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      ATTEND THE ACADEMY FOR WINGED SHIFTERS, FIND A HUSBAND, AND YOU WILL BE PROTECTED.

      Deemed the “Ugly Duckling” of the academy, Nix Oadess tries to find a husband by graduation, but she fails. When the other female prey shifters solidify their “protectors” by finding husbands, Nix goes missing.

      Over the last four years, Nix has been kept in a cage, injected with poison to keep her weak, and experimented on by a sadistic mad scientist, who calls her his “Pretty Little Birdie.”

      Finally, she dies. Alone. Not saved by anyone. Then, she wakes up six years in her past when she is twenty years old and a third year at Alatus Academy, before her future captivity and torture.

      WITH THE PAST AS HER NEW PRESENT, SHE IS OUT FOR REVENGE.

      Who has time for a bad boy incubus, a dragon shifter with a troubled past, and a studly yet stuffy gargoyle professor who keeps holding her after class when she has a future to change? This time around, Nix will learn how to protect herself—and kill her future captor before he even knows where to find her. Or she will burn the academy down trying.

      *Wings of Ashes is the first book in a new high-heat, paranormal why choose duet series. This two-book series asks the question of “What if the patriarchy existed in the world of shifters—and what if the underestimated female shifter burned it to the ground?” This duology is full of spice, revenge, and four dark and damaged love interests that the FMC will not have to choose between. It contains adult themes and bad language, which some readers may find upsetting.*
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      WINGS OF ASHES is a spicy paranormal reverse harem romance depicting if the patriarchy were in the shifter world and on steroids (but don’t worry, you’ll watch it burn down in this series). Thus, there is sexism experienced by the main character.

      The story contains omega-verse heat, dominant and dirty-talking alpha men, an incubus sex demon capable of hypnosis (so some dub-c0n), sexual tease-torture (performed by the love interests), actual torture (performed by the villain—not the love interests), betrayal (no cheating, just enough emotional betrayal to require some male groveling), murder, and explicit sex. But, yay for happy endings full of group sex!
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      Sometimes, it requires a violent disillusionment. Like being put in a physical cage to realize the invisible one you’ve been living in.

      Some mortal women do not realize why they do not have pockets in so many articles of clothing; some even forget the need for pockets.

      But they know the frustration when they have something to hold and nowhere to put it.

      At the academy for winged shifters, the female school uniforms do not have pockets. The classes on combat and self-defense are predominantly for the male students. The women—the prey shifters, born without super strength—are expected to take classes on homemaking and learn strategies to please their alphas. They attend the academy for one reason: to learn to be submissive wives to the male graduates.

      In this world, the most powerful witches still get burned at the stake by those who fear them.

      In this world, the leaders are expected to be strong males, like dragon shifters, werewolves, or magical fae.

      In this world, so many females are born weaker, as prey shifters, compared to the big and strong alpha men. Born as swan shifters instead of dragons.

      The females have three possible paths:

      1. Be meek and require a man’s protection.

      2. Be powerful and be killed.

      3. Be too powerful to be killed and burn the motherfucking patriarchy to the ground.

      For years, the men have ensured that the females have chosen the first path.

      Until her.
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      The Resurrection

      

      Nix jerked awake, blinking in utter confusion as she…breathed.

      She had just died. Horribly. Graphically. Painfully.

      So, why the hell was she awake like the whole thing had been a dream when it was morbidly real?

      Why the hell was she waking up in her childhood bedroom that had burned down years ago?

      Why am I naked? Nix thought to herself, And why are my legs shaved? She had not been able to take a luxurious bath in warm water, let alone shave her legs, in years. Not since he put me in that cage.

      Wait… Her skin was unmarked. Looking down at her naked body, Nix gaped and ran her hands over herself. Where were the burns and cuts and scars she had grown used to? The ones that stung even after they healed.

      Every inch of her was smooth flesh.

      Was this the afterlife? Jumping up from the bed, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her hair was…blonde. My hair has not been blonde in years. Not since…

      Gasping for breath and fighting a panic attack, Nix yanked the door open and stumbled into the hallway, then the living room.

      Elle, Nix’s best friend since childhood—the one who forced her parents to adopt Nix when Nix’s parents were never found—fought over a book with Elle’s handsome older brother, Adar.

      “Why can’t I use your old textbook for my class? You’re my older brother, you need to be good for something,” Elle complained, trying to pull the book from Adar’s grip.

      Gods, it had been so long since Nix saw Elle. So long since Nix saw anyone but her torturer. Had she…traveled through time?

      “Get your own book.” Adar’s low, enchantingly smooth voice rang out, shoving Nix into a sense of sentimental reminiscing.

      Adar. He was just as handsome as she remembered him. Wavy golden locks of hair curled around his angelic face. In the past, Nix had always had the biggest crush on him, though he was technically her older stepbrother. He did not see her as anything other than another little sister.

      Elle snapped, tugging harder on the textbook. “Did you draw dicks in it or something? Why won’t you let me have it?”

      “It has my notes in it from last year. I don’t want you to be accused of cheating.”

      Textbooks. Classes. They looked…young. At least six years younger. Like…when Nix, Elle, and Adar were all in their early twenties, attending Alatus Academy, the academy for winged creatures between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one.

      Nix had been twenty-six years old an hour ago, locked in a cage, and bleeding out in front of her torturer. Now, she seemed to be in her past, in her twenty-year-old body, as though the last six years had never happened.

      Overwhelmed and feeling faint, Nix shouted, “What the fuck?”

      She stood there, fully nude, in front of her best friend and her young adult childhood crush.

      Elle’s attention tore away from her brother, Adar, as she looked over at Nix, wide-eyed, and shrieked, “WHY ARE YOU NAKED?”
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      Nix had no explanation for it. She wondered “why,” but Nix did not care to question it.

      I’m free. I’m…back. Back to six years earlier.

      Whether it was all a fever dream from being bled out too much by her captor or an actual fated gift of a second chance at life, Nix was back to being twenty, six years before her eventual death—murder.

      Less than two years before her capture and torture and… She shivered and looked down at her arms and legs again. No marks.

      Could she really start over? Knowing what she knew about her future, could she try to change it?

      What if I make it so that I never get taken? Never get caged.

      There were several defining moments in her past that could have led to her twisted, horrible future. I will change it, she thought.

      “So, the nudity thing. Was that your first attempt to get my brother to see you as a ‘woman’ and not just his little sister’s best friend?” Elle asked after following Nix back to her room.

      Elle watched as Nix ransacked the closet for something to wear.

      “Are you actually planning to do something about your crush this year?” Elle asked.

      Crush. An innocent and childish crush. It had been so long since any sensation other than pain existed in Nix’s emotional catalogue. To like a boy felt so…odd now.

      Elle added, “Because I’ve told you many times that I think you and my brother would be such a cute couple.”

      Elle’s brother Adar had always been Nix’s dream crush. But Nix had never been brave enough to ask him out or say much more to him than a few rushed-out words while staring at his shoes instead of his enchanting, bright blue eyes.

      Brave.

      In Nix’s youth, she had never been brave. She was a fade-into-the-corner wallflower. A pretty, used doormat with dirt-covered flowers. She allowed others to walk over her. She politely smiled at people who sneered at her.

      Nix was exactly the type who ended up taken advantage of—and eventually kidnapped off the streets and caged by a madman who performed torturous experiments on her.

      In this second chance at life, Nix would be brave.

      “Imagine, if you ended up with my brother, we could be real sisters,” Elle said dreamily.

      Sisters. At that point in life, Nix had already seen Elle as her sister. Inseparable best friends for over ten years. Nix had always felt supernaturally connected to Elle.

      “So, where were you?” Nix viciously snapped under her breath, accidentally asking it out loud.

      Where were you when I was caged and kept inside for years? Tortured. Used. Irrevocably lonely.

      Had Elle even tried to locate her? After Elle was married off at graduation, had she even cared about where her best friend had gone?

      Elle’s usual bright and beautiful smile twitched into a confused frown. “What?”

      “N-Nothing,” Nix quickly said, trying to brush off the tense rage and hurt buzzing beneath her skin. Nix had been left, forgotten. Not this time.

      Brave.

      This time around, Nix would not passively sit in the shadows and accept her future mistreatment. She would become stronger—until no metal cage could hold her. She would make more connections—so someone would go out looking for her if she suddenly dropped off the face of the earth.

      I have almost two more years at the academy to change my fate.

      “Being real sisters would be…nice,” Nix said, trying to erase the awkward “where were you” comment from the conversation.

      But where had Elle been? Had there been search parties for Nix? The Oadess family, her adoptive family, were moguls of the shifter community. They had enough money to buy power and influence.

      And they never found her. Never saved her.

      In the end, I died all alone.

      Elle blinked but went back to smiling at Nix. “No one would mess with you if we were real sisters.”

      “Mess with me…” Nix blinked.

      Right. She had forgotten the bullying. Years of actual torture easily erased some harsh words or pranks Nix went through in her young adulthood at the academy.

      What was it that her classmates used to call her? Oh yeah, “Ugly Duckling.” No…something a little harsher. Ugly Fuckling.

      Elle, just like her family and the rest of the herd where they lived, was a swan shifter—a special avian shapeshifter with unique siren-like abilities to enchant others and control water.

      Meanwhile, Nix came from the forest on the outskirts of the clan’s land. She had wandered in as a young child, having lost her parents without the traumatizing memory of how.

      Alone. Scared. Powerless.

      Elle and her family had taken Nix in, fed her, and cared for her. But Nix stood out like a sore wing. Where all swan shifters were unfairly beautiful blondes, Nix was, well, something else. Something unknown. An unusual paranormal energy unrevealed.

      Elle’s parents found Nix a special potion to alter Nix’s physical attributes, so she would better fit in with the swan shifters. Nix had taken that potion once a week, every week, since childhood—until she was captured.

      Kept shackled in a cage without the potion, Nix’s natural appearance returned. Her hair had turned to a fiery red shade. Her skin had tanned, growing darker than the pearly cream color of typical swan shifters.

      From another quick glance in the mirror, in the present, Nix saw just how different the potion made her look from the natural appearance she had gotten used to over the last few years of captivity.

      The glamour of fake blonde hair, pale skin, blue eyes, and pointed features felt…wrong now.

      Her face was…different.

      Why wouldn’t the illusion they gave her just alter her hair color to help her fit in with the swan shifters? Why did it change her face so much?

      “You are still not packed for the academy?” Elle exasperated, tearing Nix from her thoughts. “Nix, we move back into the dorms tomorrow.”

      So soon. Nix inhaled. Good.

      “I can’t believe we’re going to be betrothed in less than two years.” Elle danced around Nix’s tiny room excitedly.

      “You will be,” Nix muttered under her breath.

      Unlike other winged predator shifters who attended Alatus Academy—dragon shifters, incubi, Nephilim, fae, gargoyles, griffins, and more—many of the females were born as prey shifters.

      As prey shifters, they were enrolled in different classes than their stronger and more powerful peers. The swan shifters, also known as cygni, attended the academy for one purpose: to find powerful mates. In their twisted world, those without supernatural physical strength needed protectors.

      Elle, one of the most beautiful and eligible female cygnus students at the academy, was expected to mate and marry very well off—like to a royal griffin shifter or rich fae.

      Nix, on the other hand, knew who Nix was destined to end up with. Nix knew the evil man who plucked her away the day before graduation and treated her like a pet. No, like a lab rat.

      This time around, she would become strong enough to kill the man who killed her six years in the future, before he even knew she existed.

      This life will be different.

      “Oh, come on, you will find someone too! Adar or not,” Elle reassured her. “You will find an alpha who will protect you and keep you safe.”

      “Fuck the alphas,” Nix snapped, shocking Elle again. The past Nix did not curse or raise her voice, and the past Nix certainly would have never said anything disrespectful about the alphas.

      Because I used to believe all of it, Nix thought.

      She used to praise the alphas like the others, begging for their attention like a human girl at a boy band concert. Serve them, and they will protect you. That was what all the women were taught.

      In her past, Nix, though she was constantly bullied as the “ugly duckling” of the school, had tried so hard to solidify a match with an alpha by graduation. No match meant no protection outside of the academy, in a world where female prey shifters were hunted for sport or randomly disappeared off the streets to be kept or sold as pleasure pets.

      Nix had disappeared. And when she was tortured in her cage for years, she did not regret her inability to find an alpha protector.

      She regretted not being her own protector.

      “Did you just say…” Elle whispered as if the alphas could hear their conversation, though they were far from the academy walls.

      The females were taught to cater to the alphas, stroke their egos, and look good for the males. Nix had never been taught self-defense or survival skills or anything remotely important to the dark future she now knew awaited her.

      Fuck the alphas. If the strong fae and winged shifters only wanted to protect those they wanted to sleep with, then Nix did not need their twisted, manipulative, I’ll scratch your back if you massage mine negotiated “protection.”

      “Are you feeling okay?” Elle asked cautiously.

      “Never been better,” Nix replied.

      Fuck the alphas. This time, she would learn to protect herself.
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      Nix fought to maintain calm breathing the next day as she tried to set her plan in motion.

      Half an hour had already gone by, and the guidance counselor still did not understand why a cygnus shifter would want to drop out of classes like art, cooking, and marriage relations in order to sign up for Potions 101, History of Winged Creatures, and Introduction to Combat.

      “Swans have no reason to fight,” the guidance counselor stated, stunned disbelief leaking from her voice.

      “What about self-defense?” Nix shot back.

      “Defense from who?”

      Nix held back a shiver when she thought of her captor—the man who would become her future enemy. She needed to learn how to fight, so she could slay him when their paths crossed in less than two years.

      “Mostly alpha males are in these classes,” the guidance counselor continued, listing concerns.

      “So?”

      “So…it’s not an appropriate subject for someone like you to…”

      Nix’s eyebrows sprang up. “Learn? Around boys?”

      Nix had always known the academy was old-fashioned; it was part of why her adoptive father, Kellan Oadess, sent so much financial support to the school. He wanted all of his cygni followers to have a “traditional education.”

      In Nix’s past, she had believed that was a good thing. She was told it would be distracting to the alphas if female cygnus shifters attended the same classes with them.

      After all, why would the females need to learn the same subjects as their future mates? Better for them to learn about how to please alphas and provide domestic bliss. Better to try to stand out from the crowd by being the best student in cooking class or something as equally unimportant.

      Ridiculous.

      None of what Nix learned the first time around helped her in captivity—especially cooking and homemaking.

      But in this second chance at life, she would take the classes she knew she needed, rather than what was suggested to her.

      “There is no written academy rule prohibiting female prey shifters from enrolling in those classes,” Nix stated. She had reread the academy manual last night while deciding what classes to change.

      “It may not be written, but…” The counselor shook her head. “I don’t understand how changing your class schedule in the second semester would help you, Miss Oadess. Your grades will suffer from missing the first semester of content.”

      To convince the guidance counselor to finally approve the changes to her class schedule, Nix made up a new excuse.

      “I…haven’t been having much luck making connections with male students in my current classes. If I enroll in some new ones, I could meet my future husband in one of my classes. Otherwise, I worry about my chances of finding a match before graduation…” Nix feigned a look of sadness.

      And it worked. Apparently, that was a more acceptable reason to enroll in her new desired classes than her real reason of “I want to learn to be stronger.”

      Nix did not care about finding a husband like Elle and the rest of the female avian shifters. Nix knew her future ball and chain. And she wanted to kill him.

      Potions 101 might help her understand why he kept her for experiments, or she might learn potions that could counteract the poisons he exposed her to during her years of captivity.

      Introduction to Combat would strengthen her weak body to be able to fight back and bend the metal bars of her cage—maybe. Hopefully.

      And in history class…maybe Nix would finally begin to understand what she was. All she knew was that she was not human, but she was not a swan cygnus shifter like Elle and her adoptive family.

      Nix was something he wanted. Rare? Perhaps. He always whispered to her through her cage, “My special little birdie.”

      By the time their paths crossed in this second chance at life, Nix would be a birdie with claws. Talons so sharp, he would not dare cage her. But what type of winged shifter was she?

      Walking down the hall to her first class of the new semester at Alatus Academy, daydreaming about revenge, she walked right into a hard, muscular, male chest.

      She rammed into a man so hard that she bounced right off of him and tumbled to the ground. Her ass throbbed at the sudden, painful landing. Great. That sting would last for the day, reminding herself to be more vigilant. Nix had never been a fast healer like the other shifters.

      The sound of laughter and muffled snickering wafted through the hallway at her fall. A bystander whispered, “Ugly Fuckling could’ve taken a face plant, and it would have made no difference.”

      Blushing, Nix rushed to stand and assess her situation.

      “See?” Exasperated, the man, who possessed the violently hard set of abs beneath his tight black shirt, exclaimed to his friend behind him. “I told you that women attack me!”

      The friend—a stoic witness to Nix’s embarrassing crash—was a massive build of darkness tucked into an oversized hoodie. He walked right away from the scene, passing a disgruntled Nix without a single look. He moved so swiftly, he blurred. She hardly got a look at him other than broad shoulders, tall height, and an overall aura of doom and gloom.

      Instead, her gaze focused solely on the man who had just claimed she attacked him.

      The…heartbreakingly and hauntingly gorgeous man.

      Her breath caught as she stared.

      He reminded Nix of a dark prince. Black clothing fit him, snug, from head to toe. Long, wispy, black hair perfectly framed his face.

      His plush lips were so provocative, they could have been deemed vulgar—like the sight of his lips was something parents would block their young daughters’ eyes from seeing because it would give the girls too many “adult ideas.” Especially the little hoop lip-piercing.

      Wearing several dark rings and featuring swirling, devil tail tattoos from his hands, up his arms, and under his shirt, he was the embodiment of dark, rich desire.

      Even his scent was a sweaty, earthy smell that brought to mind images she had no right imagining. Slick, naked bodies, shuddering and moving against each other. Low moans eaten up by the sound of rain pinging against tree branches and forest floor.

      Sex in the woods. That was his scent.

      Even though they stood indoors, a pair of dark sunglasses blocked the view of his eyes. His razor-sharp cheekbones added to his untouchable and dangerous persona. Like he was the needle in the Sleeping Beauty human fairytale. Seductive, but cursed. Alluring, but deadly.

      Hmm, the prick reminds me of a needle, Nix thought to herself. Fitting.

      The old Nix would have submissively looked down at her feet and scurried away, uttering apology after apology. But I am starting new this semester.

      It was not all her fault for running into him. Shifters had quick reflexes. He had chosen not to move. Because the males here all expect the women to bend, submit, say “thank you,” and disappear.

      Nix tipped her chin up—because wow, he was tall—and asked, “Is this the part where you tell me to look where I’m going next time?”

      The bystanders in the hall gasped.

      Were they that shocked at Nix showing a backbone? Yeah, things would be different in this new life.

      One bystander asked at a low volume, “Ugly Fuckling thinks she can talk to him like that?”

      “She must have hit her head during the break,” someone whispered back.

      “Can’t wait to watch the trash get taken out,” another said.

      The man Nix ran into ignored everyone in the hallway around him. Did he hear their comments? He seemed focused solely on her.

      The seductive man’s dark eyebrows shot up in surprise from over his sunglasses. “Blondie, don’t act like you didn’t know exactly where you were going and exactly who you were walking right into.”

      Who? Was he someone special? He clearly thought so.

      She had no idea who he was. It was hard to remember years back to the academy, and her version of wallflower-shy had never crossed paths with a man like this. He was too…menacing. Too dominating. Too Alpha.

      He has probably gotten everything he has ever wanted in life. He was probably born with the supernatural strength to never allow himself to be caged and held as a pet.

      That pissed her off. He had not earned his strength; yet, he would never have to deal with the dangers of abduction like her.

      “You walked into me,” she lied.

      He scoffed at that, not believing her. Who cared?

      She shrugged. “Maybe don’t wear sunglasses indoors. You might walk into a wall next time.” She spun around and began walking in the opposite direction.

      Hmph. Her first time having the last word in a conversation. Nice! She cheered herself on before she glanced at her schedule and realized she was walking in the wrong direction for her potions class. Right.

      She spun back around and began walking back to the man, trying not to look at him.

      He, however, still stood in exactly the same spot as if he had been staring after her.

      He smirked as she strode back in his direction. She really wanted to smack that smug smirk from his face.

      Her captor used to smirk at her like that. Like she was never a threat to him. Like it was inevitable for her to be trapped by him. Like he viewed her as weak and unable to fight back.

      Nix partially walked into the gut-wrenchingly attractive, smirking man. She tried to aggressively bump his shoulder. When her shoulder collided with his, her collarbone instantly screamed at how hard his body was and quietly popped. Ouch.

      But she had faced worse injuries—maybe not in her current body, but in several years, she would undergo daily torture. Her ability to endure pain was incredibly strong now.

      She swallowed and masked any pain from showing on her face as she snapped at him, “My class is this way.”

      She sipped in the smallest inhale her lungs allowed, trying to limit her exposure to his alluring sex-in-the-rain scent.

      “Did you just shoulder bump me?” the man asked in amused disbelief.

      She walked faster. She did not have time for men in this new life. A trust and reliance on alphas was the reason she ended up caged for years.

      Men only want one thing. To possess that which gave them status.

      That was the difference. Men craved power to abuse it; women craved power to protect themselves from abuse.

      Well, except for one man…

      The man who had once been wheeled into her captor’s laboratory. The man who smelled like citrus and sunshine and spoke to Nix when their captor stepped out for meals and errands. “I will get you out of this, my flóga,” he had promised her. Persius. But they had never gotten out of their cages.

      Nix had only felt true romantic love in her darkest days of torture.

      Would she ever find Persius in this new life? Would she recognize him without red blood dried in his white-platinum blond hair? Would she recognize his eyes before they were tarnished with pain?

      Oof.

      Nix proceeded to walk right into another solid male, this time into a hulking, muscular back.
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      “Sorry,” Nix apologized after face-planting into a muscular back. She really needed to do better with not getting caught up in her thoughts and memories of the past, or, well, the future.

      A loud growl shook the wide back of the man, but he did not turn to look over his shoulder. He simply strode forward with the line, entering the classroom.

      From behind her, she heard the sunglasses-wearing asshole from the hallway remark, “Another one? Am I supposed to be jealous?”

      His scent of sex and the radiating warmth of his body heat seeped into her from behind. Oh Gods, was he in her new potions class?

      She ignored him and maintained a safe following distance from the large man in front of her. Gods, his build was massive. He was the type of shifter who could walk through a brick wall like it was bubbles and foam.

      She entered the classroom in the single file line and grabbed a piece of paper at the front desk like everyone else did.

      She turned to look for a seat and was met with heated gazes from…a classroom of almost entirely men. There was one woman. One. Out of maybe fifteen students.

      Meanwhile, the males in the classroom all stared at Nix with narrowed eyes that ranged from spewing hatred and annoyance to spewing unbridled lust. Ew.

      “What—the—fuck,” a masculine voice grumbled from a desk in the middle of her brand-new class.

      “Excuse me,” the sunglasses-wearing jerk from the hall breezed around Nix as she stood, frozen at the front of the classroom, all eyes on her.

      The sunglasses-wearing dark prince strode over to sit near the back row of the classroom, where most seats were empty except for the hulking form of a man hunched over his desk, staring at the paper he had picked up at the front.

      Seeing only the top of the bulky man’s head, she could only make out that his hair was a dark, reddish bronze color, under the shadow of his hoodie. He was the friend of Mr. Sunglasses—the friend who watched Nix fall and walked right around her without offering help.

      So, he is Asshole number two, then.

      “Are you lost, little swan shifter?” a random male voice asked Nix from a desk in the second row of the classroom. “Cooking class is on the third floor.” A few of the men close to him snickered.

      Right. Because cygnus shifters typically studied homemaking and how to bring comfort to their alpha mates. The males were allowed to learn to be big and strong and knowledgeable about the paranormal world. Meanwhile, the prey shifters were kept ignorant.

      “Professor Bowen, are you seeing this?” another male student asked.

      A few footsteps sounded from behind Nix, and she spun around to see the professor of the potions class running his critical gaze over her.

      The wrinkled, older professor coughed into his fist and asked her, “Are you lost?”

      Was it be-a-jerk day? “No, sir, I transferred into this class this morning.”

      “The morning of the start of the second semester,” he said in a doubtful tone. Did he think she was lying?

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Sir. So submissive; what a good little swan,” someone in the classroom mocked her, but she kept her gaze on the professor.

      “Rather late to make such a change.” The professor tilted his head and paused, looking deeply into her eyes. She stared right back, unblinking. He nodded, as if appeased by something he saw in her. “Be sure your assignments do not follow the same ‘last-minute’ trend.”

      Nix cracked a smile and exhaled in relief. “Yes, sir.”

      “Professor Bowen!” Another loud male voice sounded. “You can’t actually allow this.”

      Nix turned to face the classroom of males—and one female, who looked bored.

      “And why not, Mr. Graeves?” Professor Bowen asked.

      The blond male student sputtered, and Nix wondered if this “Mr. Graeves” had ever known any hardships in life. He couldn’t have undergone an hour of the torture I’ve been through.

      Looking around the classroom, Nix thought to herself, This crew reeks of privilege.

      “Because she is not here for an education,” the student exasperated. “She is here for our dicks.”

      Nix’s jaw dropped. Okay, privilege and sexism. He thought she was here for… Her stomach turned.

      Yes, Nix knew there was an unsaid rule that female cygni did not take the same classes as the alpha males and the other strong shifters. Yes, she knew that there was a rather correct stereotype that the prey shifter females wanted to “trap” the alphas into marriage at graduation. But Nix was there to learn.

      Graeves continued, “Let’s all be honest, cygnus shifters are at the academy to find husbands. If you allow her to join this class, this will be the start of all of them flocking to our classes. She doesn’t actually want to learn potions. She’ll just be a distraction.”

      Nix was there to learn everything she could to avoid her future torture and murder. A mouthy boy would not take this chance from her.

      The old Nix might have run and hid from such a topic. Instead, she took one step forward and locked gazes with the mouthy blond student.

      “And why will I be a distraction?” she asked.

      Graeves blinked in surprise at how confidently she spoke to him. He replied, “Because…you’ll try to seduce us.”

      One second passed.

      Two seconds.

      Then, Nix’s head fell back as a loud, uncontrollable belly-laugh shook her small frame. She laughed so hard, her lungs stung from the lack of breathing for the full minute. By the time she caught her breath and calmed herself, all of the male students stared at her with wide-eyed expressions. The female student smirked at her.

      “I’m here to learn about potions. Not small penises.” Nix glanced back at the professor. “Is there a specific seat I should sit in?”

      Biting back a smile, Professor Bowen waved toward the entire classroom. “Anywhere that is open. Up to you.” He turned back to his desk to grab one of his papers. “Now, if we can begin—”

      “Professor!” Graeves exclaimed in shock again. “You don’t understand. I’m not saying I’d want to fuck her. I mean, look at her. But the distraction thing—she may not even do it consciously.”

      He continued, “Being around strong alphas can trigger certain pheromones in her species. Those pheromones will create a hard distraction, if you get what I mean.” He pointed to his crotch. “Doesn’t matter how ugly she is. The pheromones are like the mortal ecstasy drug.”

      Wow. Yes, if Nix were a prey shifter, she would have run the risk of releasing pheromones and going into heat around the other alphas. But Nix only looked like a cygnus prey shifter.

      The truth was that she did not know what kind of shifter she was—a prey, born weaker, or an alpha predator. Powers had never manifested. She had never been able to shift.

      I have certainly been treated like a prey all my life. But that stopped now.

      Deep wrinkles formed around Professor Bowen’s mouth as he frowned. “You say strong alphas bring out these distracting pheromones?”

      “Yes!”

      “Well, then maybe for the safety of the classroom, she should sit right next to you, Mr. Graeves.”

      A few chuckles sprinkled through the classroom as Graeves’s face reddened.

      Nix wandered to the back row of the classroom, where most of the seats remained empty. “No, thank you,” she called from the back. “I’ll just keep my pheromones to myself back here.”

      There were exactly four empty seats in the very back row. Two were available beside the broad-chested, reddish-brown haired man who sat next to Mr. Sunglasses, and the other two were empty on the other side of Mr. Sunglasses.

      It was as if students had purposefully left the two friends with open spots around them. They did radiate some strong, dark energy.

      Nix plopped down into the seat, leaving one desk between her and Mr. Sunglasses.

      “How convenient,” Mr. Sunglasses sneered at her as if she had been plotting and scheming to sit near him for years. All because she ran into him in the hallway? What was his problem?

      “Do you see anywhere else for me to sit?” Nix muttered back angrily.

      His dark eyebrows shot up again as he flashed her another amused smirk. “Trying to act like you didn’t want to sit right next to me? Darling, just because I’m wearing sunglasses doesn’t mean I can’t see right through you.”

      Nix rolled her eyes and tried to focus on the class. From the back row, Nix had to strain to hear Professor Bowen introduce the next class potion group assignment. She was not gifted with supernaturally strong hearing like many of the winged shifters in her class.

      “Wow, now acting like you’re actually here for the class,” Sunglasses remarked in a sardonic tone.

      His low voice floated over to her like a seductive snake. The low vocal melody wrapped around her and squeezed. She tried to block his voice out.

      He continued, “Look at that furrowed brow and pouty lip as if you’re trying to really listen.”

      “Can you shut the hell up?” Nix snapped at him.

      She wondered what type of shifter Indoor-Sunglasses guy was. She didn’t know of any shifters particularly sensitive to light. Granted, she did not know much about other shifters in general. Another reason she enrolled in History of Winged Creatures.

      “Hell?” He raised a dark eyebrow. “That sounded like a curse on your pretty pink lips.”

      Blowing out a frustrated breath, Nix turned to scowl at the strikingly gorgeous, dark-haired man and spat out at him, “What do you know about Hell, huh?”

      She aggressively clicked her pen as she added, “You probably have no idea of the meaning of the word. Endless torture and searing pain. I bet your idea of misfortune is burning your mouth on a hot cup of artisan coffee.”

      The big-bodied friend beside him, who kept his face down and hidden behind his oversized hoodie, chuckled lowly. The gruff, throaty sound was gravelly and hoarse as if it were a rare occurrence, and the vocal cords were not prepared for such a thing.

      Sunglasses turned his head to stare and gape at his friend. “Did she just make you laugh?”

      Nix begged her ears to hear Professor Bowen.

      “…and then we will test it on a willing student. Does everyone understand the ingredients list and process?”

      Damn it. No. Nix did not understand because she had not heard a damn thing. Maybe if she had alpha shifter hearing.

      Professor Bowen added, “The forest on the outskirts of the academy grounds should have all of the ingredients you need.”

      The forest? Were they supposed to gather raw ingredients for a potion all on their own? Nix had no idea what different herbs looked like. Starting a year’s class in the second semester might be a bit more challenging than I thought.

      “Since we do have a new student, one of your groups should welcome her for the project.”

      The one other female in the class raised her hand. “I’ll take her.”

      “Fuck no,” Sunglasses cursed. “You’re in our group,” he told the other woman.

      “So?”

      “So, I don’t want to be in a group with a groupie.” He jabbed his thumb in Nix’s direction.

      “She doesn’t seem like a groupie,” the female said and glanced at Nix. “Are you a groupie?”

      “I actually actively dislike him.”

      “Well?” the other female asked him from a few desks away, staring at his dark, designer sunglasses. “I don’t understand the issue. I thought one woman wasn’t enough for you, Bael?”

      Sunglasses sighed deeply, appearing annoyed at having Nix join his class group for the assignment. Bael. That was his name?

      Nix did not like the idea of being grouped with the two alphas who witnessed her fall in the hallway and did nothing to help, but not being the only girl in a group sounded preferable for this class.

      “Okay, groups, go collect ingredients. Some on the list are quite rare, so you should not waste time and allow the other groups to find them before there are none left.”

      Bael leaned over and whispered to Nix, “Get in my way, and you’ll understand what Hell is, Blondie.”
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      Wait for it… And…bam.

      Bael watched as Blondie tripped over another tree root in the forest, catching herself on a stump before she faceplanted. She can’t even fucking walk without playing the damsel in distress act, Bael thought to himself and rolled his eyes.

      She was being obvious. A swan shifter joining a class of predominantly alphas and other deadly shifters? Weren’t cygni shifters supposed to flock together?
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