there is no on-page pregnancy.

It is part of the Cozyverse shared universe between Emilia Emerson and Eliana Lee. Our books can be read as standalones, but all take place in the charming town of Starlight Grove with shared characters.
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Intro to Omegaverse

A PACK FOR WINTER IS A WHY CHOOSE OMEGAVERSE.

Why Choose means that our female main character doesn’t have to choose between her love interests for her happily ever after.

Omegaverse originated in fanfiction as MM (male/male) romance. It has evolved since then but remains a wonderfully queer-positive genre, which is reflected in the worldbuilding.

While every author has their own take on omegaverse, in general, it is an alternative world where society is composed of three designations: alphas, omegas, and betas. People are born into a designation, which influences their biology, personality, and instincts, but they do not shift into animals. Everyone has a scent that can change depending on emotions and stir up physiological reactions in others.

Cozyverse is our sweet, low-angst interpretation of the genre.

ALPHAS

Alphas are natural leaders, mostly male, and the most dominant designation.

Male alphas have knots at the base of their penis that swells during sex, allowing them to stay locked inside their partner. Female alphas have locks in their vaginas that serve a similar purpose with male partners.

When exposed to enough omega pheromones, particularly during an omega’s heat, alphas can fall into rut, which is when they are overwhelmed by their instincts to sate and care for their omega.

Alphas can “bark,” which means injecting their voice with a tone that omegas find difficult to resist. In this omegaverse, barks are used in trusting relationships where the omega consents to being put in a submissive state.

OMEGAS

Omegas are the rarest designation, and most are female. Typically, they are physically small and have a high need for physical touch. Omegas are often the center of pack life, the glue that holds the pack together.

Starting in early adulthood, omegas go into heat every three months. Heats last approximately one week, and during this time, omegas are ruled by their instincts. They have a strong urge to nest, gathering soft and cozy items into a bed for comfort.

Omegas must be knotted by alphas to avoid pain and physical harm during heat. If omegas want to prevent their heats, they can take a daily suppressant pill.

BETAS

Betas are the most common designation and what we would consider “normal” humans. They don’t have strong scents and are least governed by pheromones but are not immune. Betas can be a part of packs, and alphas and omegas can bite them to form a bond.

PACKS

Polyamory is freely accepted and many people form packs, or chosen families. Romantic and sexual connections between pack members can vary.

SCENT MATCHES

Scent matches are people who are uniquely compatible with each other and have strong reactions to each other’s scents.

BONDS

Bonds are initiated by a bite and form a permanent emotional link between two people. Alphas and omegas exchange bites, whereas betas simply receive them to create the bond.




CHAPTER 1

Ivy

MY BOOTS CRUSHED THE REMNANTS OF AUTUMN LEAVES AS I drew closer to the house. Bob and Mary Russell were moving out and leaving their beloved fish tank behind. Mary had been regaling fellow Starlight Grove townspeople with descriptions of their new custom built-in tank. Long and detailed descriptions of how it would mold to the contours of their house while gesturing in a weirdly sensual manner.

No judgment here.

But if I played my cards right, that old tank was mine.

Bob’s familiar egg-shaped head appeared from behind the moving van and I sped up to catch him.

“Excuse me! I’m so sorry to bother you, but do you have a moment?” I called out in a breathless rush.

“Ms. Winter?” Bob did a double-take. It had been a long time since I’d taught one of his children, but the name stuck, just as it had for most of the town. “What are you doing here?”

Come on, Ivy. You can do this. Assert yourself.

“I heard you were leaving your fish tank behind. Could I please have it for my classroom?” I asked politely.

Bob stared at me blankly. “Your classroom?”

“They make great teaching tools. Water chemistry, caretaking, teamwork,” I explained earnestly. I tucked my hair behind my ear, neatening my short brown bob out of habit rather than untidiness. “Not only that, they help create a calming environment so—”

“Yes, yes, you can take it.” Bob waved an impatient hand.

I did it!

“We have no use for it,” Bob continued, before his chest puffed out. “Did you know the new tank we’re getting is going to be tailor-made to the specifications of our lounge room? We worked with the most fantastic—”

I didn’t have the guts to do anything except stand there and listen to him until I had turned into a desiccated husk.

“Thank you!” I finally squeaked. I shuffled sideways through the gap between the moving van and the front gate. “I’m so grateful!”

“Mary will give you a hand!” Bob called after me.

I left the Russells’ old house with my prize in the backseat of my car. Mary had even thrown in the filter, heater and lights for me. Not having to buy them myself was a godsend. I would be able to afford substrate, decorations and test kits straight away.

And fish. I suppose they were an important part of it too.

It was a relief to know I would be able to get this up and running for my fifth graders sooner rather than later. I felt like we had limped our way into December. Budgets tightened, class sizes grew, resources drained.

I did my best with less and less every year.

That’s why I was holding out for the Preston Eberhart Educator Empowerment and Excellence Grant. I’d spent weeks perfecting my proposal. I wanted art supplies for Tanner who drew the most amazing designs in his margins. A robotics kit for Riley who had a fascination for taking things apart to see how they worked. Books written in this century for Mona who had read and re-read every dog-eared paperback in my mini library. No one would make that $2,000 work harder than me.

But until we found out where the money was going, I would have to settle for begging for secondhand fish tanks.

I parked at my usual spot near the elementary wing of Starlight Grove School. I much preferred walking to work, but with the earlier nightfall and unpredictable weather it was safer to drive.

It quickly became apparent that getting the tank from my backseat to my classroom was going to be harder than I’d anticipated.

My omega designation was not usually something that held me back. I accepted that I would need a step ladder to reach things in high places. I took suppressants religiously to stave off my heats. Applying specialist deodorant was part of my morning routine to dampen my natural omega scent.

But as I stood there, staring at the giant glass box, the fat droplets of a chilly December rain began to fall.

Sometimes the idea of having a strong, manly alpha do physical labor for you just made sense.

Gravel crunched behind me. I turned to see Rome Chandrasinghe stepping onto school grounds. SGS’s new music teacher and one hundred percent alpha. Even his big umbrella couldn’t obscure that striking black gaze, warm tan skin and his neatly stubbled jawline.

It was a big cosmic joke and I was the punchline.

You wanted a strong, manly alpha? Here you go! Now make conversation like a regular human while your tongue decides to stop working.

Rome removed his headphones. He liked 90s RnB and lived close to the school as well, two facts that I should not have memorized but had anyway.

“Ivy! What are you doing here on a Saturday?” Rome called out. “Where’s your umbrella? Here, come under mine.”

I don’t know why I found the thought of Rome seeing me so unprepared embarrassing.

“I usually have one on me, I swear!” I promised him. Rome jogged over and held the umbrella out over my head before stepping under it himself. I was immediately enveloped in the sumptuous haze of his mulled wine alpha scent. He was comforting. Complex. Designed to be held close and savored.

Scents were a natural lure between alphas and omegas. But after twelve years of being an omega, I was fairly practiced at not letting it go to my head.

Fairly practiced but not, you know, immune.

“Thanks,” I said, feeling like I was protected by more than just the umbrella.

“Of course,” he said softly.

My own gingerbread scent rose in a spiced, gentle swirl between us. Rome’s tiny gesture of thoughtfulness pleased my omega. I looked up, caught the slight pulse of his pupils expanding and felt my face flush.

Let’s side-step what my body is inconveniently doing, please.

Rome cleared his throat and both our scents receded slightly, the brief designation-fueled interlude forgotten. We were back to what we were supposed to be—colleagues.

“Is Jeff making you work on the weekend?” Rome asked, his heavy brow furrowed.

“No!” Our principal had nothing to do with this and I was a bit self-conscious that I had been caught going the extra mile. “I got hold of a fish tank and I’m putting it in my classroom,” I explained.

“Got hold of …” Rome repeated.

“Not by stealing! I got it legitimately!” I assured him hurriedly.

Rome carded his fingers through his long, cheekbone-grazing strands of hair and side-eyed the tank in my backseat. “I didn’t think you stole it,” he said slowly.

My shoulders sank in relief. “Oh, good.”

“But now I do.”

“Rome!” I was indignant that he even thought I was capable of it.

His eyes crinkled with amusement. “Just kidding. Jesus, it’s big. Do you need help with bringing it in?”

“Yes, please,” I said gratefully.

Rome exhaled loudly. “Thank god. If you had said no I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

He pressed the umbrella into my hand and began taking off his coat. His movements were very graceful considering how broad his shoulders were. “Do you mind?” he asked, holding it out to me.

I took his coat from him, my mouth going dry as I fought the urge to press my nose into the wool blend. Rome began to roll up his shirt sleeves and I prayed all the claims the No-NonScent Deodorant ads made were legitimate.

Look at the ground instead of the strip show you’ve unwittingly initiated.

Rome lifted the tank with ease and began to make his way toward the school. I only let myself look at his taut forearms for a very brief moment. “Why are you here on a Saturday?” I asked, holding the umbrella over us both and trying to keep up with his long strides.

“You mean other than saving you a visit to the chiropractor?”

“Yes, that,” I huffed.

“Robbie has the Tri-State Piano Competition coming up and is convinced he’ll bomb,” Rome said, somehow managing to hold the door open for me with his hip like a gentleman.

“Oh he’ll do so well,” I immediately assured him. Robbie O’Hara was a tenth grader and already playing at a pre-collegiate level.

“I agree,” he said, flicking a quick glance my way. “The assembly hall is similar to the space where he’ll be performing on the day. I suggested it to his piano teacher for an extra rehearsal. Hopefully it’ll give him the boost of confidence he needs.”

Rome had replaced the elderly, half-deaf Mr. Peters, who really should’ve retired twelve years ago rather than twelve weeks ago.

Starlight Grove was lucky to have him.

I held my classroom door open and pointed to the spot I had optimistically cleared for the tank already. Rome set it down easily, as if carrying it the entire way had been no effort whatsoever.

“Thank you, Rome,” I told him sincerely. “That was nice of you to do that for Robbie, by the way.”

He cocked his head to the side. “I can be nice.”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

“It was implied.”

“Was not.”

Smiles played on both our lips.

My eyes narrowed slightly. “Are you still gunning for the Preston Eberhart grant?”

“You mean the PEEEEG?” Rome pronounced it like a long, dachshund-like version of pig.

“I think Preston prefers the Preston Eberhart Educator Empowerment and Excellence Grant.”

Rome was unapologetic. “Lucky he’s not here then and I can keep calling it the PEEEEG,” he said smoothly before his expression flattened somewhat. “But yes. I am. You?”

“Of course.”

“Good. If only the winner was determined by who could remember what the grant was called.”

Was he rooting for me? “That would be convenient,” I said shyly.

Rome took his coat from me and I reluctantly let it slip from my fingers. He made his way past me toward the door and laid his forearm against the frame. His chin pointed toward the tank. “If you need advice on setting that up, feel free to pop in and see James.”

James Chen was a vet, Rome’s longtime partner and from what little I had seen of him around town—the perfect, charming counterpoint to Rome’s darker intensity.

“I don’t want to bother him, I’m sure he’s busy at work,” I said hesitantly.

Not that I was really looking forward to all the extensive fish research I would have to do now.

“Don’t be silly.” Rome pulled out his phone. “The clinic closes early on Saturdays. You can probably catch him as he’s finishing up if you head over now. I’ll check but I’m sure he won’t mind. I’m stuck here anyway so he won’t be in a rush to get home.”

I laughed. “Are you implying that he won’t have anything better to do because he can’t be around you?”

Rome stopped texting abruptly. “Yes,” he finally said.

“You think a lot of yourself, don’t you, Rome?” I teased him lightly.

His answering smile made my chest flutter peculiarly. “You should try it sometime, Ivy.”

A chirp sounded as his phone went off. Rome’s expression brightened seeing the response from his other half.

“He said he’d love to …” Rome paused. “And used every fish-related emoji there is.” His lips pursed with equal parts exasperation and affection.

I don’t know why I suddenly imagined what it would be like to receive texts like that throughout my day to make me smile the way he did.

“Tell him thank you and I’ll see him soon.” I gave my next words some serious thought. “And add a seal emoji.”

Dogs of the sea. Friendly and capable of waving. It would hopefully please someone like James.

“He’ll think I’ve had an aneurysm.”

“I’ll reassure him of your good health.”

Rome sent my reply and pocketed his phone. “You’re a bad influence, Ivy Winter,” he said, his voice like velvet.

It was the first time in my life anyone had called me a bad influence. It was … ill-fitting and a badge of honor at the same time. I met his dark eyes and swallowed loudly.

There it was again. His rich, enticing alpha scent.

I stared at the bare brown skin above his collar and pictured running my nose along it and breathing him in.

For a brief, mortifying second I wondered what it would be like to be his pack’s omega.

Don’t bother. It’s not like anyone ever shows interest.

You’re just Ms. Winter. Wrangler of children, and—I glanced down at my shapeless woolen sweater—sexless caterpillar.

The razor of negative thought sliced along a well-practiced path.

My palms smoothed down my pants. “I better go. Don’t want to keep him waiting,” I said perfunctorily.

“Of course. I’m sure Robbie’s wondering where I am too,” Rome said with a quick glance at his watch.

I watched him leave my classroom, and waited until I was sure his scent had dissipated from the doorway before I made my exit.




CHAPTER 2

Ivy

“HI, MS. WINTER!”

Naomi Allen may have been sixteen and working her first job as Whiskers Vet Clinic’s junior receptionist. But to me, she would always be ten, trying to lead the class in a mutiny against fractions.

“Hi Naomi,” I greeted her, closing the door firmly shut behind me and shivering off the blustery windchill.

“Have you read the latest Runeweaver Knight yet? Can you believe—”

I shushed her quickly. “No spoilers! I’m a third of the way through.”

Naomi scraped her nails over her face and let out a silent scream.

“I’ll finish it soon and we can discuss,” I laughed.

“Thank you,” she moaned.

It was rewarding to see the nudge I had given her toward epic fantasy had grown into a full blown addiction.

“Did you forget your pet?” Naomi’s forehead creased as she glanced down around my feet, looking for a furry companion. “Do you have a pet?”

I grinned. “No, but class 5W is about to get several.”

Her eyes rounded with surprise. “No way! That’s why you’re the best, Ms. Winter. What are you—”

“Ivy! You made it!”

I’d heard him speak at the last town meeting but I did not remember him sounding so … lush. A husky baritone that strummed something fundamental within me.

James strode out of the exam room, his appearance even more devastating than his voice. He filled out his blue scrubs like they were designer threads and probably missed his calling as a runway model. His hair was thick and dark, in a slight wave up from his forehead and rounded glasses framing expressive brown eyes. A single dimple adorned his left cheek.

He was a beta, the most common designation. But there was absolutely nothing common about him.

“Here I am,” I said, tucking my hair behind my ear nervously.

“Come with me.” James flicked his head toward the consulting room. “The computer’s in here.”

Was I allowed to be alone with that blinding smile without a chaperone? I gave Naomi a wave good-bye and followed James into the office.

James settled himself easily into the swivel chair and gestured for me to sit at the chair beside the desk. As he leaned back casually and steepled his fingers together at his waist, my eyes dropped to his exposed toned forearms.

These are the second pair of arms you’ve stared at today, Ivy. What’s the matter with you?

“Seal emoji. That was you, wasn’t it?”

My eyes shot back up to his face, hoping he didn’t notice my detour. “Yes. Rome would like you to know he didn’t have an aneurysm,” I informed him seriously.

James threw his head back, rewarding me with a laugh that was genuine and bright. “It’s good that you told me, it was a very real concern of mine,” he teased.

His manner was so open, inviting me into his world. I didn’t really want to start discussing fish just yet.

“How are the two of you settling in?” I asked quickly. Was that a silly thing to ask? They’d been here for several months now. “I know Starlight Grove is barely a blip on a map compared to New York but—”

He let out a sheepish huff. “Do you know how Rome and I met?”

I shook my head.

“We were waiting in line for a croissant.”

“That’s a cute way to—”

“For two hours.”

“Oh.”

I couldn’t imagine anything worse.

James seemed amused by how badly I was hiding my thoughts. “We chatted almost the entire time and by the time we got to the front of the line there was only one left. Made sense to split it.”

“Was it worth it?”

“Yes. Definitely.” He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, suddenly shy. “But not because of the croissant.”

I inhaled sharply, feeling my heart expand.

Would I ever find a love like that?

“Point is,” James continued, “Rome and I are happy to find a home where a two-hour wait for a viral croissant is not a thing.”

“I’m glad,” I said softly.

His scent was subtle—all beta scents were—but suddenly the whispers I’d been picking up didn’t feel like enough. Hot chocolate with a hint of marshmallow. It was such a tease, a mug passing by in the hands of a waitress for someone else. I wanted to hug it between frozen hands, lift it to my lips and let it warm me from the inside out.

God, imagine our scents together.

Imagine our scents with Rome’s.

I got the briefest flash of how that would look—clashing lips, an escaped whine and whitened knuckles—and swallowed hard.

Inappropriate, Ivy! So inappropriate!

There was a loose yarn between my fingers, accidentally yanked free from my sleeve. When did I do that?

James’ jaw was tense, a stillness in his limbs reminiscent of a beast poised to strike.

And then it was gone and the dimple returned.

“So … ready for Fish 101?”
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I LEFT WITH A stack of printouts with meticulously detailed notes of recommended fish and a list of reasonably priced accessories that worked with my budget. James even scribbled out a classroom feeding schedule and gave me tips on how to best involve the children in the maintenance.

“Just name one of them after me!” was all he said when I thanked him profusely.

I was determined to find the prettiest betta fish possible in order to do him justice.

The image of a beautiful swirling fish wearing tiny glasses popped into my head. I pulled my scarf a little higher around my face to hide my goofy smile.

After leaving Whiskers, I’d driven to Main Street, needing to stop at Mariposa Market and pick up a bottle of wine before heading to dinner with my parents.

I’d lived in Starlight Grove my entire life, but the way she adorned herself for winter would never lose its magic. Wreaths of various sizes and gaudiness hung from doors, neighbors trying to outshine each other like male birds seeking a mate. My steps slowed to a stroll despite the brisk early evening air, admiring the fairy lights and paper snowflakes that had gone up in shop windows. I stopped in front of the toy shop and giggled at the felt mice wearing Christmas sweaters, positioned like they were hard at work setting up the display.

A plaintive meow drew my attention. Felix slunk out from around the corner and stretched himself up, pressing two cotton-white paws on the window edge. His little pink nose squashed on the glass and left a heart-shaped mark behind.

“They’re not real mice, Felix,” I explained. “Won’t be a good mouthful.”

He blinked golden eyes at me.

“Yes, I’m very sure,” I assured him.

Felix was a fixture in Starlight Grove. A riot of black, white and orange fur. His imperious attitude masked how good a listener he was.

I didn’t want to call him a stray. He was far too majestic for that.

Felix was just … ours.

Plus he was invaluable at town meetings for settling debates when our mayor Stanley droned on for too long. We liked to think of Felix as our mayor too, to Stanley’s great consternation.

“Have you picked your house for tonight?” I reached down and gave his head a scratch. “Not yet? You can come with me but I’m visiting my parents first.”

Felix scrunched his nose with distaste. I shouldn’t have said that. Mom and Dad’s chocolate labrador was in love with Felix and it was a torrid one-sided affair.

“Oh, he’s not that bad!” I recalled the way Teddy had chased Felix through my parents’ yard and winced. “Ok, maybe for you he is,” I conceded.

The sky was darkening quickly, the amber glow of the streetlamps illuminating the rain-soaked sidewalk. My pale cheeks were already ruddy from the cold. “Well, don’t stay out here too long. All right?” I instructed him, sticking my hands even deeper into my pockets.

My reflexes barely kicked in as Felix barreled toward me without warning.

“Oof!”

I struggled to hold him and maintain my balance as he scampered up my front. He nuzzled his head into my neck with such an aggressive, burrowing motion I squealed.

It was sadly the most action I’d gotten in years.

“Sorry, you do want to come with me after all?” I wheezed as his big bottlebrush tail batted at me.

Then he was gone, like a demented poltergeist, leaving me flustered and confused.

“What on earth …”

I stared down at my woolen coat, now covered with cat hair. I sighed, brushed the orange, white and black off me as best I could and continued on my way.




CHAPTER 3

Rome

I ARRIVED HOME TO A CAT ON MY DOORSTEP.

James and I didn’t have a cat.

Surely it belonged to someone? It looked extremely well-fed. Shiny gold eyes and glossy multi-colored fur.

I stared at the overgrown hairball.

He/she/it stared back.

I couldn’t fucking believe I was stuck in a staring contest with a stray cat and about to lose.

“Shoo,” I commanded.

The cat’s nose twitched and I was certain that was the equivalent of it laughing uproariously in my face.

Our front door swung open suddenly and I jumped.

(The cat didn’t).

My bonded beta stuck his head out and smiled when he saw me.

“Rome! I thought I heard you,” James beamed. He noticed our unwanted visitor and his eyebrows flew up to his hairline.

“Oh my god, it’s happening, I can’t believe it,” he muttered urgently. “Rome, it’s Felix.”

“Who?”

“Please tell me you haven’t been that unobservant.”

I couldn’t because clearly I had been.

“Felix is the mayor, Rome,” James said slowly. As if that explained everything instead of being even more confusing.

“What? Then who the hell is the guy we met when we first moved here? What’s his name, er—”

“Stanley.”

“Yeah, him.”

James waved his hand. “He’s mayor too but Felix is really the people’s mayor if you know what I mean. Don’t you remember him at the town meeting we attended?”

If James thought I was able to process anything during that clusterfuck of new faces and names, then he would be sorely let down.

“He was there?” was all I said.

“Yes! They couldn’t come to a decision about the width of the parking spaces. That’s what that laminated sign is for—so he can cast the tiebreaker vote. But he couldn’t because he was sleeping. Don’t you remember?”

I rubbed my eyes furiously with my knuckles. “I thought they were referring to the old man who was snoring under his hat.”

“No, babe, that’s Hank Prescott.”

Sometimes I was very grateful for the way James adapted so easily to new situations and tried his best to help me keep up. Even if sometimes I felt like I was being buffeted violently trying to hang onto a speeding car.

“Ok,” I sighed. “So we have the cat mayor on our doorstep. What do we do about him?”

“He’s chosen our home to sleep at tonight. Marisol told me about it when she brought her bulldog in for a check-up. Apparently he’s been missing all autumn and only recently started house-hopping again. It’s a big deal, Rome,” James emphasized, adjusting his glasses.

I stared at him aghast. “So we’re supposed to let a strange cat rub itself all over our furniture?”

At that moment, our neighbor’s door opened. Logan Bennett was such a huge alpha his shaggy head almost scraped against the top of the frame. There was a neatly wrapped present in his hand. He noticed the three of us and gave a polite wave.

“Hey, you got Felix tonight,” he observed. “Congrats.”

“So this is just widely accepted, is it?” I questioned.

James ignored me. “Hey Logan, do you know if he’s been fed?”

“Oh, we’re feeding him now, too?” I crossed my arms.

I may as well have been talking to a brick wall.

“Beats me.” Logan shrugged. “But he’ll meow like he hasn’t either way. Do you need his food? I always keep some cans for when he stays with me.”

“Thanks Logan.” James pushed past me. “I might take you up on that, we weren’t prepared at all.”

“What the fuck is happening,” I hissed under my breath.

Felix was watching me. Looking outrageously smug. This was getting out of hand. I bent down, getting eye to eye with him so I could lay down the law. Man to … cat.

Only to be hit with a burst of Ivy Winter’s delicate gingerbread scent.

Fuck.

It had been months since I first scented her and it hadn’t lost its allure. Not one bit. In fact, I think it was getting worse.

My alpha was driven to the point of distraction by it lingering in the halls of the school. Being able to help her with the miniscule task of carrying her fish tank today was like a feast for my caretaking instincts.

I almost scent-marked her when we stood under that umbrella together today. My fist curled, nails digging into my palm as I held myself back from running my cheek along hers and shrouding her in my scent.

I wanted to say it was just biology. But there was nothing biological about why my eyes always tried to find her telltale brunette bob in a crowded assembly. Or why my heart and lungs felt crowded whenever I saw her going the extra mile for the students, whether they were hers or not.

I didn’t know how to explain why her periwinkle blue eyes felt like a lightning strike every time they met mine.

Ivy was empathetic, thoughtful and so goddamn brilliant. How could I make sure her shine would never be dulled? I almost pulled out of the Preston Eberhart grant when I realized she had applied as well. The principal admonished me for that. Something about maximizing our chances.

I got the most irrational surge of jealousy that Felix had been cuddling with her. And judging by his implacable expression, he knew how I felt and did not care.

“The bed is off-limits,” I ordered him crossly. “And no scratching the new couch. Capiche?”

Felix yawned with his whole body, stretching nearly the entire width of the porch. He shook it off before striding purposefully through the open door with his tail regally in the air.

James returned with the cat food. “Where is he?” he asked.

I flicked my head inside. “I laid down some strict ground rules first,” I added.

James’ kiss might have had a tinge of exasperation to it but the way his palm slid down my back was all love.

“Regrets?” he asked after we broke apart.

I loved having a bond with him. Loved the insight it gave me to his emotions. I understood exactly what he was asking, his thoughts settling on the town and our decision to move.

“Never.” I smiled.

Despite the strange cat that was now eating from a bowl that I had to remind myself never to use again, I was content.

I’d grown up in a pack. An omega mother, four fathers and enough siblings that our first home had extensions on the extensions. My Sri Lankan father may have given me my last name but I was lucky enough to be raised in a wonderfully chaotic mix of cultures and influences. It was normal to see feijoada next to mackerel curry at the dinner table. The sound system bounced between the rhythmic samba of Brazilian pop and 80s power metal. Sunday football bled into T20 cricket matches. Our backgrounds were all so family-oriented my childhood home was always brimming with extra people.

My dads said that one day my mom put me on her lap while she played piano and I grew up stuck to the keys. It never felt like enough and I picked up a guitar soon after. Dabbled in brass briefly. Music gave me calm, my family gave me love and the small town they raised me in kept me safe.

Then we moved. I was thirteen. Two of my dads had jobs so lucrative it was worth taking the whole pack family along like a great big traveling circus. Their contracts ended and we moved again. And again, until I didn’t know where home was anymore.

I spent a lot of my teenage years lost and angry. Angry that my fresh starts always seemed to come with the grime of judgment—my name, my skin, my interests. College in New York was deliberately chosen, yet it didn’t make it right. I eventually grew, uneven and odd-angled, out of whatever childish whim drove me. I finally let go of the feeling I was chasing that had no name.

Along came James. Right on cue, the way everyone said it happened when you stopped looking. The same, strange jolt of fate struck me again when I saw the job listing for a music teacher in Starlight Grove.

I had never even heard of the small town before.

When my offer came through, I made sure to check they had a vet clinic before I told James about it. It wouldn’t be a home for me if it wasn’t also a home for him.

“You wanna run away with me?” I had asked after I finally shared the news.

James didn’t hesitate. “Yes. Always.”

I bonded him that night. Kissed and loved that bare spot on his neck before letting my teeth mark him as mine.

The moment I set foot in Starlight Grove, I felt like I could breathe. The static in my head went quiet.

James and I settled ourselves on our couch in front of the TV. Felix hopped up easily and rolled himself into a furry puddle between us. James did a double take as he smoothed down Felix’s patchwork fur.

“Is it just me or does he smell like … gingerbread?”

Betas took a little longer to pick up scents compared to alphas and omegas. I was surprised James could detect Ivy on a freaking cat.

I wasn’t sure what possessed me to send Ivy James’ way this afternoon. Maybe I was desperate to know what he thought of her.

“Sneaky bastard must’ve snuggled with her before he came here,” I muttered.

James gave me a meaningful look. “You know, we’ve never courted an omega together.”

Knowing we were on the same wavelength lit a spark of satisfaction in me. I did want a pack to call my own. So did James. Our relationship had always felt like the first links to something greater than the two of us.

But not yet.

“I want to be more established first.” I heaved a sigh, my fingers plucking restlessly at the edging of the couch cushion. “We’ve only recently settled in. If we’re going to do this, I want to be able to do it properly. Provide her with everything she needs.”

James didn’t look convinced. “Ivy doesn’t strike me as someone who wants stuff, Rome,” he said reproachfully.

I didn’t know how to explain it wasn’t just about stuff. It was my alpha not wanting to settle for anything less than the absolute best for her. I’d grown up seeing how my dads doted on my mom, and how much her happiness meant to them. How was I meant to do anything less for my own omega?

Ivy needed dates tailor-made for her. An extravagant nest. Courting presents.

Probably another alpha too, especially when she decided to have heats.

“Let’s just see what happens,” I mumbled.

James went silent but I could feel a yearning, complex emotion weighing on his heart. “She’s beautiful, Rome,” he finally said.

“Yeah, I know.”

She’s everything.

At least … I think she could be.

Felix began to purr, the soft continuous hum hitting some magical frequency that loosened all the tension from my limbs.

“So, er, did Marisol mention if Felix ever chooses a house twice in a row?” I whispered.

James laughed, the feel of his delight bubbly in our bond. He leaned over and kissed me. My hand curled around the nape of his neck, pulling him closer as his lips perfectly fitted with mine. “Love you,” he said, before settling back onto the couch.

I guess I would have to wait until tomorrow night to find out.




CHAPTER 4

Ivy

MARIPOSA MARKET SAT PROUDLY ON ONE OF MAIN STREET’S prized corners, opposite the square. It took its central position quite seriously, showing off its emerald green awning and wooden crates lining the front laden with brightly colored produce. The excess continued as I stepped inside, every available surface bursting with clusters of fruit, a selection of spices and chutneys or cellophane-wrapped baked goods.

It was owned by Marisol and Carmen, Dominican sisters who took great pride in expanding Starlight Grove’s palate and waistlines.

Carmen greeted me from her usual spot—the little raised table where she doled out free samples. Her neat braids were aptly formed in a crown on her head, her shimmering eyeshadow catching the light as she looked me over.

“Ivy! You and Felix! When’s the wedding?” she gushed effusively.

“He attacked me out of nowhere, Carmen,” I said exasperatedly, patting down my coat some more.

“Darling, that doesn’t sound like him. Don’t worry, I know what will make you feel better.” Carmen approached me, plate in hand. “Try some jalao.”

“Mmffhgh!”

Suddenly there was a honeyed, coconut confection in my mouth. It was almost too sugary, but the more I chewed the more I craved a second.

“Aisle four.” She swanned away, no doubt looking for more victims. “Thank me later!”

Giving an omega a single sweet was mean. I meandered down aisle four and tucked the tray of sugared candies under my arm. I seriously debated eating the whole thing during the ten minute drive to my parents’ place.

Not that I would actually do it. Turning up to dinner with a full stomach was far too rebellious.

I turned into the wine aisle and crashed directly into a solid, extremely large male chest.

“I’m so sorry!” I winced and held up my hands, shuffling away like an apologetic crab.

Logan Bennett bent down to pick up my candy. “Did Carmen make you get that?” he asked shortly.

“N-no. I wanted it,” I stammered, taking it back from him.

He grunted in reply. The language I was most familiar with from him. Logan was a silent, aloof grizzly bear of a man. He was Starlight Grove’s electrician and very good at his job—not so much with people. I think he preferred hiding. Hunching his shoulders in an attempt to minimize his size. The rugged growth of facial hair masked most of his features and he compulsively tugged his flannel shirt over his thick waistline.

Logan turned back to the wall of wine. He was standing in front of the one I wanted but I was too scared to ask him to move. I hovered instead, pretending I was examining bottles on another shelf.

A bitter scent hit me. I wrinkled my nose. Soured sap and hardened resin, murky and brittle on the bark of an old pine. Logan was tense, his alpha scent betraying him. My eyes drifted to the side and watched him run a harried hand through his hair.

I could feel my omega wanting to help. Responding instinctively to the stress pheromones he was exuding.

“Are you … having trouble picking one?” I asked tentatively.

Logan’s face clouded over. “Didn’t realize there were so many ways to bottle grape juice,” he muttered.

He reminded me of my students, lashing out from frustration when they felt lost.

“What’s the occasion tonight?” I kept my voice light and conversational.

Logan tugged at his beard. “Dad’s introducing his … girlfriend to me.”

There it was.

I had noticed Chester Bennett with an extra spring in his step around town. Suddenly taking lots of trips to neighboring Briar’s Landing. He deserved it. The alpha had raised a barely teenage Logan entirely on his own. Considering Logan was pushing forty now, it had been a long time coming.

Seeing the sharply dressed older man holding a bouquet of flowers ready to woo his lady love had almost made me weep.

A deep line appeared between Logan’s brows. “This is the happiest he’s been since Mom passed and I need to make a good impression.”

Oh. He was nervous because he thought he could somehow mess this up. Not because he didn’t approve.

I wanted to hug him around his middle. Squeeze him extra tight and tell him he was going to be wonderful and there was no need to worry.

Instead, I gestured at the gift he had tucked under his arm. “That was very thoughtful of you.”

He turned away from me, clearing his throat into his fist. “Trying to be … I guess.”

“Let me help,” I offered. I walked slowly down the aisle, surveying the labels. Logan hovered at my back.

Despite living in the same town our whole lives, I’d never been close enough to scent him properly before.

It was different to getting a flash when passing someone on the sidewalk. Logan’s tension was subsiding and with it the bitter edge to his scent. Slowly it invigorated. A pine forest rose up protectively around me, my breath dissipating in the frost-laden air.

It took me a moment to remember what I was supposed to be doing.

If you perfume, Carmen will never let you hear the end of it.

I pointed out a dark bottle with a burgundy capsule. “Well, you can’t go wrong with a great red with dinner. This winery is only a few hours from here.” My fingers trailed across and stopped at one wrapped in yellowed parchment. “But if you want something that feels a bit more important and fancy—”

“Don’t make me try and pronounce extra French words in front of them,” Logan implored.

I didn’t laugh. It was a legitimate concern if you weren’t familiar with wine. I chewed my lip thoughtfully. “What are they serving tonight?”

“Dad’s showing off his lobster.”

Oh, that clinched it. I pulled a greenish bottle off the shelf, its label depicting a sprawling vista. “New Zealand sauvignon blanc. Sorry, I can’t avoid French entirely,” I apologized ruefully.

Logan took the bottle from me, staring down at it and then back up at me. “No, this is … thank you, Ivy,” he said quietly. “I’m …”

His eyes were the loveliest shade of forget-me-not blue.

“You’re nervous. It’s natural,” I said. Why did my hand itch to stroke through his burnished bronze hair? “I’m sure she’ll be equally as nervous wanting to make a good impression with you.”

He gave a little huff like the thought was preposterous. “I doubt it.”

“Well, I know for certain there’s one thing you’re both fans of.” I smiled. “Your father. Talking him up will definitely win you points.”

The faintest pink hue colored his cheeks. “I can do that. Thank you. Again.”

“Of course. Anytime.” I grabbed the red wine Logan passed on. Mom’s favorite and Dad was guaranteed to be cooking something that came from a cow.

Logan watched me, his face unreadable. “Have a good night, Ivy.”

The low timbre of his voice rippled down my spine. I blinked, shaking it off and returned his well wishes.

“You too.”

[image: ]
THE USUAL GARDEN GNOMES lining the brick path to the door of my parents’ home had been swapped out for equally garish Christmas elves the moment the calendar flipped over to December 1st. I was sure Mom had something extravagant planned for the rest of the charming gray home that Dad would inevitably be roped into helping her pull off. She’d already hung a humongous wreath on the cherry red door, embellished with dried orange slices, red berries and cinnamon sticks she had tied on herself.

I pushed open the unlocked door and was immediately hit with the smell of a roast that had been cooking low and slow for hours. Teddy came bounding up to me, his nails clicking on the floorboards.

“Hello, you big dork,” I said, affectionately rubbing his floppy ears. Teddy’s expression was extra goofy as he sniffed me. “I know I smell like Felix but I haven’t got him stuffed in my pockets, I swear.”

Teddy ignored me and conducted a thorough search with his wet nose.

Mom’s head poked out from the kitchen and lit up.

“George! Ivy’s here! And she’s brought the Moonfall Valley merlot, bless her.”

I hung up my coat and fussed over my unruly windswept hair in the hallway mirror. Entering the kitchen was like being folded in a warm, nostalgic hug. I kissed both my parents on the cheek and went digging in the cupboards for wine glasses to add to the table.

“Try.”

Dad pressed a spoonful of gravy into my mouth. Why were people feeding me against my will today?

Not that I was mad about it but still … boundaries and all that.

“More salt?” Dad asked quizzically, looking at me over the top of his glasses perched on the tip of his nose. Our blue eyes were twins, just as my dark mahogany hair was a match for Mom’s, though hers was streaked with a dignified gray now.

I smacked my lips thoughtfully. “Maybe just pepper, actually.”

He clicked his fingers and returned to the stove.

Mom was busy beautifying the dishes Dad had cooked—swirling the top of the mashed potatoes just right, a flutter of parsley over the brown sugared butternut squash.

“I can’t believe it’s almost winter break, Ivy.” Mom shook her head. “Golly this year has gone by fast!”

I risked stealing a green bean behind Dad’s back. “I know, it always creeps up on me,” I said, chewing rapidly. I thought about the updates to policy documents and assessment plans I still needed to make before next year.

Maybe I should do a version that factors in the grant money.

I nixed that idea almost immediately. Getting my hopes up would only make the disappointment even more crushing.

“Marisol told me she saw your car at the school today, Ivy Noelle,” Mom said warningly.

I only got middle-named when a lecture was about to come my way.

“Does Marisol have some sort of hidden camera network set up in this town?” I grumbled.

Mom ignored me. “You already give so much of your time to that school, going in early and staying late. You don’t need to give them your weekends too.”

I sighed. “I was only there because the Russells—”

The crash of the front door opening was heralded by Teddy’s excited yowl.

“Teddy, at least buy me dinner first!”

My younger sister Caitlin blew in like a hurricane, shedding her coat, hat and various layers in piles over the furniture. She yanked at her hair tie, freeing her long brown hair with a vigorous shake.

She recoiled when she noticed the wine in my hand. “God, it was my turn to bring that, wasn’t it? Sorry Ivy.”

“It’s ok, I don’t mind.” I smiled. After we had gone wine-less the last few dinners, it seemed better to play it safe.

Caitlin hugged Mom hello as we took our seats at the table. “Sorry I’m a bit late, my car was making a funny noise so I thought I’d better drive a bit slower,” she said breezily.

Dad froze halfway through carving up the roast. “What kind of noise?”

“I dunno, like a—” Caitlin proceeded to make a sound that I could only describe as an angry cat fornicating with a clanking robot.

“Caitlin Georgie Winter.”

Oops, guess I wasn’t the only one getting middle-named.

“When was the last time you had it serviced?” Mom admonished her.

Caitlin made the exact face she used to make whenever she was about to lie about her grades.

“Please don’t say that time when I took it in for you before you moved out,” Dad said warningly.

“Ok, I won
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