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For every Asian immigrant kid who knew what it meant to get a plate of sliced fruit from their parents




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!

While this is a sweet, low-angst read, there is some content that some readers may find upsetting. These include: parental abandonment and parental separation (past event), hospital scenes and cultural dissonance. There is also a fictional breed of sea turtles whose natural habitat is conveniently right on Starlight Grove’s coastline. Wildlife enthusiasts, suspend disbelief with me!

A Pack for Summer 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.

This book ends in a happily ever after!

Please visit my website for more detailed content notes with spoilers and exclusive bonus content: https://www.elianaleeauthor.com.




Intro to Omegaverse

A PACK FOR SUMMER 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 swell 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 they 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.




PROLOGUE

Summer

Twelve years earlier

STARTING AT A NEW SCHOOL IN THE SPRING WAS A BAD OMEN.

I collided into my older sister Lina’s backpack as she stopped suddenly.

“Summer?” She spun and I panicked at the thought of losing my human shield. “I gotta go to Starlight Grove High, that way.” She pointed.

My heart was a jackhammer, knowing what was coming next.

“You’re this way, with the other middle schoolers. Remember?”

I did remember. But maybe pretending not to would force her to take me.

Lina bent down so we were eye to eye. I envied her long, pin-straight hair and the shimmery lip gloss she had snuck on after Má waved goodbye to us at the main gate.

“We can do this.”

It was very kind of her to use we. Only one of us had changed their outfit six times this morning.

“I’ll meet you after school and we’ll walk home together. Deal?”

Her outstretched pinky waited expectantly. I reluctantly hooked mine with hers and sealed her promise.

“Go on,” she encouraged me.

I expected her to have disappeared each time I turned around. But she was still there, watching me join the crowd of middle schoolers shuffling into the second half of the school year.

It didn’t matter that our parents had assured us this move was going to be for the best. Being promised bigger bedrooms and a backyard still made me miss our old, cramped apartment in the city. Ba was so excited showing us the new restaurant space, but I couldn’t imagine the tables and chairs like he did.

My gaze kept latching on to the new faces around me. Cataloging all the ways I was different. Collecting reasons I might not belong. The teacher assigned me a buddy named Julie who was bubbly, spoke enough for the both of us, and invited me to sit with her friends at lunch. The twist in my stomach loosened ever so slightly.

I had turned down Má’s offer to make me lunch and packed myself a sandwich. Just in case. Julie and her friends pulled out their PB&Js, and I was ready to do the same. But next to the string cheese and juice box I had begged for was a slice of Má’s pandan cake. Vibrant green with a porous honeycomb texture. She had probably slipped it in, wanting me to have my favorite treat on my first day.

Curious eyes landed on it immediately.

“What is that?”

“Why is it green?”

“That’s not … mold, is it?”

I didn’t want to be ashamed, but I didn’t know how to like being different. I was thirteen, and all I wanted was to fit into the cookie-cutter shape that everyone else had popped out of. I wasn’t ready to be the new girl with the green cake.

“It’s nothing!” I told them, the pitch of my voice higher than usual.

I shoved it back into my bag, ate it on my walk home with Lina, and quietly thanked Má for it later that night.

During the next couple of weeks, I tried my best to adjust to Starlight Grove. Town events occurred with a frightening regularity, each one with a longer, weirder name than the last. I yawned during committee meetings my parents suddenly had to attend. Everyone would stop to introduce themselves. Was there such a thing as being too welcoming? I was dizzy from trying to make a good impression. My little brother, Alvin, collected high fives with his chubby toddler hand. Red Lantern opened and I think the entire population of Starlight Grove tried to get a table. My parents were thrilled with the turnout.

Later, I asked Lina if her cheeks hurt, too, from smiling as big as we could at everyone.

“This is good, Summer.” She wrapped her arm around my shoulders.

“I know, but aren’t you tired? Don’t you want to just curl up under a blanket for the next three days?”

“Something tells me you’re going to be an omega,” she teased before squeezing me in a hug. I was a tube of toothpaste and out came the last bit of energy I had left for socialization. By the time Monday lunchtime rolled around, all I wanted to do was hide in the school library.

That was when I met Jae.

He was hiding, too. With a pen and scribbles on a page, and a dark curtain of hair that fell over his eyes. His lanky limbs folded into a seat at the furthest table, partially blocked by shelves.

I didn’t mean to meet him. I was looking for my own sanctuary when I tripped and fell. To my dismay, my things skittered across his table—loudly and gleefully oblivious to my embarrassment.

“I’m sorry!” There was really no graceful way to scoop up a bunch of books, papers, and pens. My ears burned as I collected everything he politely pushed toward me.

“This is pandan, isn’t it?”

A broken-off corner of my honeycomb cake disappeared into his mouth. What? Suddenly my anxiety evaporated at the sight of this boy eating my afternoon snack.

“Did you just eat my cake?” I demanded.

“It’s good.” He shrugged.

He liked it? He didn’t think it was weird?

I have no idea what possessed me to say what I said next. “You can have the rest if I can sit here.”

He scoffed like it was a no-brainer. The chair opposite him kicked outward, and he ate the rest of my bánh bò nướng in two large bites.

About five minutes after I sat down, his head began to bob rhythmically and I caught the faintest hum of a melody. Jae stopped himself when he noticed I had heard him. “Sorry. Habit.” His deep brown eyes were cautious.

“Doesn’t bother me,” I said, not looking up from my book.

He looked suspicious of my answer.

Park Jae-Yoon was fourteen, the youngest of three brothers from a large pack family, and also needed the quiet of the library sometimes.

For many packs, families were chosen. Alphas bonded an omega and sometimes fell in love themselves before having children who were considered the whole pack’s. But Jae’s inclusion in Pack Beaufort was borne from tragedy. His parents passed away when he was two and his uncle took him in. Jae gained an omega mom and two additional pack fathers yet kept the hollow in his heart.

To be honest, large packs were kind of confusing, and I didn’t really pay much attention to adults. Plus, talking about parents (dead or alive) gave Jae the same pinched look as when he ate sour candy.

So we spoke about other things. How many chocolate chips would make a cookie stop being a cookie. Why having one earbud in constantly may have contributed to his falling grades. The correct way for dogs to wear pants (all four legs or just the back ones?).

When everything was so new and muddy and strange, his presence sparked like a lone flare. We only shared that table once or twice a week, but I was relaxed around him. His scribbles—lyrics, I discovered—occasionally found their way onto my margins. I learned to bake the honeycomb cake and other sweets and shared them with him.

“Are you going to be a musician?” I asked him impulsively one day.

“Are you going to be a baker?” he shot back.

I blinked. “I think we’re supposed to get into good colleges, graduate, and land stable jobs,” I said finally.

Jae sighed and rocked onto the back legs of his chair. “That sounds boring.”

A lopsided smirk revealed a ghost of a dimple in his cheek.

I pressed my lips together to conceal my own smile. It did sound boring.

One year later, the town was buzzing with the news that his omega mother had left with only one of her alphas. Left left. For good, despite still being bonded to the other two. What remained of the broken Pack Beaufort abruptly moved away soon after, including Jae. It was a shock.

As the years passed, I gradually stopped hiding in the library. Starlight Grove started to feel like home.

But I never stopped wondering about what happened to the boy who stole my cake.
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Summer

A GLARING LATE-JUNE SUN BEAT DOWN AS I SNIPPED A LARGE bunch of cilantro from Ba’s veggie patch. Our family dog, Tofu, watched me with fascinated but vacant eyes.

“See, this is what happens when you miscalculate produce orders,” I explained, brushing dirt off my jeans as I stood up. “You’d think I’d have figured it out after two and a half months, but no.”

Tofu’s protruding underbite grinned at me encouragingly.

“Anyway, it’s just to tide me over until tomorrow. Plus, Ba said I could anytime I wanted,” I reasoned. Tofu sneezed in agreement. I waved goodbye to the dopey white furball and hopped over the fence, grateful that my parents’ house was such a short walk from Starlight Grove’s town center.

I sped up to a brisk march through the familiar streets. Alvin was holding down the fort at the bakery alone, and I needed to get back before his sullen teenage aura chased away all my customers.

The lilting voice of Carmen Martinez, one half of the sister duo who owned Mariposa Market and head of the town’s busybody committee, called out to me. “Ooh, Summer, you look like you’re on your way down the aisle. When will that be, hmm?”

I glanced at the sprigs of cilantro in my hands. “Why are you suddenly trying to marry me off?”

Carmen placed the final touches on the market’s outdoor fruit display and scooped up the rotund cat purring around her legs. Felix was the town’s unofficial mayor, beloved and looked after by us all.

Felix was also an unelected dictator who ruled Starlight Grove with an iron fist.

“Olive, Ivy, and Lucy, and now it’s your turn. Isn’t that right, Felix?” Carmen crooned to the orange, white, and black monstrosity in her arms. “I was just saying that this morning when I fed you, wasn’t I?”

The whole town had watched Felix meddle in the love lives of all my friends the past year and I was not about to become his fourth guinea pig. He was an adorable, fluffy menace … but no. Between wanting my new bakery to be a success and spending time with my friends and family, being single was a choice I was very happy with. No Felix services needed here.

I pointedly ignored Carmen’s jab about my singledom and focused on a much more dire issue. “Carmen, I fed Felix this morning. He snuck into the bakery while I was prepping.”

“Unbelievable. He was crying at me from outside the market window. Does that mean he got two breakfasts?”

“Three if whoever he stayed with last night also fed him.”

“Ay Díos mío, don’t tell James that.”

The veterinarian had given a whole speech about Felix’s cholesterol at the last town meeting. With charts.

“Felix, what’s the matter with you?” I scolded him. “You’re going to get us in so much trouble!”

His deadpan stare was absolutely unrepentant.

“Cariño, I can’t believe I almost forgot this. Winnie left him behind when she was here with Lina this morning.” Carmen reached into her colorful apron and emerged with a worn, stuffed elephant.

“Peanut!” I exclaimed and took it from her. “Thanks, Carmen. Bedtime would’ve been a disaster without him.”

As I turned to leave, Carmen called after me. “By the way, did you hear the latest about Beaufort pack house?”

Who hadn’t? It was always the same story. The packs who rented the beautiful heritage home would inevitably break up and we would get new tenants who had no idea they were moving into a cursed house.

“When isn’t there gossip about that place?” I said, walking off.

“This is real gossip, Summer!”

But I was already gone. There was cilantro to get back to my bakery and a tattered elephant to return to my niece. I flicked open the group chat with my siblings.


SUMMER

I have Peanut!




LINA

oh thank god

can you send him home with Alvin? Mom said Winnie won’t go down for her nap




SUMMER

will do




ALVIN

are you planning on coming back anytime soon or is the bakery mine now



I started composing a stern reply, telling my snotty little brother that I was almost there and that he should be grateful I had given him a summer job on a silver platter. My guard was down and Stanley O’Sullivan, our human mayor, was able to accost me.

“Just the lady I wanted to see!”

His voice boomed like a jet plane and I nearly sent my phone into orbit. “Stanley, I would like to live a long and healthy life if that’s okay with you,” I heaved, clutching my pounding heart.

“Summer, always a comedian!” Stanley chuckled as he straightened the collar of his shirt pompously. “I wanted to check that you’re all set for the Fourth of July potluck.”

It was my favorite Starlight Grove festival. Probably because it involved mountains of food and pretty sparkles in the sky. I was a simple girl.

“Of course. You know my family contributes every year,” I said slowly.

Stanley clicked his tongue. “I was asking about you. This is the first year your bakery is involved. If you need our support to get your bánh mì to that table on the fourth, you must let me know.”

“Um, thanks, Stanley. I will.”

Ack. As much as I liked to tease him for his symbiotic relationship with his clipboard and obsession with town ordinances, he really did care for Starlight Grove. Stanley had made it abundantly clear from the day we moved here that we belonged at the Fourth of July festival as much as anyone else.

But that didn’t mean he wasn’t susceptible to the occasional mayoral power trip.

“Since you are being so supportive of my business and all,” I began sweetly, “how about you tell me who you approved to open a patisserie next to my bakery?”

I’d watched the shop being fitted out by contractors over the last two months. Seething.

Stanley’s pointed nose twitched with disapproval. “That is confidential. How many times must I tell you that the two businesses will form the cornerstone of what will eventually become the delightful Artisan Quarter of Starlight Grove?”

I crossed my arms. “Stanley, why do I get the impression you did this just so you can put that in a tourism pamphlet?”

Stanley’s sputtering confirmed my suspicions. That man loved a pamphlet. I made the mildly threatening sign of I’m watching you with two fingers and continued on my way. Even though I had long overshot the promised ten minutes I’d told Alvin I’d be out, I still took a quick peek into my friend Lucy’s sewing shop, hoping to say hello.

I snorted and kept on walking.

She was canoodling heavily with Leo, who had decided that was much more important than running his now-abandoned florist next door. They were neck-deep—tongue-deep, rather—in the honeymoon phase, and I was not about to interrupt them.

Somehow in the span of one short year, I had found myself as the last single omega in my group of friends. And honestly? It was bittersweet. Olive, Ivy, and Lucy had found men who thought they hung the moon. Our group chat got a little quieter. The time between coffee catch-ups stretched a little farther.

I understood—of course I understood. I was happy for them yet I missed my friends. Both things could be true.

It wasn’t like I was anti-pack. I’d tried it in college. I could see myself having one again, in a far-flung future kind of way. But right now? I honestly didn’t know how they would fit into my life. Seeing my friends whenever I could was even more precious to me now. I wanted to keep making time for my family, even after moving out, especially with my nieces growing up way too fast.

Those relationships were my priority. Men, who admittedly could be fun in short (naked) bursts, were low on the list.

I arrived at my bakery and a goofy smile crossed my face. Even though it was more work than I imagined and I was forced to wake up at ungodly hours, I couldn’t be happier.

My pride and joy sat on the far end of Starlight Grove’s main row of shops. It was the smallest building on the street and absolutely perfect. Gorgeous cream facade with a red arched door and yellow striped awning. My charming little Vietnamese bakery on the lower level and my one-bedroom apartment on top.

Suns Out Bánhs Out. It was vibrant and irreverent and all mine.

Well, mine and my landlord’s.

Still, it was hard to believe the dream I had secretly held in my heart for years was now reality in front of me. Living at home and squirrelling away most of what I made working as a bookkeeper for Stanley’s husband, Harry, had finally paid off.

The bell above the door chimed as I pushed it open.

“Summer, almost all your cakes have sold out. And I told three people that they shouldn’t put cilantro in their bánh mì in case they had that gene that makes it taste like soap,” Alvin wheezed out on a long, relieved breath.

I laughed. “Alvin, you can just say we ran out.”

“I didn’t know that!”

Alvin was fifteen and his last growth spurt had rudely shot him a whole head taller than me. As his sister, I was predisposed to find him annoying while also being supremely protective of him.

“You should’ve just sent me to get the cilantro,” Alvin complained.

“I’ve been here since five a.m., and I wanted to get some fresh air. You did great,” I said, sincerely. I set down the herbs and pulled Winnie’s stuffed elephant out of my pocket. “Why don’t you head home and take Peanut with you.”

He whooped and headed toward the door. “By the way,” he threw over his shoulder as he left, “I think the owners of the patisserie are next door. Saw a fancy car out front.”

Trust Alvin to be oblivious to the bomb he just dropped. I hastily scrawled Back in 5 mins on a napkin and stuck it on the swinging OPEN sign.

The sky blue building the patisserie occupied was more than twice the size of mine. There was a sign now. Freshly installed, circular, and attached to an iron bracket protruding from the wall. A gold illustration of a croissant sat on a navy blue background and Pâtisserie L’Étoile d’Or curled beneath in a pretentious swirly font.

Are you kidding me? A fucking chain? The original in New York had been so successful two more had opened along the Eastern seaboard.

Why the fuck were they here?

There were three men inside. I scoffed. Probably some corporate stooges who didn’t give a shit about this town and its people. Thinking they could fly in, dazzle us with a shiny new shop, and make a quick buck off us.

Okay, except one of them definitely did not look like a corporate stooge. I squinted, drawing closer to the glass. Broad shoulders filled out a distressed graphic tee, and thick dark hair obscured his face. He was tattooed. Heavily. Complex, dense black ink crawled up his neck, down his arms, and over his hands. The afternoon sun glinted off several piercings.

What the hell?

Then he turned and looked straight at me.

And I would recognize that crooked half smile anywhere.
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Summer

“OH FUCK.”

I should’ve listened to Carmen. Gossip about the Beaufort pack house my ass, more like gossip about the pack that had abruptly moved out of it eleven years earlier. I would need to have a long conversation with her about how important it was to lead her stories with the most pertinent bit of information!

I couldn’t believe it. The Beaufort brothers were back. Jae and … the other two.

Shit, what were their names again? What the hell were they doing opening a patisserie?

And why the fuck was I still standing here where they could see me?

I fitted myself in the little crevice between our buildings and hoped I would evaporate. Not permanently. Just long enough so I could figure out what I was going to do.

I would have to meet them eventually. And I couldn’t cower and let them steamroll me. It didn’t matter that I was new to this business. I’d worked hard for this and I deserved to be here.

“They are normal people,” I said to myself at the start of what I hoped would be a successful pep talk. “Just regular … men. You do not have to be scared of men. I mean, you do—statistics are very clear about that. But hopefully not in this instance.”

“Summer? Is that you?”

Jesus Christ, his voice was like aural sex.

I was suddenly very aware of the sweaty flyaways escaping my ponytail and the dirt from the veggie patch on my knees.

Deep breath and—

“Hi, Jae.”

His relief was palpable. “You remember me.”

“Only just.” Now that he was closer it was easier to catalog all the changes. “You look a little different,” I teased.

Jae was not the boy in the library anymore. That was abundantly clear. But the longer I looked, the more memories resurfaced, revealing traces of the Jae I once knew excavated from his new exterior. The smile, of course. The way he pushed his hair off his forehead when it flopped back down exactly the same way it used to. And the shyness. That was still there, in the hesitant angle of his brows and averted gaze.

Jae ran a hand over the back of his neck. “How have you been these last … eleven years?” he asked sheepishly.

His nerves actually helped ease some of mine. “Well, I haven’t hidden in a library in a while,” I said candidly.

“I never thought you were hiding,” he admitted. “Teenage me was convinced I’d activated some sort of life cheat code that gave me free baked goods. Like a cake angel.”

This was fascinating and adorable insight. “A cake angel?” I repeated, stifling a laugh.

“I wasn’t big on critical thinking back then.”

“Well … I have a bakery now,” I said shyly after a beat.

His eyes lit up, two happy little half-moons. “That’s the best news ever. Can I see?”

“Sure.”

“Is it far?”

“Mm, just a short walk.”

Jae stepped closer and I got my first proper sense of his scent. Alpha. It was written all over him, but breathing him in confirmed it. Saltwater-tinged air warmed in the summer sun. It hit like a surprised intake of breath before being lifted by strong arms and raced, giggling, toward the ocean. Freeing and affectionate. The receptors in my hindbrain flooded with dopamine.

I caught the slight pulse of his pupils expanding.

At least I wasn’t the only one affected. What did he think of my scent? What did I want him to think of my scent? That was an entirely different question altogether.

Luckily, we reached Suns Out before I could overthink things.

“Here it is.”

“Okay, so when you said a short walk, you really meant a short walk.”

I threw him an impertinent smile over my shoulder. The bell above the door tinkled twice.

I wondered what he thought as he took it all in. I’d commissioned a local mural artist to splash one wall in a vivid riot of colors. There was a framed photo from Lucy of Felix and her bunny, Blossom, wearing cake hats at my grand opening. My parents had helped me set up a small shrine to Thần Tài in the corner with an incense burner and a vase of flowers to bring good fortune. I didn’t consider myself Buddhist, but it still felt right to observe the customs I had been brought up in.

There were a few baguettes left in the baskets on the shelves, but we had nearly sold out of cookies and cake slices behind the glass display. I was actually quite proud of how many flavor combos I could create with only two sponge bases and a variety of different toppings. I wanted to give people options while making sure the workload was sustainable so I wouldn’t drop dead within my first year of business.

Jae pointed at the menu board. “Can I order something?”

“Let me surprise you,” I offered. Once I’d washed my hands and slid behind the counter, the rattle beneath my rib cage settled as I fell into my familiar routine. Roast pork was our most popular so that seemed like a safe bet.

Plus it was my favorite.

“What have you been up to?” I asked as I began to spread mayo butter and pâté on a baguette.

I hoped life had been good to him after the devastating flashpoint that led to him leaving. I was too young at the time to understand the gravity of what happened, so the details were fuzzy. Despite our town’s fondness for gossip, this was one event that lay dormant. It was fun to joke about the curse on the pack house. Not fun at all to dwell on the heartbreak of the family who used to live there.

Jae leaned his hip familiarly against the counter and crossed his arms. I tried to focus on the pickled vegetables instead of his tattooed biceps being so prominently on display. “I lived in Boston for a couple years before deciding to travel solo. I eventually found myself in the music scene in London and got really lucky writing with a musician before he blew up. It opened a lot of doors for me in the industry.”

Gosh, he actually did it. He found a career in music the way I always hoped he would.

“Anyone I know?”

“Maybe. Rowan Finch.”

My knife clattered. “Shut up.” Jae had worked with stadium-touring, chart-topping Rowan Finch before he was Rowan Finch? He was on my freaking Spotify Wrapped last year. “Don’t tell me you wrote on Altercations.”

His self-conscious smile confirmed that he did, in fact, write on the breakout Grammy-winning album. I was extremely aware of how different our worlds were and how much our lives had diverged since we last saw each other. I’d stayed in Starlight Grove, and he’d gone on to do such big things.

“Are you just visiting?” I asked. My mouth was dry, why was my mouth dry?

Jae took a beat to answer. “Yeah. Just for the summer. Lucien and I, at least. It’s taken a long time to get the pack house ownership transferred to just our dads.” Seeing him try to mask the frustrated clench of his jaw was hard. “They asked for our help getting it ready for sale, and I don’t blame them for not wanting to deal with it after everything. They’ve been having trouble with tenants this entire time, so they’re more than ready to part with it.”

This was probably not the right time to tell him that his family home was likely possessed by a malevolent spirit.

“Lucien had the bright idea for us to move in and spruce it up on our own. The timing also worked with Mercer opening a new branch of his patisserie.” The warmth returned to his features like a sunrise. “So now the three of us are back together again.”

Lucien. Mercer. Their names clicked satisfyingly in my brain like puzzle pieces.

“Does your brother do any research before opening bakeries?” I said archly.

The color drained from his face. “Oh god. I didn’t … you’re right next door.”

“Yep. It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

Jae breathed a sigh of relief and immediately threw Mercer under the bus. “Yes, great. Blame him entirely.”

I had one slice of my mango-topped pandan sponge left. I boxed it up and slid it across the counter toward him along with the bánh mì.

“On me.”

“No, I can’t do that.”

“Yes, you can. Take it.”

Jae took both with a resigned sigh. “You’re only reinforcing my cake angel theory, you know.”

“You’re paying next time. Does that help?” I offered.

“Yes it does.” He slowly and reluctantly retreated toward the door. “I will be back. A lot,” he promised.

Jae did three double takes before he finally disappeared from view. My legs were completely jelly. That was new. I didn’t get goopy around men, any men. Jae’s combination of sweet, awkward, and inked gorgeousness was apparently my kryptonite.

He was a distraction. A cute, charming one. But a distraction all the same.

This was a critical time for me to make sure Suns Out would be a success. The town was so excited to support me. But I was shiny new right now. Having customers didn’t mean I would keep them. I didn’t want to be a fad. I wanted my bánh mì to be just as much a part of Starlight Grove as the burger from Rosie’s Diner.

Imagining Jae’s hard body pressed to mine would contribute nothing to that goal.

At least he was only here for the summer. I could get through that, right?




3

Jae

SUMMER WAS PROOF THAT SOMETIMES YOU SHOULD FOLLOW the dreams you had at thirteen.

She had her own bakery. Fuck, I was happy for her. She really looked like she belonged there. The past eleven years had been good to her, her smile appearing much more easily than it used to. All the reasons for my first-ever crush were amplified. Kind, beautiful, the perfect amount of sass. I just wanted to turn back around, sit in that bakery, and watch her in her element.

Her omega scent had caught me off guard. It sparkled. Made my alpha sit up. Sweet, like most omegas, but I swore hers was more complex than anyone else I’d ever scented. Mango and passionfruit suddenly became sunshine distilled. Long afternoons lying on white sand, naps in the gentle lulls. And then when she flicked her hair, a hint of wildflowers, caught by a passing breeze.

I’d nearly pitched forward trying to get a deeper sense of it. Would’ve made an absolute fool of myself cracking my head open on her counter.

I shook my head to clear the fog and then realized I was about to enter my brother’s patisserie holding baked goods from his competition.

Well, if I was going to be a bad brother, I may as well commit fully. I took a bite of my bánh mì and my eyes rolled to the back of my head. Securing one of these rolls every single day this summer just became my new mission.

I wandered into the back where Mercer was waxing lyrical about his oven, Lucien nodding along like he understood.

“You’re back. Who was it that you saw?” Lucien asked calmly.

“What the hell is that?” Mercer demanded before I could answer.

There really was no escaping the dynamic that had been hardwired since we were kids. Lucien, calmly assessing. Mercer, guns blazing. Me, a deer in headlights.

Lucien was the eldest and Papa and Mom’s son. But that didn’t make my uncle any less of an appa to him. Two alphas, one omega, and their perfect boy. Lucien had seven peaceful years until Mercer crashed the party.

From what I was told, Mom and Mercer’s dad, Greg, knew instantly they were scent-matched. Fated, soulmates, meant to be. He was passing through town with his son and never left. Mercer was unimpressed with getting a new family at four years old, and to this day was perpetually disgruntled to some degree. The pack grew. Three alphas, one omega, and two young boys. Unwieldy. Noisy. Fissures forming in the foundations.

I was foisted on them all a year later, orphaned at two. I should have used that to become Batman, but instead I just stuck out like a sore thumb.

Lucien and Mercer were always going to feel like pack to me because we grew up in one. But I found it hardest to overlook our differences. No one questioned that Lucien and Mercer were pack brothers. Even though Lucien was technically half French, they were undoubtedly American.

But I got the double takes, the head tilt at my name. I wanted to hold on to my parents’ last name and be open about my Korean heritage. It chafed when I was the odd one out. I grew irritated if I was called a Beaufort anyway.

I didn’t say any of this was logical.

Lucien was still waiting for my answer while Mercer was trying to activate his X-ray vision through my sunshine yellow cake box.

“I saw Summer.” Zero spark of recognition. “Summer Pham?” Still nothing. “She has a bakery now. I know I’m meant to be supporting your new venture, but this is the best thing I’ve eaten in my life,” I confessed.

Something finally clicked with Lucien as he noticed the Suns Out Bánhs Out logo on my paper bag. “That’s from next door?”

I nodded and took another bite. Crumbs showered onto the floor and I swore I saw a red haze cross Mercer’s vision. Whoops.

“Where is your loyalty?” Mercer huffed.

“It disappeared about three bites ago.”

Smoke nearly curled out of Mercer’s nose as he glared at the roll in my hands. “Give it to me.”

“No!”

“Jae!”

I raced around the kitchen away from Mercer’s outstretched hand, making sure to keep at least one large piece of furniture between us. Sure, on one hand Mercer was a successful pastry chef and entrepreneur. But on the other he was an attack dog I had to avoid at all costs. Based on when he last caught me when I was twelve, he was going to try to suplex me and I didn’t have the luxury of the couch cushions all over the floor this time.

Lucien sighed heavily. He stopped me in my tracks with a firm yank of my shirt and prevented Mercer from reaching me.

“Jae, clean up your mess,” Lucien admonished me. My spine shriveled out of habit from that disapproving eldest brother tone. “Mercer, you don’t serve bánh mì. Don’t be an idiot.”

“But he—”

Lucien stared daggers at him and Mercer shut up. Ah, just like old times.

“Want me to continue the tour?” Mercer said after a beat.

“Yeah, sure, let me sweep up my crumbs first.”

This was Mercer’s fourth Pâtisserie L’Étoile d’Or location. A lot of blue and white and marble. Fancy as shit. But the hanging plants and welcoming plush seating stopped it from looking like you weren’t allowed to touch anything.

He had been tied up overseeing the Portland store and hadn’t been able to settle in at Starlight Grove until now. What could’ve been a setback was serendipitous instead. I’d wrapped production on an album and needed to recharge my creative batteries before my next contract began. Then Lucien got the call from Papa and Appa asking for his help with the old pack house.

It had been rented on and off ever since we moved out, and the last tenant had left so abruptly he abandoned all of his furniture. He was a programmer who landed a Silicon Valley job so lucrative and loaded with perks that he didn’t need to transport anything. Trying to figure out what to do with it all was the final straw that broke our dads’ backs with the house after a decade of legal battles and leasing troubles. Lucien took over. A couple of extra beds, and he turned an inconvenience into the perfect temporary living situation for us.

I was just glad we didn’t have to camp on the floor in sleeping bags.

Lucien checked his phone. “I better get back to the house. My emails are piling up.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be on sabbatical?” I asked.

He was already inching toward the exit. “Yes, but I’m bad at it.”

Lucien didn’t give us a second glance as the door swung shut behind him.

“You distract him later and I’ll toss his phone in the path of an oncoming car,” Mercer suggested.

“Deal. Maybe once we start the renovations, he’ll be less of a, er—”

“Human spreadsheet?”

Lucien had landed at a prestigious financial firm even before he’d graduated college and shot up the corporate ladder. Work-life balance wasn’t his strong suit.

“I was going to say workaholic,” I said diplomatically. Mercer probably had a million things to do before he officially opened in a few days. “Place looks great.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll get out of your hair and see you back at the house tonight.”

Mercer pointed at the cake box I’d set on the counter. “Let me try some.”

The amount of possessiveness I felt over Summer’s cake had to be abnormal. “Go next door and get it yourself.” I snatched it back up and quickly made my escape.

The gentle, brine-filled breeze sharpened as I wandered away from the town center. The bayberry shrubs had exploded along the dunes and I barely recognized the coastline I used to run along. The beach was empty, save for a few silhouettes of people going on walks in the distance. I chose a spot on the roughened concrete wall separating the path from the sand and sat down.

A barrel-shaped cat with calico markings flopped unceremoniously next to me. A sudden gust buffeted his thick fur and he seemed very put out, trying to smooth everything down with frantic white paws and maintain some dignity.

“Hey buddy,” I said cautiously. “Are you lost?”

The cat ignored me. There was no collar but he didn’t seem to be afraid of people.

I tried again. “Are you here for a swim?”

Golden eyes flashed distastefully at me. That was a no. Well, I wasn’t going to bother him if he wasn’t going to bother me. We watched the ocean together in silence. The waves crashed. Receded. The longer I sat there, the discordant sensation of being a stranger in my hometown grew.

Disappointing but not surprising. I’d left behind that version of myself a long time ago. Could I even call it my hometown? After all, I wasn’t born here. So it was no big deal that my connection to this place felt as superficial as every other town or city I’d traveled to in the last few years.

I swallowed down the lies like they were a palatable truth.

“It’s weird being back here,” I admitted. “Back in Starlight Grove with Lucien and Mercer. Back in that house.”

I glanced down at the cat. He was immersed in an extensive tongue bath routine. The less interest he showed in me, the more I wanted to talk—a compulsion I probably needed to get analyzed professionally.

“We all went our separate ways to pursue our careers. I mean, that’s pretty normal, right? But I don’t know … I didn’t realize how much I missed them.”

That was inconvenient. I generally made it a point not to have anyone to miss. No attachments. Unless you counted Rowan, but he was more wart than friend. His meteoric rise had opened a lot of doors for both of us, and he was too British to question why I kept writing depressing shit. Win-win all around, really.

It wasn’t like I had drifted while Lucien and Mercer stayed close. None of us had ever lived in the same place since Starlight Grove. Lucien was already in college when Mom and Greg left. Mercer went to France for pastry school. Of course we had seen each other when we visited our dads during the holidays, but being back together this time felt very different.

Not bad different. I was surprised to find a buoyant sensation tumbling in my stomach.

“I think this summer will be good for us,” I decided.

The cat stopped mid-lick and blinked at me. His eyes tracked my movements as I finally opened the box from Summer’s bakery. Inside was a pandan sponge topped with cream and delicately sliced mango. Strange that I could feel so proud seeing a perfect slice of cake.

“I would offer you some but I’ve been waiting eleven years for this.”

It was difficult to make direct eye contact with such a judgmental stare.

“All right, fine,” I caved.

I broke off a piece and handed it over before taking my first bite.

Holy fuck it was good. Fluffy, lush, and melt-in-your-mouth. It exceeded all my rose-colored memories of the cakes she had given me in the past. This had been the last slice in the cabinet. I would have to go back earlier every day so I wouldn’t miss out.

And it would give me a chance to see Summer.

“Don’t tell anyone, but Summer got even prettier, and I didn’t think that was possible.” The mumbled confession tumbled from my lips.

At least only the cat heard me.

He finished his portion, licked his whiskers clean, and rolled himself into a perfect loaf. His big bushy tail settled on my leg.

I guess I was staying at the beach a little longer.
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Summer

QUESTIONING MY LIFE CHOICES WHEN MY 4:30 A.M. ALARM woke me was a daily ritual now.

I checked my messages as my coffee brewed. Yesterday I had texted the girls group chat (currently named The Lopsided Booby Club) to tell them about running into Jae.


SUMMER

I just need you all to be prepared for how hot he is when you see him around town




IVY

I remember him! He was a shy one compared to his brothers

Have you met them?




SUMMER

Not yet. Why?




IVY

Maybe you will think they are as hot as he is




SUMMER

Whatever you are implying … no




IVY

No?




SUMMER

WOMEN GASTURING NO EMOJI



A couple of hours later, Olive chimed in.


OLIVE

He sounds like the guy in one of my books

His best friend’s sister accidentally handcuffed herself in his closet

So don’t do that

Unless you want to




SUMMER

How do you … accidentally handcuff yourself in someone’s closet?




OLIVE

I swear it made sense when I was reading it



Lucy’s message came through after I was asleep.


LUCY

Why are there no pictures?

Not even a blurry one from far away?

SUMMER HOW COULD YOU



I didn’t want to text the girls back when it was so early. Our schedules were completely out of whack. I guess we were all busy these days.

Seeing my bakery made the early morning wake-up worth it. I whistled as I carried in my produce delivery, leaving a small handful of berries as an offering on the altar and lighting a stick of incense. The familiar spiced wood smoke curled around me.

This was my favorite part of the day. Just me and my big headphones, Blissa Nova’s new album on rotation, prepping my little heart out. I sang along as I shaped all my proofed dough from yesterday into baguettes.

A dull, repetitive thud filtered through between tracks. What was that? Frowning, I removed my headphones and it got louder. I had the urge to brandish my cleaver.

An irate-looking man was knocking on my window. Dirty blond hair, stubbled jaw, and flames behind his eyes. I wish I had one of those doors with a little hatch so I could just see what he wanted through that.

“Can I help you?” I asked in my most bored tone.

“My staff and I are trying to work,” he said through gritted teeth.

Now that I could get a better look at him in his chef whites, I knew exactly who he was. Mercer. Jae’s brother. The guy who did not know what market research was.

“Go ahead,” I waved my hand with a flourish. “I’m not stopping you.”

The line between his brow deepened. “Your singing is distracting.”

He had the audacity to open a patisserie next to my bakery and then complain about how I behaved in my own shop?

“Wear earplugs,” I said sharply. “And do a better job of picking the location of your next store. Just because this is your third—”

“Fourth.”

My god, he was insufferable.

“—fourth store doesn’t make you better than any of the small businesses in this town just trying to get by.”

I went to shut the door on his face and he stopped me, bracing his arm above my head. “Wait.”

I stood my ground even though he was close enough to scent me. The initial irritation in his eyes faded, and self-consciousness loosened his fierce posture. “I didn’t know your bakery was going to be here when I bought this space.”

A trace of his faint beta scent hung between us. Salt and lime, sharpened by his nerves. Bluster hiding vulnerability.

I frowned, unsure of what to make of him. “Okay, fine. Let’s pretend I believe you.”

Mercer swallowed. “Look, I’m not … I don’t think I’m better. I chose to open the store because I used to live here. I’ve lived in a lot of places, but nowhere else has felt like Starlight Grove.”

Well, of course not. We were one of a kind.

“I saw it as a chance to spend some time in the town again. Build something I could always come back to no matter where else I ended up. The perfect space became available and I took it without thinking. I’m sorry.”

Was he really going to make me be the bigger person here? Why did he have to tell me all that? I was so comfortable with hating his guts based on only knowing one thing about him.

I sighed. “Stanley wants us to form the cornerstone of the Artisan Quarter.”

“What?”

“I dunno, either. But if he thinks we can work side by side then … maybe we can try.”

The corner of Mercer’s mouth simmered with a hidden smile. Tilted. Like Jae’s. “I’m Mercer.”

I know. “Summer,” I said instead.

“Summer,” he repeated. A low murmur like he was trying it out. “Truce?”

“Fine.”

He gripped my hand firmly and we shook on it. His palm was warm but the storm-like gray of his eyes should’ve been a warning.

“Thank you.” Mercer leaned close. “Any chance you can stop singing?”

I released him immediately and shoved him so hard he stumbled back onto the pavement. “No! I was here first!”

“Come on, Summer! We have a truce!”

“Not anymore!”

I stalked back to the kitchen and channeled all my annoyance into the best karaoke session of my life.

[image: ]

SOME PEOPLE UNWOUND FROM their workweek with Friday-night drinks.

For me, it was a late family dinner at my parents’ house on Sunday nights, eating my way through whatever incredible spread they dished up for us. It was usually a mix of whatever Ba had left over from Red Lantern and homestyle Vietnamese dishes from Má. Despite the muggy heat, I dove into my canh bầu thịt viên with gusto.

Ba pointed at the opo squash floating in the rich broth alongside pork meatballs. “Is it okay?” he asked anxiously. “My first one this season.”

He had been nurturing the gourds for the last few months. My dad was in his sixties, ran a successful restaurant, and his idea of unwinding was gardening in every spare second he had. The concept of bed rot would blow his mind.

“It’s great, Ba.”

“Ah, good.”

I hid my smile with my spoon. He was so proud of his veggie garden. Ba grew what we needed for our meals that were harder to find in stores—like betel leaves or bitter melons.

Má was negotiating with a pouting Winnie to try just one bite. Lina’s youngest, Mabel, was starting to droop on her shoulder. My brother-in-law, Bryan, took her immediately so Lina could eat. As a bonded female alpha and male omega couple, it was hard to tell who doted on the other more.

Lina commuted to Boston during the week, working at a large marketing agency, and Bryan worked from home as an animation illustrator. They relied on my parents to help with the girls. My old room was now Winnie and Mabel’s domain, and my parents took great joy in spoiling them rotten.

“Summer. The patisserie. I heard people say it is famous. Is that true?” Má asked, her mouth pursed with worry.

“Not famous,” I quickly reassured her. “They have several locations, that’s all.”

“Is your bakery in danger?”

“Should I talk to Stanley?” Ba suggested.

I knew they were just looking out for me, but having parents who always imagined the worst-case scenario was very nerve-racking.

“Stanley is the one who approved the permits, Ba. But please, it’s not a big deal.”

“Because Summer is going to crush them,” Lina said fiercely.

Oh my god, that wasn’t going to help at all. I shot my sister an exasperated look and she just shrugged.

“I have a truce with Mercer.” I recalled pushing him out onto the street. “Maybe.”

“You sell completely different things,” Alvin mumbled, not looking up from his bowl. “I looked up the menu from his other stores.”

“Whose side are you on?” Lina demanded, outraged.

Winnie wriggled out of Má’s clutches and climbed onto my lap. The toddler pickiness had kicked in hard the last couple of months. A grandchild who didn’t want to eat was probably Má’s worst nightmare.

“Dì, look,” Winnie said proudly, pulling a plush key chain of an orange cat dressed as a salmon sashimi from her daisy-printed overalls pocket. So that’s what that enormous lump had been.

“Winnie, did I leave this in your playroom after I moved out?” My parents were probably relieved that my various collections were all finally out of the house—my sneakers, my earrings, and all my collectibles. I was going through a blind box kick at the moment, chasing down these disgruntled, squashy-faced cats dressed as food. Some people thought they were hideous but they were wrong. I liked lining them up on one side of my nest. This one must’ve rolled away when I was packing.

“This is mine,” she said quite seriously.

“Did you buy it?” I distinctly remembered camping out on the website at six a.m., waiting for a restock.

“I did.” Winnie nodded, her uneven pigtails bouncing. “I have money.”

She was lying out of her little three-almost-four-year-old teeth, but I was a weak auntie with no willpower. At least it wasn’t one of the ultra-rare ones. “All right,” I conceded, tucking it back into her overalls. “You can sit with me, but you can’t have any of my yummy soup,” I said sternly, poking her in the tummy.

Winnie giggled and proceeded to eat the rest of my bowl. Lina mouthed a grateful “Thank you” to me from across the table.

I left dinner laden down with take-out boxes of leftovers and new crayon artwork for my fridge. Sunshine warmth lingered in the late evening air as I walked home, accompanied by the hum of crickets.

Marisol was closing up Mariposa Market tonight. At least, she was supposed to be. The other half of Starlight Grove’s busybody committee was talking animatedly with a customer, blockaded between the door and one of the display carts she had conveniently stopped dragging inside.

The customer was an out-of-towner, for sure. Who wore business casual on a Sunday night? His mahogany brown hair was manicured into a perfect swoop across his forehead, and I could see the flash of panic in his blue eyes from here. Poor guy was just trying to get home with his six-pack of beer.

He didn’t fit Marisol’s usual taste for paramours—salt and pepper with a thick, rumbly accent was more her style—but maybe she was branching out.

I sauntered over in case he needed rescuing. “Marisol, are you luring unsuspecting men into your web again?”
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