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The honey sat heavy on my tongue. It was supposed to be a healthy alternative to dessert since indulging in cravings this late at night would have left a bitter taste in my mouth.

Hours of applying to any and every job that was open to betas meant that I’d sent in literally nineteen applications. Just today. My laptop had to be plugged in over an hour ago to keep it from dying on me despite the fact that I had started the day with a full battery.

Apparently not even my laptop can handle the drain of editing resumés, cover letters, and filling out separate company forms.

The first form I’d filled out, I’d done with shaking fingers and a tongue so heavy that I’d worried they’d get the application immediately, call me, and I wouldn’t be able to speak. With each application, my body finally realized I wasn’t in any immediate physical danger. By application ten, I was able to actually convince myself to take a temporary break for something to eat, no longer worried I wouldn’t be able to keep it down.

If only I had the bravery I did when I was thirteen. It had been an easy decision to apply as a volunteer to the local Omega Compound. At first, I’d secretly hoped that being around other omegas would mean my own designation would come in. That didn’t end up being the case.

Regardless, after a few years of volunteering, I was offered a part-time position. Then a full-time position. Then a promotion. Then I was ‘let go.’

I clung to that terminology. Let go. Not fired. I hadn’t been fired. I was still desirable.

I might not have been employed with the OC anymore, but they couldn’t take away all I’d learned about alphas and omegas. I knew how to appease alpha dominance, how to mollify a jealous omega, how to care for a pack during a heat, how to help out in a pack house without triggering any territorial instincts. I was good at helping. I didn’t want to stop that.

The spreadsheet I’d created to track each job I’d applied to had a column for categorizing the positions. So many of them were solo. Working with the OC gave me experience, but to be a beta around alphas or omegas, most of the time required degrees in designations or nutrition or something. I had the skills, I knew I did. Just not the diploma proving it.

Swallowing the honey, I enjoyed the immediate rush of sugar hitting my system. It was the positive boost I needed to admit I was done for the night. It didn’t matter how many applications I’d submitted today, I probably wasn’t going to hear back for a while.

I hated waiting.

What was I supposed to do with my days? Just sit around?

Every morning my alarm woke me up at the same time it did every day, just in case the OC wanted to call me and invite me back.

Thirteen years. I worked for them, with them, for thirteen years. And then I was just ... let go.

I couldn’t even find it in myself to regret the circumstances. Sure, the letter hadn’t actually claimed a reason beyond downsizing after a significant drop in funding, which could have been the truth, but I knew it wasn’t. I was let go because I’d deleted the account tracking Hannah Zeal and her alphas. Someone in the OC had wanted to make a case against them—not to protect Hannah from abuse. To punish her for being an outspoken omega. So I’d deleted the file. Then I was fired. No. Let go.

The sugar high disappeared, and I stared at the little bear jar, wondering if I should have more or actually go to bed. It was late, and I was tired from filling out so many applications. But sleep was quick, which meant I’d wake up and have to start another day, unemployed.

That idea made me desperate to keep the hours long. To preserve the idea that some good might actually come tomorrow.

Or maybe I could schedule an appointment to get my hair done? That would be good. A new haircut for whenever I get an interview. Yes, that was a great idea. Plus, I’d have to actually leave the house beyond shopping for groceries or visiting Hannah.

Was this what my life had come to?

None of the jobs I’d even applied to were that exciting, nothing to give me purpose like working at the OC had. There, I had been making a difference. Helping omegas, protecting the designation that needed it the most. There was pride in that. I was good at it.

My new choices were working at an omega retail store, a laundromat, becoming a pack homemaker, or working as a janitor at one of the convention centers. They were jobs, and at this point, I would be grateful for any sort of employment, but they didn’t make me excited.

As much as I’d hated not being able to stay long-term with my cases at the OC, I enjoyed the range of people I was able to help. When I first started volunteering at the compound, it was just cleaning the rooms that the young omegas lived in. Omegas are sensitive to smells and they all have a preference for their nests, so I learned to wash and care for fabrics of all sorts. Then I got a promotion to help settle in the omegas when they arrived. It helped that I was young, too. I showed them catalogues of what was on offer and made the orders on behalf of the OC. Another promotion meant I helped omegas find packs, supervised outings, and even submitted orders for background checks on alphas. Then, my most recent promotion three years ago and I was helping omegas in packs, ensuring their safety.

Alphas had a tendency toward protection, and sometimes, especially with omegas, that protection crossed the line into stifling. Into controlling. And in a rare, heartbreaking situation, into abuse.

I didn’t get to spend a lot of time with each omega, but the limited connection was worth the good I knew I was doing. Now ... now there was no good left.

Well, this pity party wasn’t fun.

I shut the laptop down and decided I deserved a little pick-me-up and opened the jar of honey. It would have been even better on a cracker except I hadn’t wanted the crumbs on my keyboard.

Swallowing down the sugary goodness, I finally allowed myself to get ready for the night. It was already dark out, an impressive feat considering summer was just starting so each night was longer than the last. Each day was also getting warmer than the last and the heat was lingering even in the dark.

I was thankful for my apartment building having such a strong air conditioning unit. I’d been here for six years, slowly growing into the space.

After I’d turned eighteen and moved out, I’d thought this place was huge. Compared to the other apartments I’d looked at, it was. Considering I only moved in with what had been in my childhood bedroom, there was a lot of space left. 

The front door opened into a small hallway for coats and shoes that branched off into three directions. If you went straight, you’d go to the living room but halfway down the short hall and a sharp turn to the right showed the kitchen. It was closed in, almost like it was designed for a beta to be in here and cooking privately while the pack sat in the living space. A sharp turn to the left was the bathroom, complete with a shower-and-tub combo, the latter of which I’d never used.

Further down the hall, where the apartment officially opened, was the living room. After years of being here, it was finally completely furnished with a couch, coffee table, and a high-quality projector with a pull-down screen. If you went through the living room, you’d come to the laundry and utility rooms, which were separated. On the opposite side of the apartment was the single bedroom with a full closet and a little desk for an at-home office.

I kept my apartment clean and clear of any scents. I didn’t want anything to linger on my clothes or skin that could upset an omega. Since I wasn’t working at the OC anymore, maybe I could start to invest in cleaning supplies with scents.

Maybe that was what I’d do after my haircut. Stop by the store and get scented cleaning supplies. Although it would be a waste of money considering I already had cleaning supplies. So better to just wait until I was actually in need of them. Or until I finally got a job.

That’s what I’ll spend my first paycheck on. Scented cleaning supplies. Unless, of course, I get the job down at the nesting supply store for omegas. Or the job in the home with the pack. But the other jobs—then I’d definitely consider getting scented supplies.

It took me awhile to get ready for bed, mostly because I stalled, deciding I should do the hair mask in the shower, and then shaving my legs for good luck, and then I figured I should pluck my eyebrows while my hair dried and of course if I was going to pluck and shave, it made sense to do the light treatment to stop the hair from coming back as fast. Then I repainted my nails and picked out my outfit for tomorrow while also picking out an outfit for any future interview, just so I knew my choice was made when I was clear-headed and not in a panic of anxiety about what to wear.

Being a beta meant dealing with the stress of life by yourself. Plenty of betas settled down with each other, content with the intimacy and privacy of a single partner. Most of those betas moved out of the city, choosing neighborhoods and counties that were predominantly beta to surround themselves in community.

It was one of the lucky ones that found a place in a pack, a feat slightly more common in the city. Betas could be bonded to alphas and omegas, although it was rare. We didn’t have quite the primal drive that the other designations had. I’d read a lot of studies on both alphas and omegas to help better my assistance to them, so I considered myself a mild expert.

Alphas were territorial. They were also protective of those in their pack to a possibly dangerous level. Socially, they were also the providers, tending to work outside the home. Each alpha was different, with varying levels of dominance, not only in society, but in their own pack hierarchy. More than anything, they loved their omega, the center of their pack.

Omegas were just as territorial as alphas—actually, they were more so. They didn’t like others near their alphas, and they didn’t like others in their space, especially not their nest. Lots of people saw omegas as the weakest designation. They were wrong. Sure, they might not be tall or lithe or built with muscles on muscles on muscles, but they told the alphas where to go, what to do. What they wanted, they got. To me, that was power.

Of course, it was more than just their sparkling personality traits that made up their designations. It was the physical. Beyond big or small. Weak or strong. It was knots and slick. Or in the rarest cases of female alphas and male omegas, locks and slick.

Omegas and alphas simply went together. They reproduced at high rates with high levels of success. That was probably because they had to try every few months for an omega’s heat.

By the time I ran out of ways to stall, I was yawning, and actually ready for bed.

I tossed onto my side, trying to fall asleep. Of course, it would’ve helped if I’d closed my eyes, especially since the moon seemed to be shining extra bright, the fullness almost as brilliant as the sun. I hated it. No, that was mean. I didn’t hate the moon. I didn’t hate being alone at night. I didn’t hate the quiet of my apartment or the largeness of this bed.

I rolled over onto my other side.

I was just a morning person. I was meant to interact with people, to help them. To better their days. What was my purpose if I didn’t protect omegas?

Closing my eyes did nothing to help me sleep. My body might’ve been exhausted—my mind wasn’t.

I could picture the day I was let go. Kept remembering the way I cried when I’d packed up my desk. I had to take down all the sticky notes of motivation, the list of names of omegas I no longer had to check up on and the list of ones I’d wanted to see again. I’d kept emergency sweets in my drawer and a few personal cards from packs that sent out notifications of their bondings. All the connections I’d made were in a binder that I brought home with me, full of people who would work with me to help an omega or pack, just not hire me, a beta.

I wasn’t an omega, so that wasn’t my safe space. But I missed it. Missed the chair that would lean back too far for comfort so I was always perching on the edge. Missed the mat underneath that was supposed to make the rolling chair smoother yet set my teeth on edge every time one wheel would fall off the mat and make the chair a few millimeters crooked. I missed the noise of phones ringing and the smell of descenter being pushed through the air.

I rolled onto my stomach. Why couldn’t I sleep? Was this going to be my life now? Sad and lonely?

No. I refused to be this beta. I was going to get another job. I was going to be happy again.

It wasn’t like I was completely alone. I might have lost my job, but I’d made a friend. A true friend. Hannah and her pack were nice to me. They invited me over at least once a month for whatever small gathering they were having, sometimes with Koda and her alphas as well.

No matter how upset I was that I lost my job, I was even more upset with the OC. I knew it wasn’t everyone, but someone there was doing wrong. Investigating omegas who protested against oppressive laws wasn’t what they should’ve been doing. Hannah had told me all about how she hated being picked up at thirteen. How scared and terrified she was. She never even allowed her family visitation after that, and I wasn’t sure she’d seen them since.

That was the kind of thing I wanted to help. How to make it safer, less scary for younger omegas coming to the compound. She should have been a tool, in the best way, to better the OC. Instead, she was targeted. Not just once. Or twice.

I guess on some level, I was glad I wasn’t part of a system that had hurt my friend. That also meant that there was one less person working there that wanted to make changes for the better. Knowing what I did, about Hannah and her experiences, I would have done something to try and create change. Talked to someone about the studies that showed the safest way to keep a blooming omega safe was to ensure their pickup at thirteen was less than thirty minutes long.

It was a timer that was set. Once they were picked up, they needed to be in their new nest, at the compound, within a half an hour. Then they could reregulate their emotions in a safe, private space.

Obviously, the quick timeframe didn’t help Hannah—it scared her more. Rather than feeling secure in her new space, she resented leaving her old one.

Was she the only one? It might be rare, but the OC was mandated to accommodate and protect omegas. If they knew some omegas would react poorly, they’d better their standards. After all, they were dealing with people. With children.

Okay, I wasn’t going to be able to sleep if I kept internally ranting. I knew it. It wasn’t like I could change anything. I couldn’t magically wake up employed. Couldn’t even make changes in the OC if I wanted.

Although...

I sat upright, debating whether or not I should actually get out of bed.

Well, it wasn’t like I was close to sleep.

Getting up, I went into the living room and reopened my laptop, flinching at the bright light of the screen. Even as I dimmed it to its lowest setting, it still felt like it was burning my eyes.

Ignoring the slight visual pain, I went to the OC’s website and then found the city’s specific webpage. I was going to leave a nice, polite, but critical complaint. I wondered why I hadn’t thought of it before?

Searching the website, I couldn’t find a way to complain. Anonymously or otherwise.

It wasn’t on the contact page or the outreach. Or the “more information” page. It wasn’t on the page to show off photos of the workers and the omegas there or the page about inquiring packs or families with children presenting as omegas.

I slowed down and started at the first tab, taking my time to read the information rather than skimming the page for buzzwords. Really, it should’ve been on the contact page except that page solely mentioned how they were open to communication and how anyone could drop by the facility for any questions. There were a few phone numbers for making a donation or alerting the OC about an omega in heat, coming into their designation, or suspected of being abused. But nothing for the compound itself.

No worries. I would just do it the old-fashioned way. I was sure I had paper around here somewhere. Although I knew I didn’t have any envelopes.

There was no way to leave an anonymous message to the compound? That couldn’t be right.

I went back to the OC’s main website and then clicked on a different city, searching that page. This one wasn’t as well organized, a sad fact to show the limited funding it must’ve received in order to put so little on its website. If being let go from the OC hadn’t been mandated with the contingency that said I wasn’t allowed employment with any of the other compounds, I probably would have moved away to one of these lesser funded locations to help.

Ignoring the ache in my heart, I tried a third website. Why wasn’t there a way to make suggestions? It felt like something all websites should have, even something as basic as one for a laundromat, and especially one for something as important as the OC.

Rather than starting a letter, I grabbed a notebook and pen, opened to a fresh page, and started jotting down my thoughts, using the light from the laptop to illuminate my words. What the OC needed, not only in terms of bettering their website, but in regard to helping omegas. Everything I thought of and then all the potential solutions. My hand started to ache, the ideas for how to make the OC better starting to feel limitless.

I was yawning, my vision blurry by the time I stopped. Sleep pulled at me desperately and I finally listened. The walk to my bedroom felt long and when I finally laid down, the moon was gone from my window, and I fell asleep, content that I wasn’t giving up on helping omegas. Even though I had to get a new job, I could still be an advocate in my free time. I wasn’t going to leave an entire designation behind.
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Chapter Two
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It took a week before I got a call. For the past several days I’d talked myself up, convinced myself I would answer this call with confidence and pretend like I wasn’t desperate for a job. I might even refuse or postpone the interview a day or two to make it seem like I was a person in demand.

Instead, my throat felt tight, my heart hurt with how hard it was pounding against my sternum, and I was wondering if it was possible to get a heart attack from a phone call. It shouldn’t have been scary. I used to make and take calls all the time when it came to work. Apparently, representing a company and representing yourself was different.

Swallowing, I choked on my spit for a moment before I managed a deep breath and answered. The words, “This is Eve,” and, “hello,” merged together to be, “This is hello.”

I didn’t know if I should correct myself or just pretend like I’d actually said it properly.

I didn’t get a chance to make a choice. The male on the other end rumbled out a laugh. “Hello, hello.” He chuckled at his own joke. “This is Everett Wilder over at Pink Lady Ranch. Is this Eve Tellus?”

“Yes, speaking. This is she.” Why were the words doing that? Coming out of my mouth so rapidly I didn’t even have time to choose the right ones.

“Is this a good time to chat? About the pack house management position?”

“Definitely, yes.” Well, there went that idea about seeming in-demand. My feet started pacing around the apartment, walking aimlessly like I could get rid of my nerves with each step. “What can I help you with?”

“Well, I was going over your application. You were very thorough when you filled it out, thanks for that. I just wanted to go over some key points, make sure you’re aware of them. This position will require early mornings since we all start our day with the opening of the ranch. And some heavy lifting might be required for moving basic furniture and whatnot for cleaning.”

I was nodding along, silently agreeing. All of this had been on the application. I might have read through a lot when I was filling them out, but I had actually read through them. It’s why it took me so long.

“There’re also occasions where animals temporarily stay with us,” he continued. “You wouldn’t be responsible for their care, however it’s something to mention in case you have any fears we need to be aware of.”

“Nope. None.” I’d never actually been around animals before. My omega mom had been allergic to animal hair, so she refused any pets growing up. And my sisters hadn’t wanted anything scaly. Even when I moved here to be on my own, I was working too much to consider caring for any animal. It wasn’t like restaurants or community centers let pets in either. So unless you had a pet in the city, you didn’t really have a chance to interact with animals.

Pink Lady Ranch was not in the city. In fact, it’ll be quite the drive for me—nearly an hour. It was the only position I’d applied for that wasn’t accessible with public transit. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure why I’d applied except that, in the moment, I’d been in a depressing spiral of applying toward positions that were ... mundane. Singular. I would be one person working in a large company, except not toward anything. Just existing there.

The position at Pink Lady was maintaining the pack home. Laundry and cleaning and cooking. Maybe decorating for the holidays. It would be making a small, yet consistent difference for a pack. Bettering their daily lives. It would be more intimate than greeting constant strangers.

It would almost be like I was a part of the pack. Obviously, I wouldn’t be. But almost.

“I think that covers everything. Do you have any questions before we schedule an in-person interview?”

“In person?”

“Yes. Your experience speaks for itself, so, really, it’s a gauge to make sure you feel comfortable out on the ranch and the same for the others in my pack. You know you’ll be around three males, and we want to make sure you feel safe out there. If you want to bring along someone—”

“Oh, no, sorry, that won’t be necessary. I can come by whenever. I mean, I can definitely schedule a time that works best to meet everyone. I know the application made a comment about an omega, so if there’s any scents or fabrics you’d like me to avoid for the interview, I can do that easily.”

“That’s not necessary.”

Immediately, I knew I’d overstepped. Those words weren’t light, they were bitten out, almost annoyed. I hadn’t meant to offend. Maybe the pack had an omega, but I wouldn’t even interact with them. That wouldn’t be uncommon.

“Do you have any availability for this afternoon? The sooner we can get the interview done, the quicker we can start up a schedule. We really do need the help and it’ll be best if you already know where everything is before your first day.”

“I can come in this afternoon,” I agreed, because I apparently had no life, and I was desperate. At least I hadn’t said now because I still needed to prepare and drive out there, all of which would take time.

“That would be perfect. How about noon? Would that work? My packmate, Franklyn Oaks, will be able to meet you on site.”

If I left right now, I could make it. I had to stop by a department store and create a gift basket for their omega and then I’d be on my way. I had enough time. “That would be fine. I can be there by noon.”

“Perfect, I’ll see you then, Ms. Tellus.”

He hung up and for a moment I just stared at my phone. Then I ran into my bedroom. The outfit I’d hand selected for an interview was already hanging. I’d never been more happy with my own need to be prepared.

The black skirt went down to my knees and flared slightly so it wasn’t as tight, as posh. The top was a vest in a light cream color with large, oversized black buttons down the middle. If the weather was cooler, I’d put a layer under the vest since the sleeves stopped at the edge of my shoulders. Some people preferred a more formal appearance for the interview than the actual position, so I grabbed the dark, thin suit coat. For now, I’d just drape it over my arm. I could always put it on if I felt like I needed the boost in my appearance.

I went to the bathroom and pulled my hair into a low bun, ensuring no flyaways would distract me, especially since I would be working with food. 

If I got the job.

Under the sink, I pulled out my bottle of descenter lotion. I’d already used it after my shower last night, mostly out of habit rather than any sort of preference. Still, I added essentially a second layer over all my skin not covered by my clothes. At least I’d gotten the type that was lotion so it didn’t dry my skin out. Then I grabbed the spray bottle and added a spritz over my clothes. I had a small bottle the size of my finger that I kept in my purse that I’d use right as I arrived.

My collection of perfumes was quite abundant. I kept the larger bottles at home, and when I’d worked at the OC, I kept the smaller, single use options in my desk for when I went meeting with omegas.

Some betas preferred to be scentless to accommodate the other designations. I used to as well until I’d read how alphas and omegas rely on scent to feel safe and secure. Mine couldn’t fluctuate with my emotions, but I’d hoped that having something to associate as me would make everyone feel better.

Although, it was sometimes a balance. I’d learned that Hannah didn’t prefer the sweet scent I’d been using around her. After she told me that, I’d stopped using perfume and solely used the descenter during my visits to her house.

Until I learned this new omega’s preference, no scent was best.

I ran around my apartment, trying to make sure I had everything I’d need for an interview. I didn’t have a physical copy of my resumé or my application to Pink Lady Ranch, so I grabbed my laptop, as well as a notebook and pen, my phone, and made sure my good luck charm was in my purse. It was nothing but a small stuffed toy.

I’d been out eating one day, just a quick meal almost a year ago before I went to check on an omega in her pack’s new home. I’d been sitting in a booth meant for a pack, by myself, and a little girl had given me her toy. She’d thought I was lonely. She’d had a toy and her mom and her brother and her father, and I’d been by myself. It was just a small stuffed animal, the carabiner holding it was plastic, but it was a gift. I carried it with me wherever I went.

I slipped my shoes on by the door and then made my way out of the apartment, down the hall and down the three flights of stairs that were luckily covered to protect the residents from the elements. My car was parked all the way at the end of the lot, something I’d done purposefully. Since I hadn’t had a job to get to, I’d figured I’d allow other people the nearer spots.

The department store I had in mind was just a few minutes’ drive. I almost stopped at the little drink stand inside to get a tea, except I felt too nervous to take the time, as if the short line at the stand would be the deciding factor between being on time and late to the interview.

I grabbed a small wicker basket and filled it with little things. A small stuffed horse from the kids section, a set of two blueberry muffins, a bandana meant to be dipped in water and frozen to help keep someone cool, some cream as close to medical grade as any normal person can buy for chapped hands and lips, and since they were trying to find someone to help them in their home, I also added a little magnetic board to clip to a fridge with the days of the week on it so they could make requests for food or certain chores to be done.

Was that enough?

It would have to be. I sped up my walking to go to the ribbon section and bought a roll—no, two rolls. One with little ten-gallon hats on them and the other with apples. The latter was probably meant for educators, but it didn’t say ‘teacher appreciation’ and the Pink Lady Ranch had a small apple orchard. So I’d bought it.

My steps were quick to the car, and I settled everything into the passenger seat. I had to be quick in making it. I tore off tags, colored over prices I couldn’t rip off, and arranged everything in the basket. Then I got to work on the ribbons, wrapping them around the handle and then making them into bows. It was maybe a little too much with the bows? I would think about it on the way over.

Driving away from the department store, my hands began to sweat on the wheel. I had nearly an hour of a drive, and my nerves were somehow rising with each mile I passed.

I’d lived in the city my whole life. The only time I truly ever left the area was when I was working, following up with a pack. Even then, it was the outskirts of the city, still close enough that you could step outside and see the high rises. About halfway into the trip, the buildings of the city were gone. It was weird.

Pink Lady Ranch wasn’t full agricultural or farming land. According to the website, it had a small apple orchard where people could come and pick the fruit during the season, as well as horseback riding, a small boarding facility for dogs, a romantic bed and breakfast on the property, and it even sold some feed for small animals. It had a lot going on. They also had seasonal events like chicken eggs for sale, training sessions in the spring for starting a small at-home farm, classes in the winter about caring for your animals and gardens, and I was pretty sure I saw a section accepting volunteers and interns to work with the animals.

I wasn’t going to be employed by the ranch, but the owners. A pack that lived on the edge of the property. I knew two of the males’ names—Everett Wilder, since he was the one that handled the application and called me, and Franklyn Oaks who I’d be meeting with. I repeated the names out loud, so I didn’t mess them up.

They weren’t really cowboy names, although I doubted they were named into a profession.

Another ten minutes of driving and the road turned from a paved street, two lanes on either side with median space, into a two-way road, the lines sun bleached and hard to see. A sign on the side of the road boasted that the Pink Lady Ranch was nearing.

Out here, the road wasn’t very smooth. Despite the high speed limit, I found myself slowing down, careful of potholes and dips. Turning off the radio, which had already been low so I could focus on the impending dread of my interview, I focused on not popping a tire. It wasn’t a bad road, just not necessarily as smooth as inside the city.

Until five minutes later when the road itself seemed to just disappear and all that was left was dirt. The flattened path was obviously well-driven over, so I knew I was going the right way. Still, I slowed down even more. Weren’t you supposed to go slow over dirt so you didn’t blind anyone behind you in dust? I didn’t have anyone following me, but rules were rules. I was also pretty sure I was supposed to change the air venting in my car, only I refused to look down at all the buttons to change it. So I inhaled dirt? No big deal. It was dirt.

Another sign pointed in the direction of Pink Lady Ranch and I ignored it, following the directions that should lead me to their private home, not the visitor’s center.

The house finally came into view, along with a wooden fence announcing private property. Several signs indicated that this was not part of Pink Lady Ranch and told people to turn around.

I must have been so enamored with taking in the house that I stopped paying attention to the dirt road. The car dipped sideways, the front right wheel obviously falling into some sort of hole, and then the car stopped moving.

My heart slammed against my chest at the abrupt stop as if the organ didn’t know the difference between a wheel getting stuck and my life being in immediate danger. I blamed part of that on the fact that I’d been distracted with the house. I tried to gently press on the gas, seeing if I could drive myself out of the hole. I felt how crooked my car was because of it, so I’d doubted it. And I was right. I didn’t move.

Just in case, I tried backing up. That didn’t work, either. Not a surprise, really.

The car roared—or made whatever demanding sound it was that cars made—in disapproval.

Well, I didn’t have the time to fix the issue. I was only ten minutes early to my interview. That wasn’t enough time to call out a tow truck, even if I did schedule for them to come out in an hour or two. I’d just have to do that afterward.

Turning on my hazards, I then turned off the car. Usually, I would’ve popped the trunk to ensure someone driving by didn’t mistake my car for having a driver but opening a door while this far into a desert seemed like an open invitation for bugs and little animals to make their way inside. I could handle a lot—a raging alpha, a scared omega, a pack in the midst of jealousy. Not bugs.

Grabbing my basket, I took my time walking up to the gate, unlatching it to let myself through, and then up toward the main house. It was all one story, but it wasn’t what anyone would’ve called small. Made of stone and wood, it was a testament to strength. A large, covered porch wrapped around the whole house, with a few rocking chairs spread out, a small outdoor table along the end, and even a swinging chair dangling from the wooden awning. A few hummingbird feeders were out as well.

The house looked comfy, like the type of place where people spent a lot of time rather than a place created for visitors. While most of the home was built in large dark grey stones, the other features were made from a dark wood, like the front door, the windows, and even the porch. Old style lanterns were set against the stones, the melted wax inside showing that they were used with real flames, and frequently.

I did my best to not look through the windows since the blinds were already opened, showing off the house’s innards. My slight heels thumped against the wooden floorboards, the sound loud in the quiet of this area despite being outside. The house sat on a clearing with a fence quite a distance away, protecting the private property from wanderers. It was all dirt, at least on this side of the house. An old truck was outside, hinting that someone was home.

Did I knock? My phone said I had eight minutes until my interview was to be expected. It would be rude to be too early.

Holding the basket in front of me, I simply waited, enjoying being under the shade of the porch. It was a hot day, making me wish I’d waited the extra few minutes in my car, with the air conditioning on. Carefully, I took off my overcoat, draping it over my forearm. I didn’t want to be sweating for the interview or I’d have to do another spritz of the descenter.

A few minutes later, I looked at my phone again. Five minutes until the interview. I would give it another minute or two so that I was early without being interruptive of their time. Just as I made the mental decision, my heart started to pound harder, the doubts creeping in. Maybe a basket was too weird. It’s something I would have done for an omega I was visiting when working with the OC, but this was a bonded omega. Was that inappropriate? Alphas didn’t tend to be jealous of betas, so I hadn’t considered how this might have appeared like a courting gift. It wasn’t. Omegas loved gifts. Heck, even I would’ve liked to receive it.

Still, maybe I should take it back to the car?

I didn’t get the time. The door opened with a dramatic flair, a male, probably close to six feet tall glaring as he looked around before his gaze landed on me. His black hair had obviously had his fingers run through it quite a lot, the dark curls plastered in rivulets on his head where his fingers had created little valleys. His naturally brown skin had obviously seen time in the sun, showing off the redness of his cheeks and the darker tone around his fingers as he braced on the doorframe, half leaning out of his home. When he smiled, his cheeks dimpled on the sides, making him look years younger. And kinder.

“Well, is that for me, pet?” The twang in his voice was obviously played up.

I had no idea how to answer that. If this was a private home, then he was most likely part of Everett Wilder’s pack. Although I couldn’t be sure of that. I did know that this wasn’t Everett Wilder.

“You good?” he asked.

“Yes. Yes, sorry. Um, I’m here for an interview with Franklyn Oaks?”

“Is that a question?”

“No. I am here. I just hope I’m at the right spot. I didn’t check-in at the visitor’s center since I figured the position wasn’t for the ranch.”

“You’re in the right spot. You’re Ms. Tellus.”

“Eve, preferably. Yes. This is for your pack omega.”

Surprisingly, his smile shrank. He looked over the basket, as if deciding whether or not it was a courting gift.

“Sorry, this is probably inappropriate. Honestly, it’s something I used to do in my old job, and I didn’t truly think it through about stepping over boundaries or not. I can absolutely go put this in my car really quick, no hard feelings—”

“Where is your car?” He looked out to the dirt lot in front of us before his eyes got wide. “You could have parked inside. The gate is to keep out solicitors or guests who get lost, that’s all.”

I didn’t bother to tell him that my car was actually stuck. “I’ll make a note of that for next time. I am sorry if this is rude.” I had put as much effort into the basket as I could’ve in a short time, and I hated that it wasn’t bringing out positive emotions. This interview was already starting off poorly.

“Come on, pet, let’s get you out of the heat.” He took the basket from me and stepped aside, motioning for me to squeeze past him.

I did, not even making it fully over the threshold before I stopped, the scent of omega, of firewood, invading my nose. My jaw dropped as I simply stared at this male, this omega. Despite smelling like a ranch, like horse and sweat and heat and man, there was his underlying designation scent of firewood. I hadn’t noticed at first. Being this close to him, it almost made me want to reach out and touch him, to see if he’d be as hot as his scent implied.

That would have been ridiculous though.

More ridiculous than noticing his nostrils flare and his eyebrows lower as if he didn’t like my scent. Impossible, because I wasn’t wearing one. Technically, even betas had a natural scent, but ours were so limited, so mild, it only came out in moments of extreme emotion. So he couldn’t dislike mine.

I forced myself to enter the house, almost swaying back into the omega by the strong scents inside. It was typical of a pack house to have multiple scents saturated into the walls and furniture and clothes, only this house had my mouth literally watering.

Firewood, crackling and burning. Something sweet, like syrup, the pure artificial kind with loads of sugar rather than the true sap, bitter flavor from trees. Crackers, the type soaked in honey that I eat late at night and that I’m told go really well with marshmallows and chocolate.

It felt safe. The house. The scents.

They were distracting, so much so that I’d forgotten to keep walking in the house until I felt the warmth of a hand on my lower back. I jumped, moving away from the touch and finally entering the house properly.

They had an actual foyer with a rack for shoes, coats, and even one for hats. Both ten-gallon and baseball. A large rectangular rug was in the round space which might have looked weird except it seemed to direct you where to walk. Straight through to the back, I could make out a kitchen, and that’s where he led me. A quick glance down the halls as we passed showed a living room to the right and a formal dining space to the left.

Just like my apartment, albeit on a larger and nicer scale, the kitchen was mostly enclosed, even going so far that the entranceway with the foyer had a pocket door to completely close off the kitchen. The space was darker than I’d expected, not from the lack of windows, just in tone. With dark wood flooring, and the stones that make up the exterior of the house completely exposed, it made the space feel rustic. Still, I saw the modern amenities. The stove and burners were a brand I’d never heard of, so I knew they would be fancy. Pots and pans dangled from the ceiling and the cupboards didn’t have any knobs, most likely having an invisible, indented finger hold along the bottom and sides.

The kitchen felt like it was nearly the size of my apartment. I doubted that was literally true, but it felt large.

Off to the right was an open style pantry, showing off cans and boxes and spices and containers full of food to the point that there was an actual ladder attached to the shelves like a fancy library.

Was this kitchen heaven?

“You seem impressed,” the omega said.

I nodded. “I am. I can see a cook’s love in this design.” It almost made me wonder why the men didn’t hire a private chef rather than a home manager.

He laughed, the basket still in his hand. “I’m glad you like it. I can give you a tour of the rest of the house if you’d like?”

“Is Franklyn Oaks here? I believe I still have an interview to do.” As much as I wanted the tour, that should probably come after I got the job.

“Oaks is running late,” he said.

And I realized just then that I didn’t know his name.

I gasped, the sound rushing out of me before I thought better of it.

“What? What’s wrong? It’s fine, Oaks will be here soon—”

“I didn’t even ask your name. Oh, how rude of me, and I’d already offended you with the gift basket, this is not going well at all. I swear, I’m usually much more together than this. When I worked with the OC, I was more than competent in handling the different designations. I think being let go has shaken my confidence slightly. Maybe we should reschedule?” My words came out like an overflow run-off, one after the other after the other, not even giving me time to breathe as I tried to apologize and explain all in one breath.

“Hey, hey, pet, it’s all right.” The omega, whose name I still didn’t know, stepped forward, the basket dropped to the floor so he could reach out and cup my face. His hands were rough, and large. In fact, all of him was large. Omegas tended to be small and lithe, and while he was the latter, he was definitely not the former. He was nearly a foot taller than me. “You didn’t offend me, I promise. And if anyone is to blame for impropriety, it’s me. I didn’t tell you my name. It’s Atlas, by the way.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Atlas.” I bit my bottom lip, dropping my gaze from his sweet brown eyes. “Sorry for the word vomit.”

He cocked his head to the side as he stared down at me. “You apologize a lot.”

“Sorry.”

“See what I mean?”

I was about to apologize again when he chuckled, dropping his hands. “Let’s break this cycle, hm? Oaks is running late, it’s why he had me meet you here. I’m the only one that actually works on Pink Lady every day. Everett runs a vet clinic in the city and Oaks works over at the main building, but he got some sort of tax-emergency call. I’m not sure what is considered a tax emergency, just that it means he probably won’t make it in time for this interview.”

“So, I should reschedule?”

“Nah. I’ll interview you.” The way he said the words, with a little smirk on his lips, had my body heating. 

Which was terrifying. There should be no warmth in my body from any male’s words. Especially not a mated one’s. Especially, especially not a mated omega’s.

For the rest of the time in that house, I was trapped in my own head, in my thoughts. I’d barely noticed the sunken living room, the decorations on the walls, the single main bedroom on one side of the house and two guest rooms on the other, or the garden out back which was already prepped for spring and summer vegetables and herbs.

Even from my lacking mental state, I still managed to notice how amazing their home
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