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Brock yelled out mid-lift: “Ha! I told you guys!” 

His announcement, bookended by the squeaks of the bench-press, sounded like an ecstatic grunt. Brock often made these sorts of announcements when he saw something noteworthy on TV during his evening gym routine.

“You finally verified that Hugh Jackman is uncut?” Riley called back from the kitchen. He was helping Elias whip up a little something-something: tuna steaks for dinner.

“You never know what sorts of movies Brock watches in the gym,” Elias said, definitely loudly enough so Brock could hear. Brock and Riley were Elias’s bosses, but they certainly didn’t mind a little teasing at the workplace — especially since the “workplace” was their mansion.

“No!” Brock sounded nearly-offended, but still very enthusiastic about whatever it was that he’d found. “Check it out! Adrian Latour!”

“Yes, yes. Adrian Latour.” Elias sighed. Yet again, he had to be the adult. Or at least the only one not gushing over an ultra-handsome TV host. “We all know how good-looking Adrian Latour is. You’re already mated, by the way, Brock.”

“I’m just observing, not chasing!” Brock yelled back. His verbal delivery had gone from enthusiastic to frantic. “I mean, get over here! Check it out!”

Hands stained with fish guts, Elias and Riley both donned used Ziploc bags as gloves. They held them up for each other’s inspection like astronauts about to spacewalk.  Fish-gutty hands properly plastic-encased, they proceeded down the hall to the home gym. Using his foot, Elias pushed open the gym door.

Brock lay splayed face-up on the bench press. He could’ve been a patient about to undergo surgery, except that he wore his usual cocky weight-training grin. He looked ready to bench-lift a cable-suspended elephant, or orally service a string of eager omegas, or both at once.  At least this time he’d be talking about what was on TV, not on how many pounds he just benched.

The ceiling-mounted TV was on, showing an unmistakable image of the set of Adrian Tonight. Brock pointed up at the screen, where Adrian Latour wore a ridiculous Hawaiian shirt together with his perfectly pressed khaki slacks. That dude was so handsome he could make even a joke shirt look gorgeous.

“I will be heading to America’s farthest outpost,” Adrian Latour announced dramatically into the camera. “Tudad Island. Do the toilets flush backwards in Tudad? We’ll find out!” Adrian held up a desk globe in the palm of his hand, spun it, and put his finger on Tudad, or where Tudad should have been. 

Adrian looked closer at the globe in his hand. “Uh, Tudad isn’t even on this globe. But that’s not going to stop me and the crew of Adrian Tonight.” 

Laughs and applause came from the TV audience. It was probably canned laughter, but Adrian Latour’s popularity was undisputable. He’d started out as a standup comedian, but his good looks and sharp wit made him a highly popular evening host of a national comedy news program. 

Everybody knew Adrian Latour. Actually, Brock claimed to know Adrian Latour, like personally, but Elias had just assumed that to be one of Brock’s minor exaggerations. Contrary to popular omega belief, rich, handsome alphas didn’t all know one another or hang out together mocking poor little omegas like Elias or Riley.

“Did I ever tell you guys—” Brock eased down the weight of the bench press machine, then continued his announcement up into the ceiling. “Did I ever tell you guys that I know Adrian Latour, like I know him personally?”

“Maybe just a few times, yeah.” Elias said it with a nod, then exchanged knowing smiles with Riley. Brock had mentioned supposedly knowing Adrian Latour more than a few times.

“Yeah. I sure do. I know Adrian Latour.” Brock pressed up on the handles and executed a perfect lift, then a slow release. His muscles were textbook perfect. Elias wasn’t into Brock that way, but it was pretty obvious why Brock attracted so much sexual attention from omegas.

“Tell more,” Riley said with a smile. He was good at drawing out Brock’s stories — which were generally mostly true, and mostly worthwhile, as long as one didn’t expect them to be one-hundred-percent exactly factually correct.

“Well, Adrian just hit me up on WhatsApp this morning. He said he’s coming to Tudad.” Brock used his eyes to point to his phone next to the bench. “I added him to my contacts and now—”

“I thought you guys were already best buds?” Riley asked with a smile. “Now you added him to your contacts?”

“Oh yeah. We hadn’t talked in a while.” Brock stretched his legs and feet way out on the bench, as if he was trying to reach Adrian all the way in Los Angeles.  “He always had my number though. He knows I live in Tudad.”

“So? We’ll get to meet him when he’s here?” Elias wanted to up the stakes a little bit. 

Putting Brock on the spot wasn’t Elias’s only goal. Meeting Adrian Latour was beyond Elias’s wildest expectations of the perks of his job. It really would have been genuinely amazingly awesome to meet him, or even to see him in person. 

Seeing Adrian wasn’t easy, absent a personal connection. Tickets to Adrian Tonight had a three-year waiting list. Now that he was A-list famous, Adrian no longer did stand-up comedy.  He was also known for being a homebody. Just seeing Adrian in real-life 3D would have been remarkable enough.  

“Probably.” Brock said it loudly and clearly enough. Whatever Brock’s faults, he wasn’t a waffler. If he promised something, he’d make it happen. “I’m not his handler, you know, but I’m guessing if this happens, and it should, you guys will get to meet him in person.”

“Am I allowed to be starstruck?” Elias grinned. “Adrian Latour is just about the only TV star I’d be seriously interested in meeting and talking with.” 

The thing about Adrian Latour was that he was, or at least seemed like on TV, a genuinely engaging guy. Adrian always had something clever to say off-the-cuff. He was a master of improvisation, the host who could always say the cleverest thing at exactly the right moment.

“It’s Adrian Latour. You wouldn’t be human if you weren’t starstruck.” Brock grunted and pushed another two reps, perhaps to confirm his own status as something better than a mere human. “Or you wouldn’t be an omega, anyway, if you weren’t starstruck.”

“I think even alphas and women think Adrian Latour is hot.” Riley blushed a little as he said it. “His nightly audience of a hundred million people can’t be all lovelorn omegas.”

“You’re assuming people only watch his show because they think he’s hot.” Elias held one finger in the air.

“Well sure.” Riley shrugged. “If they don’t want hot, why not watch, I don’t know, Johnny Carson?”

“How old are you anyway?” Brock shook his head from the bench.

“Old enough to have YouTube.” Riley nodded matter-of-factly. 

“Are you saying Johnny Carson wasn’t hot?” Elias asked anyone in earshot. Not that he himself thought Johnny Carson was hot. But throwing out little questions like this for Brock and Riley to play-fight over was one of the highlights of Elias’s job.

“I’m definitely saying Johnny Carson wasn’t hot.” Riley sighed with just a bit of disgust.

“Yeah, I used to fuck any ass with a dick attached to it—” Brock began to say.

“Language!” Elias called out.

“I used to fornicate with any buttocks that also had a bollocks—” Brock said, correcting himself.

“Better.” Elias nodded.

“—And.” Brock did one more rep on the bench press. “Johnny Carson definitely wasn’t hot. But Adrian Latour? Yeah, he’s hot. Maybe even hotter than I am.” Brock grunted out another rep.

Elias stared at Brock. “So, Brock, just hypothetically, if you were an omega—”

“Oh yeah, definitely I’d be into Adrian!” Brock grumbled from underneath the bench press bar. “Definitely. Of course, if I were an omega, I’d mostly be into the alpha version of me. Wait, but then would I — this is getting confusing.”

“So, the point is—” Elias sighed. These wandering banterfests were lots of fun, but sometimes the three of them could banter for hours and forget what they had originally intended to discuss. That had just happened, in fact. “The point is, when is Adrian Latour coming to Tudad, and how are we going to meet him?”

“Look up at the TV screen for details of when.” Brock looked straight up from his supine pose. He squinted a bit. Elias and Riley stared up at the ceiling together with Brock. The TV camera zoomed in on a desk calendar, with Adrian’s manicured finger scanning across it.

“We look like we’re awaiting the Second Coming,” Riley muttered.

Brock perked up and lifted his head from the bench rest. “Oh, I never make you wait, Honey!” he called out to Riley.

“Yeah, yeah.” Riley shook his head. 

On the screen, Adrian used a big yellow highlighter to indicate the whole month of February. “So according to the screen, the show will be airing from Tudad in February. So I’m guessing he’ll be here a bit earlier than that.”

“Sounds right.” Elias nodded. Riley was usually the driving force that brought the Brock-Riley-Elias housemate trio out of juvenile banter and into solving actual problems. Riley was like Velma from Scooby Doo. Brock, then, must’ve been Scooby himself. 

“So, Elias.” Riley cleared his throat and grinned ominously. “You’re the only single guy here, and definitely the only unmated omega. You should have exclusive rights to put the moves on Adrian Latour.”  

“Me?” Elias shook his head and laughed. He was no low-self-esteem victim, but he definitely wasn’t Adrian-Latour-boyfriend grade. Maybe only a computer-generated model of omega perfection could be Adrian-Latour-boyfriend grade. “That would be like Brock competing in the Modesty Olympics.”

“There’s a Modesty Olympics?” Brock asked.

“No.” Elias sighed. Their conversation was about to be derailed again. “But don’t set me up for false hope or anything.” 

Elias grabbed at the bits of flab on his arms, chest, and stomach. He knew exactly where they were. He grabbed at them whenever he looked at himself in the mirror, or when he wondered why he was still single and unmated.

“Elias.” Brock rose up on the bench and looked directly at Elias. His bright blue eyes were almost scary. “Have some fun meeting a celebrity. And please don’t be down on yourself. You’re a cool, smart, engaging guy — and perfectly good-looking.”

Elias sighed. Brock’s words sounded like feel-good self-confidence boilerplate. “You think Adrian Latour is going to be just flabbergasted to meet an average omega with thirty percent body fat who works as a housekeeper? You think he’s never had a chance in his life to meet an omega like that?”

“Relax, dude.” Brock shook his head. The drops of sweat on his face looked like they might be thrown off by the centrifugal force of his head-shake. “Just meet him and hang out. He’s not coming here for matchmaking.”

“Yeah.” Elias shook his head. “You know how extroverted I am and how easy it is for me to chat up strangers. Especially handsome alpha strangers.” 

One of the many great things about his job working for Brock and Riley was he didn’t have to deal with strangers, other than sometimes a delivery person or a plumber. Being chatty and friendly with Brock and Riley was easy. With strangers, Elias felt like his brain went into blue-screen mode.

“You’ll be stranded on a remote island with Adrian Latour.” Brock laughed. “It will be like a fantasy scenario for a shy guy to get to know a celebrity.”

“I’m sure Adrian Latour will run into my arms when he finds out that I’m here.” Elias shook his head. He didn’t hate himself or anything. He was just being realistic. Fine, Elias wasn’t a particularly loathsome or  unattractive omega. But he wasn’t Adrian Latour grade.

Brock stood up confidently. He towered over the bench press. He looked at it like it was a defeated adversary. “I can set you up with Adrian.”

Yeah right. Brock was, as always, overestimating his own power. Elias laughed. “Are you Adrian’s matchmaker or his pimp or what?”

“I can be a bit sneaky about it.” Brock clicked his tongue and flicked his eyebrows.

“Will I have to jump out of a cake?” Elias sighed dramatically.

“Something like that.” Brock clicked his eyebrows once again for good measure and finality. 

Even if he did sometimes exaggerate, Brock was definitely up to something. Brock’s good intentions were beyond dispute, but sometimes his methods were cringeworthy.
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Brock was still a big brute. But in the selfies he’d been sending, he looked like a highly refined brute, one who moisturized in the morning. He was no longer the Brock who had threatened to bite the guard’s dick off, “and I don’t mean that metaphorically,” as Brock had always ominously added to his jailhouse threats. 

Nowadays Brock was seriously, unironically, apparently without any ulterior motives, in love with his omega mate, Riley Daniels. The photos Brock sent in WhatsApp told it all: Brock and Riley at their wedding, Brock and Riley snorkeling at the beach, Brock and Riley baking bread. 

La-di-dah. Brock Lyons, of all people.

Against all reasonable expectations back in prison, Brock was now shacking up with a perfectly crime-free NYC Upper East Side boy, and a veterinarian at that. 

He wasn’t just shacking up with him. They lived together. They had a son together. They raised falcons together!

For all the times Adrian and Brock used to shoot the shit in the prison mess hall about all the omegas they were going to go out and fuck once they were out — it seemed those days were resolutely over for Brock. 

Good for Brock. Probably. Though he’d left his supposed buddy Adrian all alone, single and stranded.

Adrian should have been happy to be single. He was the world’s most desirable alpha, the one every omega stained his cumrag to. What was the problem then?

The problem was that Adrian was simply not allowed to be mated. He had to remain no more than a cumrag fantasy to his fans. 

The more omegas wanted him, the more he needed to stay single. Those were the terms of his hotness. 

Adrian preferred not to think of it as ironic. “Ironic” was something far away, in a novel. Being considered so hot that you’re not allowed to have a lover was real-life agony, not abstract irony.

And if Adrian violated his mandatory singlehood? Everything would come crashing down, just as it had for every other alpha celebrity who’d gone on record as being mated. Either the fans find out first or the management company finds out first. 

The outcome was the same either way: end of the road for stardom. That now “happily” mated alpha could go be a weatherman in Tampa or a nightclub promoter in Wichita. The fans didn’t care where the alpha went, really, because if he wasn’t single, and especially if he was mated for life, then there was no more reason to care about him or watch his schtick.

Contrary to popular belief, Adrian didn’t own the show or the TV network. He was no more than an employee — under a very specific contract, with very harsh penalties in the event he violated that contract. 

But even that part was irrelevant. If Adrian hadn’t been publicly single and available, nobody would’ve wanted to watch his show anyway.

No matter who owned the show or the network, there was no money in being a hot, handsome celebrity if the viewers weren’t into him. The viewers would never be into an alpha who’s not conspicuously single and supposedly available. The viewers would keep tuning in only if they could hold out some tiny hope — and even the female viewers did — that Adrian just could, might one day be theirs. 

Adrian wasn’t into women, but all those beautiful omegas — all those omegas who professed their love for Adrian were very much a delicious cake that he wasn’t allowed to eat. 

Brock never would never have put himself in the situation of not being able to sample some fine omega ass whenever he wanted. Brock was all about eating every omega who asked to be eaten. And then some. At least until Brock got together with Riley and limited his feasts to just one omega. Being mated to an omega for life, like Brock was: Adrian mocked it, of course, because it was what he badly wanted but couldn’t have. 

Adrian wasn’t Brock. Adrian, even more so than Brock, had changed a lot since their six-month stint as cellmates in the Adirondack State Prison. Back then, they’d both talked big about how many omegas they were going to assfuck as soon as they got out of the bighouse. Maybe that happened for a while. But Brock was happily mated to just one omega, and Adrian had exactly zero omegas — but would have loved to have just one omega, in a fantasy world where it would have been possible.

Adrian was now making jokes to a hundred million fans, not muttering jokes to himself as he hotwired half-abandoned cars in Rochester’s seedier strip-mall parking lots. He was now the host of Adrian Tonight, not the longtime resident of cell 1146 in the prison’s nonviolent-offender alpha wing. 

A wide gulf stood between petty-thug Adrian then and pretty-boy Adrian now. The two could never mix. Being publicly known as a former car thief would have been almost — almost — as bad as being known as not single.

That was the big problem about publicly associating with Brock. Brock was the kind of guy who just didn’t give a fuck if people knew his jailbird past. 

Brock would tell anybody and everybody that he’d been in prison for breaking and entering and burglary and whatever else Brock used to do back in the day. And knowing Brock, he’d probably mention that Adrian was his buddy back then — and maybe throw in an exaggerated story about what a badass Adrian had been in prison.

That kind of forthright no-fucks-given disclosure must’ve been just fine for a Bitcoin-trading recluse like Brock. Brock lived by not caring what anyone, other than his beloved Riley, thought of him. 

But when you were on TV every evening like Adrian was, the standards were higher. A lot higher. Adrian didn’t need market-testing to know that Middle America, or even not-so-Middle America, wouldn’t be enamored of a TV host who used to steal cars.

Hiding his petty-criminal past was Adrian’s first rule of TV survival.  Ostentatiously exhibiting his bachelorhood was his second rule. If any of his fans even vaguely suspected that Adrian wasn’t available, on the market, totally single, his ratings would tank. 

Everybody claimed they loved the show for the humor, the insight, the commentary — just like heteros claimed they read Playboy for the articles. Sure. It was the single, unmated, perfectly available six-foot-three chiseled alpha they were after.

Adrian had no delusions. If he wanted to keep this five-million-dollar-a-year Adrian Tonight racket going, he’d have to keep his looks up, keep his shady past a secret, and keep his eager alpha dick out of any place that was not his own pants.

That was why he’d asked Brock to make their first in-person meeting on a secluded beach, a full day after his covert arrival. He needed neither to be greeted with a “What’s up, jailbird!” at the airport, nor did he need every amateur paparazzi in sight to decide that the big dude Adrian was meeting was his boyfriend. 

The flight from Hawaii was uneventful, although Adrian had never been on such a shaky plane. There was no first class on such a small plane. It wasn’t pleasant going from the first-class suite from LA to Honolulu to that jungle plane that would take him to Tudad. The propeller plane rode like a car that had been jerry-rigged to run just far enough to reach the chop shop.

Not that Adrian knew anything about stealing cars. Not publicly, anyway. Wearing a baseball hat over most of his face really reminded him of those days. Just like back then, he needed his privacy, even if for different reasons. He even traveled separately from his support staff, so as not to cause a fuss.

The plane swept in to Tudad for a landing. The island down below shone like a green dot on a piece of blue paper. 

There really was a runway somewhere down on that seemingly random speck of land? And beaches and hotels and enough fodder for Adrian’s brand of gadfly journalism? 

Even Brock Lyons was supposed to be living on Tudad, somewhere down below. That six-foot-five mountain of muscle, testosterone, and unrestrained alpha arrogance was capable of fitting himself into a tiny island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean? It was easier to imagine Brock fitting into a jail cell than fitting into a small island. But then, Adrian had directly observed the former phenomenon.

The airplane shook and stumbled to a landing. It pulled up to a decrepit concrete building that was apparently the terminal. There wasn’t a first-class section, but at least they’d put Adrian in the front row. He was first out the door, first down the air stairs, first into the terminal that smelled like gym shoes.

“What’s up, Cellmate!” The voice cutting through the musty air was unmistakably Brock’s. And — there was Brock. All six feet, five inches of him. He hadn’t gotten any shorter. If anything, he’d only built up more muscle since the old days.

He stood inside the terminal, well inside the security area somehow. WIth him was some other dude: a well put together guy with sandy hair and a modest blue button-down shirt and khaki slacks.  He kind of looked like how Brock would look at 75% size.

“Uh.” Adrian motioned for Brock to quiet down his exclamations. “I don’t want people to notice me. I also don’t want people to know I did time.”

“Sorry. I’m a piece of shit.” Brock said it firmly and unjokingly. That hadn’t changed about him: Brock Lyons owned up to his mistakes.

“Can I take your bag?” Brock’s sidekick held out his hand toward an imaginary bag that Adrian wasn’t carrying.

“I don’t have a bag.” Adrian smiled big, like imagining he had a bag was the most natural mistake anybody could make. Live TV interviews had trained Adrian to face the most awkward moments with a smile. He could make himself look good if he helped other people avoid making fools of themselves. 

“Oh.” Brock’s companion’s jaw dropped a little. “I’m sorry. I’ve just been practicing this moment over and over. Can I take your bag? over and over. So — anyway — yeah — umm — I was on autopilot.” The guy shrugged. He had the soft features of an omega, and he was definitely emitting pungent omega pheromones. 

Could this have been Riley? This omega looked nothing like Riley. He was thicker and darker-hued, and not quite as young as Riley. 

Maybe he was Brock’s sidepiece? That would’ve been totally in-character for Brock, at least the old prison horndog Brock. Maybe the new, mated, homebody Brock hadn’t changed after all.

“I’m Adrian Latour.” Adrian stuck his hand out to the unidentified omega object. Adrian smiled again, trying to create a comfortable, conflict-free situation for everyone involved. That was what being a TV host was all about, but the difficulty level was a few notches higher without a Teleprompter.

“You’re Adrian Latour.” The omega nodded, in awe.

Adrian cupped his hand to his mouth, like he was going to covertly give a stage direction to one of his cast. He stage-whispered: “I told you my name. Now you’re supposed to tell me your name.”

“Oh.” The omega nodded. “I’m Elias. I’m Elias Brown. And you’re Adrian Latour.” 

Elias Brown, whoever the heck he was, grabbed Adrian’s outstretched hand, as if it was an afterthought. He shook it, hard. Adrian shook it right back at him.

“Elias is a friend of yours?” Adrian asked Brock. That was innocuous and open-ended enough. A friend. Maybe he was a friend. Maybe he was an “umm, friend.” Whatever. 

“Those days are behind me, man!” Brock said loudly, as if announcing it to the entire airport terminal — maybe he was. “I’m no longer sticking my dick in every omega I can find. Elias has been working for me for, what, five years now, and I’ve never stuck my dick in him. Not even once. Right, Elias? I’ve never stuck my weewee in your poopoo, have I?”

“Uh.” Elias coughed. He turned a bit red, but not as bright red as the average omega would’ve turned after that kind of Brockian outburst. He must’ve been accustomed to it. “Right. Brock has never stuck his dick in me. That’s my ultimate claim to fame.” Elias grinned wide. 

Elias was no dumb passive omega. He obviously knew the score, at least in regards to Brock’s sexual history.

Brock cleared his throat. “Adrian, Elias Brown is the gentleman I told you about. He can be your assistant and security detail while you’re in Tudad.”

“Ah.” Adrian nodded in the most non-committal manner possible. Elias himself didn’t look very pleased with the promotional message coming out of Brock’s mouth. 

An omega security detail would certainly have been a new thing. Adrian had seen all sorts of things and all sorts of setups when he traveled to onsite shoots, but at no point had he been presented with a flagrant omega as his supposed onsite security detail.

“Elias is absolutely trustworthy.” Brock nodded enthusiastically. That was typical Brock from back in the day: saying something that was in fact true, even if irrelevant, in order to distract attention from a question he didn’t want to answer. 

Adrian had never questioned Elias’s trustworthiness in the three minutes he’d known him. In fact, Adrian had never questioned Elias’s anything in those three minutes. But perhaps Adrian’s questioning look gave away his doubts about being protected by an omega.

Elias reached out toward Adrian’s rolling suitcase. “Let me get that.” 

The effort needed to roll a small suitcase was, in fact, minimal. But Adrian preferred to be polite and let Elias feel valued. 

He handed the handle to Elias. Let the cute omega roll the suitcase. Why not? It would make him happy. He’d feel like a big suitcase-rolling man.

“I call this the slalom.” Elias pulled the suitcase along the weathered poured-concrete floor in a zig-zag pattern. It did indeed kind of resemble a slalom, although there didn’t seem to be any purpose to it. Elias grinned like a madman, like he’d just accomplished a mad feat of suitcase-maneuvering. Maybe this was what people did for fun on a remote island.

“Very impressive.” Adrian smiled at Elias, then at Brock. 

Elias looked overjoyed by Adrian’s approval. Elias must’ve been around thirty, but he was like a kid with how proud he was of his suitcase maneuvering, or more importantly
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