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That couldn’t be Nik. 

Whoever he was, he was sizzling hot. His facial features were strong enough to be masculine, but refined enough to be gorgeous. Tattoos peeked out from the muscles that peeked out from under his t-shirt. 

Unlike your usual sizzling-hot stud, this guy timidly pussyfooted out of Johnny’s limo. One step forward. Two looks around. And a quick few steps to hide behind the tailgate. He looked like a puppy unsure about his new home.

It couldn’t be Nik. Nik never did anything hesitantly. Nik was never timid. And Nik was never unsure about anything.

But he looked just like Nik: piercing blue eyes, dark golden suntanned skin, mountains of muscle. He hid his physique under a gray heathered cotton t-shirt and deep sea blue Escada jeans. It didn’t take an experienced celebrity butler to figure out who this guy almost was.

Almost was, but wasn’t. Big difference.

As much as he looked like Nik, he definitely was not Nik. Nik didn’t just appear against the winding, manicured, three-quarter-mile driveway of the Omegaverse estate. Nik didn’t just pop out of Johnny Omega’s limo. And Nik definitely didn’t avert his gaze and look down to avoid eye contact with Higgins. 

Nik gave no fucks. That’s what made him Nik. He wasn’t scared of anybody. Not like the guy who’d just gotten out of the car. He seemed scared of anybody and everybody.

Like Nik, this guy carried a perfect face, a tight body, and mountains of muscle. He had it.

Unlike Nik, he wasn’t working it. Nik brandished his appearance like a weapon. This guy was closer to the other extreme. Hiding it. Or ashamed of it. Whatever it was. 

Nik would’ve been showing off his body, his tattoos, his face, his stardom, and everything else he had to show off. Nik would’ve been sneering and grinning and relishing the chance to remind Higgins of what he could never have.

Back then, Nik not-so-subtly put Higgins in his place. He made sure Higgins knew that Nik was above him. 

For the one month he’d been Nik’s butler, Higgins had never done anything unprofessional. He’d always kept his place as the loyal, perfectly professional butler. He’d never let his eyes wander. He never let his thoughts wander, at least not in his boss’s presence. Higgins kept his fantasies strictly to off hours. 

But Nik must’ve seen those fantasies in Higgins’s eyes. He must have relished deflating Higgins’s dreams. Back then, Nik would ask Higgins to arrange something in his ensuite dressing room. Then Nik would compliment his own appearance while adjusting his tailored shirt on his muscular chest, then adjusting his custom-made suede guitar strap over that shirt, then adjusting his red Fender guitar on that strap. Then Nik would take pleasure in asking Higgins if he’d even dare to dream of one day having such a good-looking alpha for himself.

This guy looked like he couldn’t look a dog in the face, much less taunt his butler. This guy, whoever he was, was like a copy of Nik, but with all the alpha attitude drained out of him.

The driver pulled one guitar case and two suitcases from the back of the Escalade. He set them down carefully, being especially careful with the guitar case.

Meanwhile, the mystery man didn’t move. He cowered behind the SUV’s back gate, as if afraid of being caught. His eyes hid behind purple-mirror aviator shades. They looked like slightly worn replicas of the very sunglasses Nik had always worn. 

The mystery man had a look of resignation as he emerged and stood by the suitcases and guitar case. His eyes were firmly fixed downward.

“Welcome.” That was a basic enough greeting Higgins could extend, as the butler of the residence. “My boss told me to expect a houseguest.”

The houseguest in question looked up, a little bit. His eyes shone magnificent blue, like searchlights at one of Nik’s concerts. They stopped at Higgins’s chin. He didn’t dare for his eyes to meet Higgins’s. He smiled self-awarely, as if smiling might have been prohibited for a man in his situation.

“Higgins?” The mystery man’s almost-smile turned into an eighth-smile, then a quarter smile. “You work here now?” The quarter smile was now firmly a half smile.

“How do you know my name is—” Higgins looked once again. The eyes matched. The Roman nose matched. Even the tribal tattoos matched. 

It definitely was Nik, even if in sorry shape. He’d had all the Nikness drained out of him. Completely bereft of bravado, machismo, and everything else that Nik used to exude, this guy looked like a drowned rat.

“You’re asking how I know your name is Higgins?” Nik’s voice now at least had a little bit of modulation to it. He didn’t sound like he’d had the wind knocked out of him. Only maybe half the wind out of him. 

He took off his sunglasses so slowly that it was nearly comical. He shielded his eyes with his hand as he slipped off the shades. It was as if he was afraid Higgins’s gaze would turn him to stone. “Higgins. I think you remember me from years back.”

“Nik Versa?” Those two words were filling Higgins’s entire being. He couldn’t think of anything else. Nik Versa. After years of avoiding him, there was.

“Of course I’m Nik Versa. You remember. Do I look different?”

“Nah.” If there was one butlerly skill Higgins lacked, it was lying. He could lie if absolutely warranted in the line of duty, but it was never comfortable, and he was never good at it. “You look the same as always.” 

Total lie again. Nik looked nothing like before. Nothing like eight years ago. Probably nothing like eight weeks ago. 

Higgins hadn’t been stalking Nik’s online photo galleries or anything. But it was impossible not to see Nik. His face and his body were everywhere: the internet, billboards, every TV channel, everywhere. Especially in Springville, America’s AO capital. Nik was the icon of alpha rock star masculinity. Or at least he had been back then.

“No need to lie.” Nik grinned and shook his head. “I’m not your boss anymore. And I won’t drop dead from hearing the truth.”

“It really is you. You’re Nik Versa.” Higgins shook his head. “You’re not my boss anymore—but you really are Nik.”

Nik was the alph-est alpha Higgins had ever seen. The alpha half of the AO rock duo act Nik and Marcus. His fans and his rivals could only admire his three-hundred-pound bench press, his pouring thousand-dollar bottles of Champagne on his head during concerts, and his boasts that his band will outsell the Beatles. 

Higgins couldn’t keep his eyes or his mind off of him back then. He’d been hired to manage Nik’s residence on the north side of Springville. Nik hadn’t yet met Marcus back then. He was single in name and in practice. Sure, every omega wanted him. That must’ve been Nik’s favorite part of his single life.

Those blue eyes. And the way Nik left a rip on his jeans just at the ass cheek when he was just hanging around the house.

Higgins quit that Nik job after a month of chomping at the Nik bit. The sexual tension ate him up. If he somehow let himself go, even once, even a little bit, it would ruin his professionalism, his reputation, and his self-respect. It was better to just quit the job. He could always find another job, one that didn’t involve a 10/10 alpha stud tempting him by his mere existence every minute of every working day.

“You alright there, Higgins?” Nik was whispering again. “Looked like you were zoning out.”

“Yeah. Sorry. Just thinking about something. Thinking about our first meeting.”

“When I asked you whether Higgins is your first name or your last name?” Nik blinked his eyes and fluttered his eyelashes. He always did that when asking a question. It looked like he’d just woken up, adorably, and it was a rare flash of vulnerability in his otherwise imperturbable face. Nik was adorable as a muscular hulk of a man could ever be. 

“That first meeting. Ten years ago.” Higgins tried to stay cool. But his face was flushing red. It was just like back then. Uncomfortably so. He tried to stay cool while his libido did backflips. Just like ten years ago.
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Rock stars don’t have friends—they only have bandmates and rivals.

That’s what other Zygote artists had always told Nik on his way up. He laughed it off, a little uncomfortably. Marcus was his friend, not only his bandmate. And the AO stable of recording artists was full of alphas and omegas who’d always help Nik in a pinch. Especially alphas. There was an unspoken code: alphas helped one another out. Except when they didn’t.

You’ll always think you’re the exception, until it happens to you.

A bitter old alpha drummer told Nik that in an LA dive bar. At the time, it just sounded like a bitter old man being excessively negative about the world. “You’re under no obligation to believe that,” the weathered old alpha mumbled while swigging his Corona. That bitter ex-drummer had been kicked out of the band he’d founded, they’d said. That can never happen to me was all Nik could think when watching that wreck of a man.

But then it also happened to Nik. 

Marcus dumped him, dumped the band, dumped everything. The same Marcus who’d lovingly whispered into his ear every morning, the same Marcus who was an unknown until Nik asked him to form a band together. With a sadistic smile, Marcus told Nik it was all over and the band was all his now. Because the documents allowed it.

The money? Marcus would be keeping the money. Nik had been trusting enough—stupid enough—to give Marcus ownership of all the band’s accounts and royalty deals. It was great seed money for Marcus to start his new life with his new alpha boyfriend. Marcus had gleefully told him as much.

With those few words from Marcus, Nik was nobody. A nobody. No band, no money, no respect. 

The same rock stars who’d begged Nik to attend their show or endorse their album were now politely telling him they were too busy to meet up in person. Don’t call them; they’d call Nik. Except they never did. 

Only Johnny Omega welcomed Nik’s calls. Only Johnny offered for Nik to stay at his compound until he could get back on his feet. All the other stars, the same ones who’d bragged about their twenty-bedroom mansions, told Nik how small and overcrowded their homes were as soon as they’d heard he was on the outs.

All those other alpha stars who’d been all about “alpha bros before omega hoes'' when Nik was on the way up? The ones who claimed that alphas had an unspoken bond to take care of one another no matter what? They were gone. Nik never got past their assistants telling him that sorry, Mister alpha so-and-so is not accepting sponsorship requests right now. So much for alpha brotherhood. So much for alphas’ supposed unspoken vows to take care of one another. When Nik lost everything, he only had an omega to fall back on: Johnny Omega.

So there Nik was, at the front gate of Omegaverse. Johnny Omega was his savior. Nik had nothing, but at least he had a place to sleep.

That part was simple enough. Johnny hadn’t put up any boundaries. Nik said he’d work for his keep, working the grounds or vacuuming the rooms or whatever else needed doing. Johnny only laughed and said that Nik needs some spa days, not laboring in Omegaverse’s nonexistent salt mines. Johnny must’ve known that Nik wasn’t exactly used to work that didn’t involve gyrating on a stage.

Johnny’s offer seemed too simple. Like finding a hundred-dollar bill on the street. There had to be a catch.

There was a catch, even if when he made the offer, Johnny didn’t know it was a catch.

Higgins. Johnny had casually said there was a butler who took care of Omegaverse. Of course. Every rock star had a butler. Johnny employed Higgins.

The problem was that Nik had also employed Higgins, for a month, anyway. It was ten years ago, but Nik hadn’t forgotten. Higgins definitely hadn’t forgotten either. 

Nik used to throw all the usual alpha superiority stuff in Higgins’s face at every opportunity. Not only had he treated Higgins like shit in general, but enjoyed arousing Higgins’s lust, just to deny him. After a past of having been denied himself, having been mocked for his physicality, Nik had taken a perverse joy in being the hot one. 

Not that Nik’s past was a valid excuse. But what can you expect from a guy who went from being the fat outcast kid of his high school, “Moby Nik” scrawled in Sharpie marker on his XXL-size gym uniform shirt, to sudden alpha rock stardom? 

Having just been transformed from fat outcast to sex-idol rock star, Nik was peak asshole back then. He was still licking his wounds from a childhood of fat shaming. But he still didn’t quite realize what a universal asshole he’d been until Marcus left him, and everything came crashing down.

“Let me take your suitcases.” Higgins smiled at Nik, a smile that seemed to invite Nik to a century’s worth of recuperation, warmth, care, and getting back on his feet. Even if that wasn’t the offer, Higgins’s demeanor seemed to say it.

Higgins dragged each suitcase only a few inches, as if doing it to check off a box. He clicked something on his phone and a luggage cart pulled out from the garage and came to Higgins’s heel. Like a robotic dog. Higgins tossed both of Nik’s suitcases onto the cart. It was more like a robotic pack mule. Then Higgins pressed another button on his phone app, and the robotic pack mule luggage cart followed behind them, bumping up and down on fat knobby wheels, as they walked down a cobblestone path.

“That’s your house.” Higgins pointed at the front door with his eyes and smiled.

“My house? I just wanted a spare bed.” Nik would’ve been grateful for an air mattress in the basement. It really hadn’t hit him how precarious his rock-star life had been until he’d ended up with nothing but the cash in his wallet and not even a place to sleep.

“Well. Johnny told me to set you up in the guest house.” Higgins shrugged with the deference of a man who was only taking orders from above. “Mind if I take your hand to program the finger reader?”

Higgins’s hand was warm. His grip was gentle enough so that it could never hurt, but firm enough to convey confidence. Higgins punched a code into the door keypad, then lifted Nik’s entire hand to the fingerprint reader pad. Nik’s hand was pressed between Higgins’s warm hand and the electronic cool of the fingerprint reader. Nik hadn’t expected these kinds of feelings when moving into his temporary lodging.

Higgins punched more numbers into the keypad, then laid his own palm on the fingerprint reader. It emitted a singsong series of beeps and the door eased open. 

Inside was—a guest house befitting a rock star.  Except that Nik wasn’t a rock star anymore. 

Hardwood floors. Leather sofas. Brushed aluminum fridge. Upstairs loft with bed. 

Nik had expected to take a big step down from his previous standard of living. But this guesthouse at Omegaverse wasn’t a step down at all. 

At least it wasn’t a step down  as far as the size of the TV, the shininess of the refrigerator, or the puffiness of the bed comforter. It was only a step down because he was now living solely by Johnny Omega’s generosity. 

Nik could no longer look around his living quarters with the satisfaction of knowing his own rock star talents had bought everything around him. Nik was dependent on Johnny for the housing. He was knowingly, consciously dependent on someone. That was new.
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