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LOTUS ACADEMY IS FABLED across the shifter lands for producing the most beautiful, graceful, perfect omegas. Taken in as children from the streets or bought from poor families, they don’t have any rights. They owe a debt to the academy that only a rich alpha can repay - by bidding for a desirable omega, and eventually - hopefully - paying to Claim them as their own and lead them away to a cozy home to raise a family together.

No place for feelings, for romance.

And yet Kai feels something the first time he looks at the tall, powerful alpha in the dim light of a teahouse - and is floored when the alpha comes and introduces himself as Alexander of the famous Crown Clan, a rich heir and well-known alpha werewolf. Kai has never thought of himself as pretty or desirable in the least.

He’s even more floored when Alexander bids for his First night.

And then is crushed when Alexander disappears once more from his life, having left him with a souvenir that the Lotus Academy isn’t happy about. Babies are all good and nice once a Lotus omega has secured a Mate, but right now Kai is in trouble.

Will Alex come back for him in time?

* This is a 70,000-word mpreg shifter novel with humor and angst and misunderstandings and lots of steam leading to love and cute babies! Intended for adult readers.*
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Chapter One: Kai
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One evening in the spring, long years ago, Kai had shifted and ran under the moon with other boys his age, in the ages-old celebration of the Great Wolf and all the elder Gods.

It was another life. He’d been a child, carefree and ambitious. He had plans to become an artist like the village shaman who sculpted animals out of wood and painted crazy patterns on strips of leather. He never felt he’d be able to speak to spirits or feel magic, like the shaman, but he hadn’t connected the two—the shaman’s abilities and his art.

Just like he hadn’t connected his family’s extreme poverty to his own fate, and to what it meant for his plans.

He’d been little. Stupid. Ignorant. He cried sometimes when there was nothing for dinner, as if his tears could conjure something out of thin air. Maybe that had been what had pushed his omega father, single-handedly raising a child in a gossiping, suspicious village and failing to do so, to give him away.

Sell him, more precisely.

It didn’t sink in immediately. Not even after his father took him to the nearest town, through muddy streets, to a tall house, when he pulled him inside and told him to sit and wait.

When a painfully thin beta in a black suit came to stare at him like Kai was some sort of livestock to be examined and purchased, then left.

When his omega father never returned, and Kai was whisked away in a minivan to the Lotus Omega Academy, scared to death and shaking so hard he thought his bones might break, not even the thin beta keeping him company. It had been him, the driver, and another omega who’d sat as far away from Kai as possible, his cheeks stained with tears.

Kai had cried, too, of course. But only when he thought nobody was looking. He kept his tears back during the drive, and afterward, when he’d been dumped inside a big room with many other young omegas, and was told that from now on he was the property of the Lotus Omega Academy. That he’d be fed and clothed and instructed in everything that made an omega desirable, until an alpha became interested and paid off their debt to the school.

Until, in essence, an alpha bought them in his turn, and they became his property.

Kai had shook. He couldn’t seem to stop shaking. He’d been a free wolf, with all those wild dreams, the open fields, the other kids, his omega father waiting for him at home, even if sometimes food was scarce. He’d felt safe and protected.

He knew then he’d never feel the same way again.

His tantrums the nights he’d gone hungry seemed so childish and stupid now. Was that the reason his omega father had given him away? Had he upset him too much? Was it his fault?

Time passed in a blur. He was vaguely aware that he was given a bed in a room with other omegas. That he was thrown into a large bathhouse and scrubbed with brushes within an inch of his life, until his skin had turned bright pink and burned like fire. That he’d been shown a blackboard with a schedule. A program. And a list of tasks to accomplish every day.

Forget technology. Inside Lotus Omega Academy, time had stopped a long time ago—in every way. The Academy was proud of it. From upkeeping traditional values, preserving old skills and traditions to providing alphas with traditionally-trained omegas who would not only know how to properly clean and cook, how to dress and move as to be desirable, but also how to properly entertain their alphas, and pleasure them. And eventually how to cope with pregnancy, birth, and caring for babies.

That came later in Kai’s studies, of course.

It took him more than a month to accept that he wasn’t going back.

And it took him almost a year to actually believe, from the stories the other omegas told in the school, that his omega father had actually received money to abandon him there. That it was common practice among poor families. Kai had caught someone’s eye one day they’d been at the town market, and he’d offered his father the opportunity to exchange his son for coins.

To his credit, Kai’s omega father had initially refused, apparently, returning to the village, doing the odd job, and scavenging for food. Until winter had come and hit them all hard. It had been a particularly long and harsh winter, and during the long, cold, hungry nights, Kai’s father had obviously made up his mind.

And that was how Kai now found himself sitting in a classroom full of mortified omegas looking at a huge, fake cock as their teacher explained how one pleasured an alpha.

God...

“You grip it like this.” Their teacher, Ivanhoe, demonstrated, closing his fingers around the silicone cock’s base. They barely reached around. He was tall for an omega, but slender like a willow, always dressed in traditional silken robes and loose pants, his feet in soft leather shoes, the ones used for dancing in events. “And you stroke. Up and down. Up and down.”

“We know how to jack off,” someone said, and the class chittered nervously.

“Zach.” The teacher rolled his eyes a little. “Please.”

Kai’s mouth twitched. Zach had no fear. He had been already at the academy when Kai had arrived, six years ago, and if anyone was going to interrupt the teacher as he explained sexual acts with a dummy cock, it had to be him.

Zach winked at Kai when he turned to look at him and ran a hand through his tousled blond hair. He was supposed to have it combed back and tied off with a ribbon, but of course Zach didn’t.

“Now. Kai, come on up and give it a try,” the teacher said, and Kai’s smile fell.

Shit.

Getting up from behind his desk, he made his way to the front, wiping his suddenly sweaty hands down his loose tunic, another traditional thing—though many omegas liked to wear them even today. “What do I have to do?”

“Put your hand around it, like I did. Get a feel for it.”

“Shit, is it supposed to be so big?” Kai whispered, talking more to himself than anything. He had jacked off on occasion, mostly under the covers, because it was hard to have any alone time in the academy, and even when fully hard, his cock didn’t come close to measuring against this monster.

“Yes. Very good question, Kai,” the teacher said, looking pleased even as Kai’s cheeks burned. “What you see here is a replica of the average alpha cock. Most alpha cocks get even bigger when aroused.”

Gasps rippled through the classroom, punctuated by the occasional giggle.

Good God.

Kai tried and failed to close his hand around the base of the cock. Too big. It felt slightly slimy and too soft and weird.

“It will, however, be much harder,” the teacher went on, and Kai could have sworn he smirked at Kai. “But this will do for now. Stroke it, Kai.”

More giggles.

Kai’s neck now felt hot, too. Swallowing hard, he moved his hand up and down, his eyes widening when he felt a jolt of arousal go through him, and straight to his own cock.

The teacher’s eyes were shrewd. “Some of you will experience arousal from his exercise. We omegas are geared to receive pleasure from pleasuring our alphas. Don’t worry, it’s normal.”

A hush fell over the classroom. Kai kept his eyes down, and his hand moving, even as his small omega cock hardened more. Oh God, oh God, let this be over, now...

“If you do experience arousal, it means you’re more submissive than others. It’s perfectly normal. Not all of us are the same. Also, it could mean that your first heat is just around the corner, another reason to be pleased.”

Pleased? Why? But Kai didn’t dare ask. It was bad enough that he was hard while jacking off a fake cock in front of the whole class. He didn’t need to draw more attention to himself.

“Everyone understood? Good. Now...” The teacher approached and nodded at Kai who removed his hand from the silicone prop with a sigh of relief. “Step aside Kai. We will be working a lot with silicone penises in the months to come. We will learn all the ways we have to pleasure our alpha and also the best positions for impregnation. I know you’re all still young...”

The hubbub rising in the classroom made Kai feel better. At least he wasn’t the only one feeling strange about the sex classes.

The teacher raised his hand. “Silence, please. You all know that the reason you are here, at the academy’s expense, is to make you a perfect Mate for a rich alpha. An alpha who will need to be seduced, hooked, and who will then want babies from you, as well as someone to look after the house and look pretty on his arm. I shall not tolerate disobedience or silly giggling and refusal to do anything I will ask you to. Are we clear on that?”

The silence that followed was answer enough.

“Good.” The teacher pointed Kai to his seat. “Now I will explain about the physiology of the alpha cock and knot before we return to the hands-on approach...”

***
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“CAN YOU BELIEVE IT?” Zach was saying as the class dissipated.

“That alpha cocks are that big? It’s shocking,” Sim, another omega, muttered, then fell silent as they exited. Talking wasn’t permitted in the hallways, though of course Zach didn’t care.

“No, can you believe that you’d get excited from fondling a silicone cock? Admit it, you were hard, weren’t you?”

“Shush,” Sim said.

“I was,” Zach admitted, grinning and walking by Kai who thought his own face would combust. “So damn turned on.”

How could he discuss such things so openly? Just the memory of doing that both aroused and humiliated Kai so utterly he didn’t know what to do with himself.

“Coming, Kai?” Zach turned and winked at him.

Uh yeah. And Zach probably intended the pun, too.

He had no idea why Zach talked to him. Kai was quiet and withdrawn, and Zach was outgoing and loud. Not exactly proper omega behavior, not traditionally, but Zach barely blinked at the punishments he got. He was very pretty, and Kai guessed that the school turned a blind eye to a lot of his disobedience acts hoping he’d one day attract a super-rich alpha to take them off their hands and pay handsomely for the privilege.

“So, are you excited?”

“About what?” Kai muttered.

“The lessons to follow of course. All about pleasuring your alpha, duh. Can you imagine? I bet you they’ll make us fuck ourselves on those dildos.”

“What?” Kai squeaked. “No way.”

“Yes way. I heard it from a Lotus Boy. They won’t risk having any alpha or even beta around to actually fuck you, but they need to train you somehow. Hence the dildos.”

Lotus Boys were the graduates. At the bottom of the hierarchy were Seedlings, beginners at the academy—just like Kai himself had been six years ago. Blossom Boys were the second stage—the one in which he was now—where they took classes while also cleaning and washing and generally serving as slaves to the academy staff, and then there were the Lotus Boys.

Lotus Boys were the final stage at the academy—the omegas who had completed their training and were ready to entertain at events and catch the eye of available, rich alphas so they could pay their debt back to the school, get Mated and get away.

So they could start popping out children and be stuck at home. He’d heard other omegas whispering about it, fear stark in their eyes.

Not that Kai had anything against having a home in the first place, and children, but the thought of being passed on to the first interested alpha with the means to buy him... it didn’t just rankle. It scared him to death, even if he avoided discussing it with others.

He didn’t feel he could trust anyone in the academy. In the world. Not when he seemed to have a target painted on his back for Lotus Boys to bully him. Something about him triggered their worst side, it seemed, and it only made him quieter than ever.

Zach, though... he didn’t seem inclined to give up. Maybe he’d made it his life’s mission to get Kai to talk, for whatever strange reason.

“Have you seen Evren’s new costume?” he was now saying to the other two omegas who were trailing after him. “For the Ritzes event. It’s sexy. He’ll probably get an alpha this weekend.”

“I heard it’s all red,” one of the omegas said. Felix. “He’ll look fabulous in red.”

“And he knows it, too,” Zach said. “I heard he pressed the school to make it that color for him.”

“I didn’t know Lotus Boys had such power,” Kai whispered.

“Evren is beautiful and he knows it. The school has high hopes for him and he’s playing off their expectations.” Zach elbowed Kai. “One day you’ll have that power, too.”

“Me?” He blinked. “Why?”

“You kidding me? You’re one of the prettiest omegas in the academy. No wonder they pick on you so much.”

Kai glanced sideways at Zach as they hurried down the hallway to begin their respective tasks of cleaning and washing and serving. In Kai’s opinion, Zach was much prettier with his floppy blond hair and dark green eyes.

But before he could open his mouth to say anything, Zach was laughing. “You should see your face,” he gasped. “You don’t even know you’re pretty, do you?”

Well, the school had chosen them for a reason, Kai guessed, though seeing the potential in an omega was one thing, and nature taking its way another. Some gorgeous young boys who had arrived changed as maturity hit.

“Isn’t it true you’re accompanying Evren to the Ritzes event?”

“Yeah, but...”

“Why do you think they chose you?”

Oh, this was easy. “Because Evren and his friends like to pick on me, as you said earlier. That’s why.”

“Ah. I don’t think that in this case, it was their doing,” Zach said cheerfully.

“That’s worse.” Kai winced. “That means they’ll be pissed.”

Zach’s grin fell. He patted Kai’s shoulder. “Come on, you’ll be fine. Shit, I have to run!” And he hurried away, leaving Kai alone with his thoughts.
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Chapter Two: Alexander
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“Alex, my man. Ready for tonight?”

Alexander blinked only to find himself back in math class. “What?” He’d been caught in one of the nightmares that had kept him twisting in the sheets all night.

“The Ritzes event. You know, the new hotel opening? I got us tickets.”

“...right.”

Valerian reached over, grabbed his arm and shook him. “Alex! Are you sick, dude? Did you even hear what I said? I got us tickets! I sold my firstborn to get them, are you listening to me?”

“You don’t have a firstborn.” Alex threw Valerian’s hand off him. “What do you want me to do, suck you off? Congrats. You got the tickets, fine.”

Valerian shook his head and slumped back in his seat. “Normally you’d kill to go to such an event. You actually told me that the other day.”

“Yeah. Yeah, okay, dude. We’re going. Happy?”

Valerian rolled his eyes. “Sure. Have we ever regretted a Lotus Academy event?”

Good point. Though seeing the pretty omegas from afar, no matter how gorgeous and refined they were, was starting to lose its shine. What Alex wanted... it was a real omega, skin and flesh and warm breaths to hold and to fuck and... and have.

Damn it. It had to be the remnants of his nightmares, confusing him like that.

The teacher shot them a glare but said nothing, turning his back on them to scribble something on the whiteboard. He’d long given up on disciplining their little band of no-good, rich asshole alphas. Who could blame him? Trust funds and powerful clans stood behind most of the alphas of Howl Academy, and this case wasn’t any different.

“Is Luke coming?” Alex rubbed at his eyes. Damn, he was tired.

“You kidding me? He wouldn’t miss it for anything. He’s not a fool.”

Unlike you, Val’s accusing glare seemed to say. You’ve lost your fucking mind.

He probably had. Alex didn’t know what was wrong with him these days. Something had changed, but what?

Leaning forward in his seat, he glared at a particular alpha standing outside the classroom, checking his phone: Tiberius. Alex, Val, and Luke had often clashed with him and his own small gang of rich alphas but now...

Tiberius and his buddies had found their Soul Mates last year and were already Mated with babies. They had graduated already, though their Mates still attended, so they were all often hanging out at the academy.

Alex used to think they were all fucking idiots.

Lately, he wasn’t so sure anymore. He found himself feeling jealous. What did that mean?

Dangerous, this uncertainty. Yeah, it really was so unlike him. He’d always known what he wanted: to have fun, sleep around, drink and party and spend his money until there was nothing—because there was nothing left in him to care—and then one day, when he was good and ready, assume his role as heir of the family hotel chain, find a cute little omega and have kids.

It had always seemed straightforward and simple. Expected. Natural.

God damn.

Maybe going to the event tonight was a good idea, after all. Who needed sleep and bad dreams? He’d drink himself stupid and look at pretty omegas and maybe among the Lotus Boys, he’d find the one for him.

Ha.

As if. Fated Mates and all that. Fairytales for little kids. Most people just married out of convenience, like his fathers, and their fathers before them. Most people married to have kids and fulfill their obligations to the fucking society.

So better that he was going out to have fun. What was there for him in the world to live for, apart from that?

Fucking nothing...

***
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THE RITZES HOTEL CHAIN was the biggest in shifter lands, the epitome of luxury, the place where the government and local clan leaders stayed when in town and had their meetings. Even shifters could act civilized when thrown into the glittery heart of opulence, it seemed. It was said that a shifter in a city was a different beast than the one found in nature, and maybe there was some truth in that.

Alex often wondered if other shifters always felt like bulls in china shops when indoors, like he did. A sort of claustrophobia. A need to smash things and get out, in the fresh air.

Maybe it was an alpha thing. Or maybe it was Alex. Hormones. Whatever. A bug, a shift in the air, making him more irritable and animal-like than ever. He was torn between breaking things and curling up in a dark hole.

What the fuck, right?

The cabbie stopped almost a block away from the Ritzes new hotel, the well-dressed crowd spilling out in the street and the sidewalks. A giant screen on the building façade showed what was happening inside, the red carpet, the champagne flutes, the dark suits and styled hairdos, the jewelry, and the too-white smiles.

Val nudged him in the ribs, grinning. “Here we go.”

Werewolves in the city. Alex sighed. Why was he grumbling? He used to love coming here. Detroua was the closest city—technically, a big town—to the academy, and he’d attended many events here with his friends. He’d often gone partying and clubbing. He knew the place like the back of his hand, better even than he knew his family estates.

He’d never felt so out of place before. It wasn’t his first rodeo, but he felt unaccountably... nervous. As if something big was about to happen.

Luke, riding shotgun, paid the cabbie and they climbed out, smoothing down their dress jackets, the lights of the hotel reflected in the leather of their polished shoes.

‘Watch Evren dance!’ the screen proclaimed in between showing them glimpses of the crowd. ‘The new sensation!’

“Who’s this Evren?” Luke asked.

“Have you been living under a rock? He’s the Lotus Boy who’s performing tonight and the newest obsession of the alpha world.” Val apparently knew all about it. “An omega sensation. Some say he’s the prettiest omega alive. I hear there is a bidding war going on for his V-card.”

“Can they fuck him and not Claim him?” Luke asked. “Lotus Academy relies on the Claiming alpha paying the dowry.”

“If the money for the V-card is good, maybe they don’t care about that?”

“What about Evren?” Alex muttered. “What about what he wants? Doesn’t he care if he’s left alone and pregnant without a Mate afterward?”

“What?” Val shot him a curious look. “Since when are you an omega rights advocate?” He laughed and thumped him on the back. “Come on, lose that long face, cheer up! This is gonna be awesome.”

“Yeah, yeah...”

He was curious now, though, to see this Evren boy and the show. It was familiar, this heat in his blood, the racing of his heart in anticipation. Familiar territory. It made him feel somewhat better. Like this evening actually had a purpose.

Damn, he was so fucked-up. Depressed. He’d never been depressed before, had never let the past get to him. now every night he felt like he was drowning.

Well, tonight he’d swim to the surface and fight his way into staying there. Drink, fuck, punch and snarl, like he’d always done, to get his fix and then he’d sleep like a baby. That was the plan.

***
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THE RAISED CIRCULAR stage had been set up in the center of the hotel’s immense lobby. The chandeliers swinging above shed golden light everywhere, reflecting in floor-to-ceiling mirrors, in crystal glasses and gems.

Alex had already had a few glasses of wine and now held a champagne flute, eyes half-closed, the music and swirling lights making him dizzy. In a good way, though. He felt like he was floating.

It was all good. He’d watch the show, then ditch his friends and go to a club, get off with a willing omega—he always found a willing omega—to get the itch out of his system, get the poison out of his bloodstream.

Then he’d be right as rain. Himself again.

“It’s starting,” Val said, coming to join him with Luke. The lights were dimming. The waiters moved away.

An expectant hush fell over the crowd and everyone turned toward the stage.

This wasn’t like of the small, quasi-private performances Alex had attended in the past, in friends’ manors and private clubs and upper-class bars. A spotlight fell on the stage, marking an empty spot, and then a lute began to play.

And another.

Two omegas dressed in silken robes climbed onto the stage, playing, their slender fingers moving swiftly over the strings, their eyes downcast. They seemed to float across the stage, like colorful clouds, their long hair pinned up in buns and decorated with flowers, their faces delicate, a red lotus painted on their lips, a red stain that alphas found very erotic.

Alex couldn’t deny it was.

And then Evren rose on the stage in a flurry of red silk, like a sunset cloud, his long black hair caught up in a complex do with ribbons that trailed behind him. He slid forward in a sinuous movement that had the alphas around Alex groaning with lust, his robe draped over him like second skin.

“Holy shit,” Val breathed. “Whoa.”

He was beautiful, Alex had to admit, watching Evren intently as he moved smoothly across the stage, arms lifting gracefully, trailing long sleeves, golden bracelets gleaming on his slender wrists. He was barefoot, as was traditional in such performances, and tiny bells chimed, wrapped around his ankles, as he lifted his foot and brought it back down, as he spun slowly on the spot and swayed right and left.

He was mesmerizing, a perfect dancer, sexy as his robe gaped in the front when he bent backward, baring his smooth, golden chest. He was hot like the color of his fire-red robe.

But truth was, he did nothing for Alex. Nothing much, okay. He wasn’t dead below the waist. Any pretty omega could get him hard. Would he fuck this one, though? Claim his V-card? Pay money for it?

No. Strangely... no.

Pensive, he took a sip of his champagne, watching as Evren circled the stage in smooth, gliding steps. Perfect. Too perfect. Talented but also very well trained, every move studied in advance, every glance, every flick of his fingers. So rehearsed.

So fake.

He had to shake his head at himself. Evren was hot, and that should be enough. It had always been enough before, but maybe it was Evren’s perfection that pushed the envelope a bit too far. He was the best Lotus Boy Alex had ever seen.

And he was too perfect to be true, to be real.

Since when have you stopped chasing a fantasy and want the real thing? He sighed and gulped down the rest of his champagne, moving away from the stage. He was looking for one of the waiters with their trays of booze. He wasn’t shitfaced enough yet. That was his problem. He had to get into the party mood and stop having such serious, existential thoughts.

Everyone was fixated on the stage, not moving aside to let him pass, his progress earning him some cursing and shoving, which he returned with glee. Feeling slightly better, he made his way to the bar at the far end of the room, a piece of art made of crystal and what looked like basalt pieces, lit from below, a tree of silver with light bulbs for fruit hanging over it.

He was so distracted by the artistic bar and its tree that he almost missed the bartender coming to take his order.

And then something else got his attention.

Or rather, someone.

A boy, Alex thought at first, but when he got a better look, he realized it was a young man.

He stood at the other end of the glowing bar, under the hanging bulbs, holding a huge bag in his arms. He looked like a bag with legs and a head, and it made Alex smile. Well, he was a bit drunk already, even if he wasn’t shitfaced enough. The legs looked shapely and strong, and the head was crowned with straight black hair caught back in a ponytail, stray locks brushing the man’s jaw. But what really got Alex were the eyes. Even from afar, with the ghostly lights of the bar and the stage spotlights behind him, those eyes looked large and expressive, some crystalline shade, maybe gray, or blue, or amber, or green.

“Did you wish for a drink, sir?” the bartender said, the whiny twang in his tone suggesting he’d already asked the question, and being a luxury bartender, or whatever you called a man tending bar in a luxury hotel, he couldn’t be wasting his time with a customer who wasn’t sure what he wanted.

Alex didn’t reply. He found himself moving toward the young man. An omega, he realized as he approached more, though, in fact, he’d known it from the moment he’d noticed him. It was in that delicate physique and fine features, those large gray eyes, that bow of a mouth. The boy’s—the young man’s, he corrected himself again, the man’s cheekbones were high and flushed, probably from the heat inside the lobby. His neck was pale and long, his ears poking out of his dark hair, small and finely shaped. The more Alex saw, the more fascinated he became.

And then he smelled him.

A whiff of vanilla and caramel with a dash of fresh mint, it sank into Alex and drew a groan from his lips. He smelled so fucking good it made his mouth water, through all the scents and perfumes inside the hotel, and Alex still hadn’t reached him.

Was it really him? Maybe something or someone else was the origin of the amazing smell. Alex had to know. He had to sniff the omega, had to touch his face to see if his skin was as silky as it looked.

The omega hadn’t been looking his way, but as Alex drew closer, he stiffened and turned those remarkable eyes his way. They widened as they took him in, and Alex didn’t know if that was a good or a bad sign.

“I’m Alex of the Crown Clan,” he drawled softly, because, by God, the omega was even more stunning up close, and damn, that delicious smell was most certainly coming from him, getting Alex’s dick so hard inside his pants they’d probably tear a hole through the linen. “What do they call you?”

The omega let out a peep of shock, eyes going round. He took a step back, fetching up against a low hanging branch, the bulb getting tangled in his hair. He whirled about, managing to get his hair free, then pressed his back to the bar, panting.

Adorable. Grinning hugely, Alex stepped closer, inhaling that sweet scent. “What’s your name, omega?”

The man swallowed hard, then he bowed slightly over the enormous cloth bag he was holding, his cheeks flushing a darker red.

“Greetings, Alpha,” came the equally soft reply—a traditional response, charmingly quaint. “My name is Kai.”

“Kai.” He liked the name. It suited the pretty, slim man in front of him, even though most of his body was hidden by the enormous bag. “What is all that?” Alex gestured at the bag. “Why do you have it and why on earth don’t you put it down to rest your arms?”

“I can’t.” Kai shook his head. “Evren won’t like it if I put it down. It will get dusty.”

“Evren. You’re from the Lotus Academy?”

“Yes, alpha.” Kai bowed again. “At your service.”

Alex had to smile again. So old-fashioned, the way he spoke, but now it all made sense—the manner of speaking, his beauty. “So, will we see you perform?”

“Oh, I doubt that, alpha. I’m not allowed.”

“And why not?”

“I’m only a Blossom Boy. Besides, I am not that good. Not like Evren.”

Alex couldn’t care less about Evren and his dancing abilities. “Yet you are here.”

“I’m only here to carry Evren’s garments and things. This is his costume for his second dance, later in the evening.”

“They use you as a servant?”

“Well, I am in training and have to follow orders,” Kai said. “That is what being a Blossom Boy means. Oh God, apologies Alpha,” he added hurriedly, as if he’d realized he may have sounded patronizing, “of course you know all this. I shouldn’t—”

“It’s okay.” Alex waved the apology away. I admit I wasn’t aware of that. So you got Blossom Boys, and Lotus Boys, and...?

“Seedlings, alpha. Those are the beginners.”

“I see. You’re not a Seedling anymore, then. You have learned many things.”

“Yes, alpha.” And now for some reason, the omega was blushing furiously. Just what sort of things were they teaching them? Alex had a vague idea that Lotus Academy prepared omegas for a Mated life, and taught them arts and maybe... cooking?

Kai wouldn’t blush like this over cooking lessons, though. He always heard that Lotus Boys were amazing in bed, but he’d never bothered to learn more.

He’d never bothered much with anything, truth be told. And now he found himself increasingly curious and fascinated by what went on behind the academy’s doors—and even more fascinated by the embarrassed, pretty omega standing in front of him.

“Listen...” Alex started, not even sure himself what he was going to propose. Go out? Go to the bathroom stalls? Go out for a walk? Exchange phone numbers? Exchange kisses?

But he was interrupted by a group of elegantly dressed omegas, in long silken robes, their hair done up in elaborate hairdos. It took Alex a moment to realize that it was Evren and his group.

“Kai! Oh God, what are you doing?” Evren called imperiously, beckoning. “Come over here. You must help me dress for the next part.”

Kai hesitated, glancing at Alex. “I’m sorry, I...”

“Kai! Stop gawking at everything and get to work!” Evren yelled, coming and grabbing Kai by the arm, dragging him away. “That’s the only reason you’re here, you lazy-ass boy, and don’t you forget it. I’ll be sure to tell your teachers what a waste of time you are, and how you left me waiting when you—”

“I didn’t leave you waiting! I came as soon as you called—”

“Shut up.” Evren cuffed him over the head, and Alex’s hands fisted in reaction. “You only speak when spoken to. Now come on, Ilse needs someone to clean his shoes. Maybe you can lick them, get them all shiny. If you refuse, we have plenty more ideas on how you can help us...”

What the hell. Alex was still staring at the direction they had gone, vanishing in the crowd of the hotel lobby. Hazing? Was that what it was? He hadn’t missed the terrified look in Kai’s eyes as the older boys had hauled him away.

And why should he care?
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Chapter Three: Kai
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Evren had a hard grip on the back of Kai’s head as he dragged him through the crowd toward the stage, then turned again and marched him toward the back of the lobby. “Stupid boy,” he was saying. “Been looking for you. You’ll hear about this, I swear. I’ll let the dean know how unhelpful you have been.”

“Please, Evren—”

“Shut your mouth. Useless boy. I don’t know what others see in you. I, for one, can’t see it. Clumsy like a duck crossing the street, with this hair...” He cuffed Kai on the back of the head again, managing to grab and pull on his hair. “Pft. Are you keeping your wolf’s pelt in human form, I wonder? It looks like fur.”

It didn’t. Kai was sure of that, as his hair was quite long, but Evren wasn’t looking for a discussion, obviously. In fact, Kai could bet that Evren would have been more than happy to drag him onto the stage and give him a beating, or humiliate him in some other way, if he hadn’t been so stressed about his second performance.

Why was he so stressed? Evren was the best dancer there was. Kai had watched part of the first one, before he’d retreated to the bar to ask for a glass of water, and it had looked amazing, like always. Kai could never hope to attain such a level of perfection.

And not just in dance. In anything and everything from the way he dressed and styled his hair to performing well in class. Especially the sexual education class. And his friend Tate had informed him that soon they would also start pregnancy, birth and baby care classes. Kai had no clue how that was supposed to go, but if the sexual education classes were any indication, Kai would be mortified through most of them. And...

“Stop daydreaming, or I’ll hit you so hard you will see stars,” Evren hissed and finally let go of Kai who fetched up against the wall. There was a sign for the restrooms and further another bar, this one without a tree but with a projection of swimming koi fish on its white surface so that it looked like a pond. “Where the hell are the others?”

Evren’s entourage of musicians was supposed to keep entertaining the guests while Evren changed, but the stage was currently empty.

And then they were there, approaching us, laughing and talking.

“What are you doing?” Evren hissed at them, his pretty face growing splotchy and red. “You were supposed to be up there, playing!”

“Oh, the hotel owner decided to interrupt to give a little speech,” one of Evren’s buddies, Selen, said with a wave of his hand. “Look, he’s getting up there now.”

Indeed, a man in a gray suit—an alpha from the looks of it—was climbing onto the stage.

“Right. I should get ready. Go back and wait for me.”

“Say, Evren...” Selen winked. “Did he look at you?”

Who was he talking about?

Evren looked strangely diffident, and then he lifted his chin. “Of course he looked at me, what do you think?” But by the way he was tugging violently at the sleeves of his delicate robes, one had to wonder.

Kai blinked. So, Evren liked an alpha in the public? It now made sense why he was so nervous. Maybe Evren was also human, after all.

Then Evren pulled him through a door to a changing room beside the restrooms and he had no more time to wonder because all the layers of clothing Evren wore had to be carefully untied and removed so that the new costume could go on. Kai had been taught to do this, the order in which the garments went on, the way to tie them. Traditional dance clothes were a complicated affair, and the fineness of the gauze and silk made matters even more difficult when your fingers were stiff and sweaty from nerves.

It was enough to make Evren snap at Kai. “Useless! You’re so damn useless!” He slapped Kai’s hands away and attempted to unlace the inner robes on his own, twisting the laces into a knot, tangling them up more. “Look what you’ve done.”

“I didn’t—”

“Shut up! And get on with it. If you tear any of the fabrics, by God I swear I will make you pay. I need to look perfect.”

Evren would look perfect in a scratchy potato sack, in Kai’s opinion, but he kept his mouth shut and his thoughts to himself as he unwrapped the underrobes and loose pants from around Evren’s slender, strong body and turned to untie the bundle with the costume for the second part.

“Give it to me,” Evren demanded and grabbed it from Kai’s hands the moment he lifted the bundle off the floor. “Let go!”

But the bundle had snagged on a button on Kai’s tunic and as he tried to move away and Evren tugged more insistently on it, Kai’s button went flying.

And something in the bundle ripped.

Kai dropped to his knees at the same time as Evren, frantically unwrapping the last of the bundle to pull out the fine garments—and as Evren lifted the fine underrobe, a long rip became clearly visible on its side.

Kai’s breath caught and ice poured through his veins. That garment cost an arm and a leg. It wasn’t supposed to get ripped. Nothing was supposed to happen to it.

But worse still was the venomous look Evren shot him. “Imbecile,” he spat. “Look what you’ve done.”

That was unfair, yet Kai should have kept his mouth shut, as he usually did. So he was as shocked as anyone when he said, “You did it, not me.”
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