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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​...

As part of the Prey Integration Program, Penny and several Prey Shifters leave the safety of their homes and join Predator Shifters in a world that is completely foreign to them. Unlike her peers, Penny's distinctive large wings protruding from her back makes it impossible for her to hide what she is and draws all kinds of unwanted attention, including the obsession of a Snake Shifter who thinks he's the best person to take care of her.

Penny doesn't want to be taken care of. She's an independent young woman who just wants to work hard and provide for her family back home. Between her training in an Air Steward Program where she has little chance of actually graduating and the unwanted advances from the slimy Snake Shifter, she has enough on her plate to worry about. She doesn't need a hopeless crush on her course instructor on top of it.

But what if the crush isn't as hopeless as she thinks?
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Chapter ​​One
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The long wire-mesh fence around the airport reminds her a little too much of a prison compound, separating what's inwards from the rest of the world. She knows, logically, that those two are nothing alike, but she can't help the comparison, nevertheless.

Standing at the threshold for a moment, Penny Earnest watches the red square rear of her bus disappear with the stream of traffic along the road into a factory-lined, house-enclosed horizon, wishing she was still on the bus amidst people who actually knew where they were going and what they were doing.

Beyond the deceptively slender barrier, an airplane sweeps down the board runway parallel to the road, tucking up three almost extraneous wheels into it's beautiful silver body, and rises higher and higher through the seemingly empty strata of colored, cloud-filled air into a wide and wonderful and altogether illimitable future.

Just like herself, her inner voice, which sounds a little too much like her sister, Laura, says. She peers once more at the tips of her sensible court shoes and makes sure that the straps around her body are wound tied, then pats her hat to make sure that her azure-colored hair has not disarranged its trim position, and last of all, feels in her pocket for that crisp and reassuring letter that told her to be here at noon on Monday morning for an interview with the Stewardess Selection Board.

It all feels like a dream.

Slowly, she walks into the impressive building, security guards at every corner scrunching their noses at her, sniffing out her animal to make sure that she isn't a threat, and then immediately dismissing her when they figure out what she is. She sniffs and tries not to take offence at how easily she's disregarded, but they are right to do so, she supposes. Bird shifters are very much at home in the air and it is why she had gotten the interview in the first place. She finds herself at a packed terminal with groups of people trying to talk over each other and an announcer over the loudspeaker guiding everyone to where they're supposed to go.

She wishes someone would tell her where she's supposed to go. She waits in a queue of passengers who have lost their way and waits to be served. The man behind the counter has a name tag that reads, "Joseph" and looks like some sort of cold-blooded shifter animal, with his skin glimmering when the light catches him a certain way. Or maybe it's just very artfully applied makeup. She really can't tell those apart from the real deal anymore.

When it's finally her turn, Joseph looks up at her with a practiced smile that doesn't reach his eyes and says, "How may I help you?"

She blinks at the slit of his pupil, the way he doesn't blink at all. Snake-shifter, her animal supplies to her helpful and she freezes.

"Ah," he chuckles. "You must be the bird shifter! We've been looking for one of those in our roster. They're going to put you in a different time table than mine together with the new Pray Shifters we hire, so you don't have to worry about me. Once you're gotten used to being with Predator Shifters, they'll start integrating you more," he says smoothly and takes the interview paper she had been clutching too tightly in her hand from her. "Says here your interview is in twenty minutes," he continues smoothly, not at all offended that she still hasn't said a word to him at all. "You'll want to go to the second building on the right. Go to the door that says 'Staff only' and go up three flights of stairs. The room you're looking for should be on your right, but feel free to ask anyone on the way there if you get lost. I did it plenty of times when I first started," he finishes and dismisses her by handing her the paper back. "Good luck!"

"Thank you," she finally finds her voice and manages a wobbly smile that he returns with a sincere one. He's very kind, but snakes eat birds and she's not used to interacting with predator shifters.

She is part of a government-funded project. An initiative about The Integration of Predator and Prey Shifter in the Workplace.

It still feels like a dream. Laura thinks she's crazy for accepting, but she thinks someone needs to and the money is too good to pass up. Laura's pregnant, or she would have taken up the job too, despite her protests about Penny doing it. Penny already knows she's going to be sending the money home to her niece, or nephew. Laura and her husband are hoping for a girl, but she knows they'll love it regardless.

"Out over to the second building," he repeats to the young woman, and then, noting her anxious blue eyes and flushed face, he adds, "Relax. You're going to do fine. The people this morning didn't even show up, so they're bound to hire you." He gives her a large wink and a thumbs up, just for good measure, the action ridiculous enough to make her smile more genuine.

"Thank you," she repeats, her spirits rising at the simple display of kindness. She had expected... Well, she isn't sure what she expected, but this is a good start.

She can hear him greeting the next person in line as she walks away and notes that he was much friendlier to her than the newcomer. It isn't something that should please her, but it is. The fact that he's making an effort to make her feel included already, even though he isn't sure if she's going to be employed here, fills her with warmth. It gives her a good feeling about the other Predator Shifters that she is bound to meet here, to work with.

She hops to the pavement outside and crosses the street to the other building, this one looking like the mirror of the one she had exited, but much less crowded. Following the man's direction, she finds herself on the third floor standing outside an impressive double entrance door.

Timidly ,she taps on the door, but there's no answer.

She feels her feathers ruffle at her back, but tells herself to keep calm.

She tries to listen in to what's happening. She can hear a woman's voice, and then a man's. Very cautiously, she turns the handle to the door, finding it unlocked, and pushes inwards.

The scene in front of her has her completely throw. The room is much larger than she had expected and seems to be filled with people who are all working independently, talking into the devices in their ears and paying no attention to their neighbors around the. A huge screen is displayed an one side of the wall with coordinates that show up with someone looks up and presses something, and shown too are the planes that are in the air, moving at a snail's pace on the screen.

There's a long counter down one side and just beside Penny, a couple of officers in dark blue uniforms are leaned over a map, talking with a kind of brusque authority that she's only used to hearing from the security guard at her apartment complex back home.

Several people glanced up when she entered, but no one tries to talk to her or approach her and for a horrifying moment, she wonders if she had entered the wrong place.

Then, halfway across the room, a head pops up and a deep voice calls, "Either close the door or-" The person sees her and his voice suddenly becomes friendly, "Hello there. Are you lost, darling?"

"Oh," she searches for a bit and finds the owner of the voice to be an older man, somewhere in his thirties, probably and dressed in a black and white uniform. "I think I am," she says shyly.

The man with the brown hair and nice face walks across the room and smiles down at her. He smiles kindly at her, "Where are you supposed to go? I can take you," he offers, pushing his hands in his pocket and rocks himself gently back on his heels, watching her with amusement from under his thick lashes.

She knows he's trying to figure out without looking too obvious about it, but unlike the snake shifter who sensed her as Prey right away because his animal recognizes her as food and the security guards who are hired specifically for their sharp noses so they can identify potential threats. She wonders what he is, but it's considered impolite to ask.

"I have an interview with the um," she tries to recall what the man said earlier and fails, then pulls up her interview letter and shows it to him instead.

"An air stewardess," he chuckles. "You must be the bird shifter everyone's been buzzing about," he exclaims loudly enough to capture the attention of several people around him, which she wishes he hasn't because they're looking up and peering curiously at her now. "Do you really have wings?" he asks.

She blushes and nods.

He tries to walk around her to see, but she has a coat on to hide her wings.

"They're strapped down," she volunteers. "They tend to get in the way a lot."

"Oh, but I bet they're incredible. Is there some sort of taboo about showing them off?"

"Gosh no," she says, recalling her time in school, with bird shifters of all kinds showing off their wingspans. She's a lilac breasted roller, hence her colorful nature. Her hair and her wings are both azure, though the feathers at the tips of her wings are a much deeper color, closer to lapis lazuli than the soft, almost-pastel blue of the inside of her wingspan.

"Could you stop flirting and bring her to where she needs to go," one of the woman scolds from her position at the computer and Penny flushes even redder.

"I'm so sorry," she apologizes.

"Be kind to the girl, Olga. She's part of the new recruits that the government's doing," the woman a desk behind her chides and smiles at her kindly.

"This is Operations," the stranger introduces, aloof of his colleague's critics. "Let me show you to where you're supposed to go, then," he says, ushering her out the door and back into the long hallway.

Penny scurries along beside him, taking about three short running steps to every single one of his. They passed down the corridor, across the hall and down the steps back on to the tarmac.

"But the guy at the desk- Joseph, he said-"

"To come to this building and go to the third floor, yes?" he chuckles. "Joseph was probably just having a bit of fun with me," he says. "He's my cousin. Thinks I should get to know a nice lady and settle down because I'm getting 'ancient'," he rolls his eyes. "I'm sorry you got into the middle of it. He really needs to know there's a time and place for everything. Then again, it would be faster to send you to me so I could bring you where you need to go. It's not safe for a pretty little thing like you to be walking around the place," he says.

She glances at the man and tries not to frown. "That's quite an assumption to make," she murmurs. "I know how to defend myself and we are hardly animals, Mr-"

"Jeff," he says. "My apologies," he tilts his head and pauses. "Pretty girls always makes me a bit of an idiot."

And a little rude and presumptive, she adds to herself, but bites the inside of her cheek and chooses not to say those out loud because she needs him to bring her to the place where she's supposed to be interviewed.

"The building you want is a little ways away," he says and gestures towards the motorcycle that he had parked at the staff's parking spot.

She eyes it carefully, and then shakes her head. "I can't," she says.

He tilts his head, confused.

"My wings are strapped down, but strong winds can get into my feathers and mess things up," she says, which isn't quite the truth, but she doesn't want to let him know just how easily a big gust of wind could blow her away, not after he's already made assumptions about how weak she is.

"I didn't know they were so..." he trails off, trying to find the right word without coming off as condescending.
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