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​One (Brock)
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“Ticket, please” was all I said to my passengers. When I punched their tickets and handed them back, I just nodded and half-smiled. Or quarter-smiled. It was all I could muster.

I’d spent ten years working cross-country Amrail: seeing new faces every day and living on the trains. I’d come to Knotting Hill Rail for stability and some semblance of a normal life. It was better than before, even if it wasn’t great. At least I saw the same faces every day, and I went home every evening — even if that home was a lonely apartment.

As I roamed the aisles, I’d gotten into the habit of occasionally glancing under the seats. It was amazing how many people left their laptops, briefcases, or handbags on the train. Maybe they, unlike me, had busy lives to think about: spouses, children, things like that. If I intervened early and managed to track down the owners, I could save them a lot of grief. Helping out the passengers like that was one of the few things that made me happy. 

That chilly autumn morning, most of the passengers had filed off the train at Knotting Hill Main Station, as they usually did. Before we had even pulled out of the station, I started my under-seat visual checks.

At first I thought it was a stuffed animal: the brown tabby cat sat perfectly still. Its eyes shone at me through the under-seat darkness, but they weren’t moving. Even its tail wasn’t swinging. 

Still assuming I was looking at an inanimate object, even if an adorable one, I reached toward it. That was when it moved: rushing back into the corner, curling into a ball, and letting out the very quietest meow I’d ever heard.

I reached farther under the seat. As my hand came nearer, my cat looked at me with terror and resignation. His eyes seemed to say Whatever happens, happens. And he let out another quiet, quiet meow. It was so slight that it was more like a mo.

With both my hands, I held him under his shoulders, took him out from under the seat, and lifted him up into my arms. I cradled him like a baby and looked down into his face. Staring at me blankly, he didn’t look any less terrified than he’d looked under that red vinyl train seat.

Cat or not, I had to get back to checking tickets. Cradling him against my chest in my left arm, I used my right hand to take tickets, awkwardly punch them, and slip them back. 

I collected even more Awwws than I collected tickets. The bleary-eyed morning passengers whom I’d seen zoning out on my train every morning were now beaming smiles at me, and at him. Together, we were celebrities. His purr now was louder and stronger than his meow had been. 

As happy as he seemed in my arms, he was skinny. He didn’t look particularly well taken care of. He was definitely a stray. I remembered the lunch in my knapsack: I’d packed a tuna sandwich that day. Perfect. 

I’d checked all the tickets and answered all the questions, so I sat down in a jumpseat and allowed my feet to rest. I put the cat on my lap so I could reach around to my bag and take out my lunch.

His eyes widened. He sniffed the air. He must’ve smelled the tuna sandwich as soon as I pulled it out of my bag. He didn’t even know it was all for him.

Out of sight of the passengers, I unwrapped the sandwich and laid it between my feet, then set him down next to it. He dug in, chomping down bread and all. He kept looking up at me, maybe to check if this was really real, or maybe to thank me. Maybe this cat even loved me.

I was reading too much into it. A cat didn’t have any concept of thanking me or especially of loving me. Eleven years after having been left by Raven, “my” omega, I still felt the pain of abandonment. It warped my senses. A desert wanderer sees an oasis in every mirage, and here I was, nursing a fantasy of being loved by a cat. 

But it was harmless, as fantasies went. I watched him watching me as he finished the last of the tuna. 

The train slowed down and the automated announcement piped up: “This stop, Manbirth Hospital. Please observe the special rules for this stop.” That was my cue: I had to remind the passengers to allow pregnant omegas off the train first and to remain respectful to all alphas and omegas that may be boarding.

The cat sped up his eating. He was swallowing chunks of tuna and bread as if he had to finish this meal before an urgent appointment. When the train stopped and the doors opened, he looked up into my face as if trying to record it into memory — then sprinted for the door, jumped onto the platform, and ran off somewhere toward Manbirth.

Maybe he was also single and unmated at forty-one. Maybe he had also gone to Manbirth for a fertility consultation, hoping to be declared infertile, for an excuse to stop hoping for a family.  Maybe the doctor at Manbirth had also told him he was perfectly fertile, better than average for his age in fact, and he’d have no easy way out of desperately wanting to be mated.

I was projecting my own frustrations onto that poor cat. The train doors closed, and I’d never see that cat again. The train pulled out of the station. I went back to checking tickets.
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For the first time in a long time, I stared at myself in the mirror while shaving. I didn’t want to miss even the tiniest spot. I actually cared about my appearance.

I had no idea exactly why. It wasn’t like I was going to even have a meaningful interaction with that train conductor. But I just wanted to see him again when I was in human form and fully able to appreciate him. That would be enough: appreciating him from afar, then going on my merry way and having more job interviews that went nowhere.

I’d never been held or comforted like that: not in human form, not even as a cat. And he’d given me what must’ve been his own lunch. And, not to forget, that lunch had been delicious.

Out came the electric nose hair trimmer I hadn’t used since AO Prom five years back. Out came the actual nail clippers. For once I cut my fingernails like an adult instead of picking and biting at them when I was anxious. My teeth didn’t look white enough, so I brushed them a second time.

The phone rang. I was half-hoping for a strange number, one not in my contacts: a callback about a job I’d asked about, an employment lead, something. Instead, my phone screen flashed the familiar word: Mom.

Of course I answered. I was so glad and so disappointed that it was her.

“Good morning, Mom. I love you and I’m in a hurry.” I spoke quickly just to emphasize.

“You found a job, honey?”

“Maybe. I have some leads. That’s what I’m in a hurry to.”

“Have you fixed your bike yet?”

“No.” I’d blurted out the truth. Now I just needed to come up with a justification better than the truth of my feeling too down on myself to do much of anything. “I’ve been — I’ve been busy looking for jobs. And it’s been raining.”

“Oh, poor Asher.” She sighed. “Are you sure you did the right thing moving over there?”

“I don’t know, Mom.” I sighed right back at her. “But it’s better than staying in Flats.”

“I hope so, honey. Do you remember when—”

“I have to go, Mom. You can text me.”

“You know I don’t like to—”

“Ok, we’ll talk another time. Bye bye!”

“Bye, Asher.” She managed to get in one final sigh before hanging up. 

I appreciated her worry. I just had an unforgettable man to see. Or jobs to apply to, I told myself.

Bikeless, I’d have to start walking to the train station by 7:30 to catch the 8:05 train. I could only hope the same conductor worked the same train every day. If they did indeed put the same conductor on the same train every day. I’d never cared enough about a train conductor to notice that kind of thing.

My face was full of tiny stinging nicks from overenthusiastic shaving. My ears and nose felt the same, thanks to that stupid battery-powered hair trimmer. I’d I took a deep breath, put on my running shoes and fleece jacket, and stepped out into the world.  

I was at the platform before 8:00. Enough people were standing on the platform so I was sure I hadn’t missed an early train. 

The train pulled in. I stepped on, trying to act as calm, as normal, as I could. My impulse was to run through the cars, cat-like, to get another glance at that conductor guy. That certainly would’ve garnered his attention, but the wrong kind. I didn’t want him to know me as that omega he had to have arrested.

No. I couldn’t do that. Instead, like the well-mannered human that I was, I calmly found a seat. I sat down in it. There. And I knew the conductor would eventually come by.

When the train pulled out of the station, I looked forward and back, trying to find him. That in itself was suspicious enough. I rested my eyes on the floor, then on my lap, and finally decided it was entirely non-suspicious to be looking out the window.

“Welcome to Knotting Hill Rail. This is a Hetfield-bound train. Next stop, Knotting Fields.” That was definitely his voice from the speakers. At least I knew he was on the train. Unless, of course, he was pre-recorded. My mind was all over the place. I took a deep breath and looked at the outskirts of Knotting Hill passing by. I closed my eyes to calm down.

“Ticket, please.” That was him. Standing right over me.

“I—” Was I even going to make a show of looking in my pocket, when I knew there was no ticket inside? “I don’t have one. I’m sorry. I just didn’t think.”

“You went to ride the train and didn’t think to buy a ticket?” He sighed.

“I mean, I’ve gotten so used to riding without one—” I gasped and gulped all at once. That didn’t come out sounding right, at all. And I certainly wasn’t going to follow up by explaining that I was a shifter.

“That’s your excuse?” He laughed. “That you’ve gotten so used to slipping by without a ticket?” He shook his head.

“No, that came out wrong.” I shook my head. “I mean, I had a monthly pass.”

“KHR doesn’t have monthly passes.” He rolled his eyes again.

“It used to. Back when I used to ride it a lot.” I nodded eagerly. I was totally bluffing. I would claim to have been a regular customer since the Victorian Era, if that was what it took to craft an excuse and evade his wrath.

“Oh.” He shrugged. “But back to today. You don’t have a ticket, do you?”

“I’m sorry.” Sweat poured down my forehead, despite the chilly weather. “No, I don’t have a ticket.”

He sighed and shook his head. “I’m supposed to write up a citation for you, with a fine of five hundred dollars and all this other stuff.”

“Five hundred?” I looked up at him and my lips trembled. I was close to crying. My savings were already close enough to running out; a five-hundred-dollar hit would have made my financial situation even worse.

“I didn’t mean to — I mean, I didn’t mean to cause any harm.” I shook my head, trying to look in his eyes and be convincing. The more I looked in his eyes, the closer I was to confessing my real reason for having ridden that train that day.

“I realize that you weren’t trying to personally bankrupt KHR.” He sighed and rolled his eyes. “But fare evasion is one of the reasons the railroad is in financial trouble. We’re hanging on by a string.”

“I’m in financial trouble too. Hanging on by a string.” That was stupid. It wasn’t this beautiful conductor’s problem. But I’d already said it. “I mean, I can’t afford five hundred dollars. I just moved here and I’m living on savings, looking for a job.”

“I’m sorry.” His face looked genuinely pained. “That must be really tough for you.”

“I only have a high school diploma.” I sighed. “I’m a hard worker, but do you know how hard it is to get hired as an out omega? Everyone thinks I’ll get mated and quit tomorrow.”

I couldn’t believe I’d just told all that to a near-stranger. The way he’d held me when I’d been a cat had removed all my defenses — of course, he had no idea of that. All he must’ve seen was a guy on his train who not only didn’t have a ticket, but was massively oversharing.

“That’s a really tough situation.” He laid his hand on my shoulder. “Can I do anything to help?”

That was his reaction? He wasn’t laughing at me or bullying me or kicking me off his train?

“I mean—” I was breathing so fast. “Just don’t give me that five-hundred-dollar citation, please. That would be almost the rest of my savings.”

“How’s this?” He squeezed my shoulder tightly, then took back his hand. “Next time you ride KHR, don’t forget to buy a ticket. And next time you ride, buy an extra ticket to make up for this time. Even Steven. Ok?”

“Thank you. Thank you so much. Your name is Steven?”

“No.” He burst out laughing. “My name is Brock.” He pointed at his KHR badge.

“But you said—” My head was spinning not only with figuring out why he’d said Steven when his name was Brock, but also that this perfect man’s name was literally Brock. He was a page from every omega’s fantasy, right down to the name, even if I had no idea whether he was actually an alpha.

“Even Steven is a saying.” He was still laughing. “I’m Brock. Nice to meet you.” With a firm grip, he shook my hand.

“Nice— nice to meet you.” I nodded maniacally, as if the faster I nodded, the faster I’d scoot away from the awkward situation.

“Now I’ve got to get back to checking other passengers’ tickets.” With his beautiful gray eyes, he pointed to the rest of the train. “Don’t let this happen again, ok?”

“Why would I not want it to happen—” I gulped and remembered what he was referring to. “Oh. Right. Definitely. I’ll always buy a ticket. Next time, two tickets. But always a ticket.” 

Except when I was a cat. But I could leave that part unsaid.

The train slowed down. Brock looked over his shoulder and shot me what I convinced myself was a smile. Maybe he wasn’t looking at me at all. Maybe he was just looking at which passengers were leaving at this station.

“This stop: Knotting Fields. Knotting Fields.” That was the automated voice. Nothing like Brock’s.

Then the speakers crackled again: “Knotting Fields station, folks. Knotting Fields.” 

I looked back at Brock speaking into his lapel microphone. 

His sparkling gray eyes. His full lips. His caring voice. 

It was all too much. As soon as the doors opened, I was off the train. Just like the previous day. But instead of running across the tracks and catching the opposite train back home, I’d at least make use of my sort-of-free train ride.

I had jobs to apply to. There was even a hotel — more like a motel — right next to the station. And they had a Help Wanted sign right on the signboard. If nothing else, I could apply to be a night auditor again. Every hotel — or motel — needed a night auditor.

The front desk clerk was friendly enough when I said I didn’t need a room but wanted to ask about job openings. She got the manager from the back, who called me into her office.

She asked me about my job history. I told her the whole story: That my first priority after high school had been getting out of Flats, so I started delivering pizzas the day after graduation. That my social anxiety had gotten the best of me and the simple act of knocking on strangers’ doors took way too much out of me. That the delivery customers had found me “creepy.” That I’d instead found a job as a hotel night auditor, that was much better suited to my personality. That I’d done a good job, but after five years, had saved up enough to give my parents a nice parting gift and set off for Knotting Hill with enough money to start a new life. And that a big small town like Knotting Hill was more expensive than I’d expected, and my money was quickly running out.

“I see.” She sighed and tapped her pencil on her desk. “So why were you so eager to move to Knotting Hill?” She nibbled on the pencil’s eraser end.

“I just thought it’s better suited to me than Flats was.”

“Asher. Asher Ovum, that’s your name, right?” She nodded at me, as if she pitied me based on my name alone.

“Yes.”

“Asher, were you eager to move to Knotting Hill, of all places, because you’re one of those AO people?”  

I clenched my jaw. “That’s an illegal question, ma’am.” 

I knew my rights. Vaguely, at least. 

I knew that asking about AO status in an employment interview was technically illegal. But also that there was no real enforcement.

She leaned her head back and laughed. “Well, I’m asking it.”

“And I refuse to answer it.” I smiled, triumphantly, although I knew I had no reason to feel victorious.

“Alright, well.” She sighed. “Whatever you are, our only job openings are for customer-facing positions. Which as you’ve just told me, in great detail, is not your strength.”

“Oh.” I sighed. I let the air out of my abdomen as if I was deflating a balloon — and the balloon was, yet again, my hopes for finding a job.

“And for the record, I’m not AO-phobic.” She nibbled at her pencil again, and rocked back and forth in her chair. “But I’m just
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