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      It wasn’t until I saw the road sign announcing that I had five miles until I arrived at Oyster Cove that it finally hit me.

      Holy shit, I’m really going back to that perfect little oasis by the gulf coast.

      It was a bittersweet feeling, partly because I hadn’t been there in nearly a decade. For me, Oyster Cove was a magical seaside town full of sun, surf, and great times, but the whole reason I was coming was to get away from it all.

      I needed a reset in my life, and I hoped to find it there.

      Sometimes, I swore my parents had ESP or something because they always seemed to know when I was getting too deep into my head. Not far out from the town, they called me, their voices coming through the speakers of my car.

      “Nicholas, are you getting close?” asked my mother, who always used my full name no matter what.

      “You have great timing,” I told her with a chuckle. “I just saw the sign that said I was five miles out.”

      “Oh, lovely,” she said, before her voice muffled. “He’s just five miles out, Theodore!”

      Theodore, or Ted as nearly everyone else called him, would be my father, and I heard his voice next as my mother put the phone on speaker. “How’s the weather down there, Nick? Beautiful skies? I heard it’s supposed to be just perfect for the next week or so.”

      “Nothing but blue skies,” I said, searching the horizon. “Not a cloud in sight. You won’t believe how many memories this brings back by being here.”

      My family had a long history with Oyster Cove. My grandparents had a summer home here, which we always called the bungalow. It was a pretty simple house on a quiet street not far from the boardwalk. They moved here permanently after they retired, with my grandfather fishing off the pier every morning while my grandma spoiled my brother and me with endless amounts of sweets.

      I used to come here every summer when I was a kid, spending at least a week or two with my grandparents while my parents had “adult time” or whatever that was. Mostly it revolved around endless tours of the wine country where they could be far away from what they called “little people.” They just weren’t that friendly, or what you might consider as social. Both of them had high-profile careers in the city, and for them, family was more of an afterthought.

      The last time I came down here was the summer that I was fourteen. My grandfather was already pretty ill by that point, and he passed away about a month after my brother and I left. Grandma didn’t last too long without him. They truly had one of those loves that spanned the ages, not wanting to be separated from each other for any length of time.

      After the funeral, my parents inherited the house, but they found it in such a bad shape that they refused to let anyone stay there while they repaired it (probably with the intention to sell). The repair work stretched on for years, and they never did manage to put it up to sell. Still, my summer sabbaticals came to an abrupt end.

      “Make sure you take good care of the place now,” said Dad, his voice bringing me back to the present. “I didn’t spend all that money just for it to be destroyed from a bunch of parties.”

      “Dad, trust me, I’m not much for parties right now,” I said. “That’s not where my mindset is at all.”

      He didn’t question me, nor did I feel the need to explain. We all knew what I was talking about. It was just a few weeks ago, when I was studying for my final exams in my senior year of college, that my older brother, Dan, passed away.

      It had hit all of us pretty bad, especially the sudden nature of it. Unfortunately, I couldn’t say it was entirely unexpected. Dan had fallen in with some bad people, and though I loved my older brother more than just about anything else, he had a serious problem with addiction that finally caught up to him.

      Losing my brother, even though we hadn’t talked much in the last few months, felt like losing my right arm. I felt utterly rudderless, like I lost one of the cornerstones of my life. I barely managed to pass my exams, which was a problem for me if I hoped to attend grad school in the fall. I’d taken to sleeping in and staying out late, and I was having thoughts that I knew were far from positive.

      My parents noticed that I was taking it pretty hard, and that’s where the whole suggestion about going to Oyster Cove really came from.

      “He’s not going to party at all, Theodore,” said Mom, and I could hear the faint sound of her smacking his arm through the phone. “Take all the time you need, Nicholas. But remember, schooling is important. Take the summer off, but be prepared to come back in the fall. You know how hard you worked to get into grad school. Your tuition certainly wasn’t cheap either.”

      That last part was said as an afterthought, but I knew it had more of a starring role than how hard I worked. My parents didn’t like bad investments, even when it was personal.

      “I know, I know,” I said, having had this conversation many times in the past week. “I’ll be fine. I’m already starting to feel better now that I can see the town right in front of me.”

      “Good, call us if you need anything,” said Mom. “Talk to you soon!”

      “Bye, son!”

      “Cool, bye now. Love you both,” I said, hanging up the phone. I tossed it in the passenger seat, where it landed on top of one of my duffel bags. My parents had never been the warmest of people, but I knew this trip had only come about because of their love and concern for me. After what had happened to our family, I just needed a break, and I was looking forward to finding that here in Oyster Cove.

      Amazingly, my melancholy mood started to turn around the moment I got into town, seeing sights that I hadn’t seen in years. I grinned as I saw all the main haunts that I used to frequent. Sal’s Seafood Bonanza was still on the corner, and I wondered if it was still the best place in town to get a proper catfish dinner. I passed Mama May’s Pancake House, which was always packed early in the morning, usually with a line around the door.

      I couldn’t help but notice the people here too. Most of them were young like me, students that were looking for a break or locals that were out to enjoy the weather. Needless to say, the girls were beautiful. I saw several that nearly made me crash my car, with long hair, endless legs, and exquisite tans that were too perfect to be real.

      Yeah, I think coming to Oyster Cove was going to be just what I needed.

      After turning off the main drag, I drove a short distance to my grandparents’ house. It was on a quiet street with several other homes of similar size. When I pulled into the driveway, I couldn’t help but grin.

      It was pretty similar to how I remembered it. The construction company that my parents hired to fix it up actually did a great job, taking care of several of the spots that needed repair. They’d even given it a fresh paint job, which just seemed to glimmer in the afternoon sun.

      It wasn’t a very large house at all. The front porch was large enough for a few chairs and nothing else. Stepping through the front door, you came to a small living room, with the kitchen positioned on the other side. I’d spent too many afternoons in this living room watching baseball with my grandfather over the years that it just didn’t seem right being here without them.

      I moved down the hall, setting my duffel bags on the floor until I came to the first of two bedrooms. The first one, which belonged to my grandparents, had the door closed. I peeked my head in for a second, but I’d already decided that I couldn’t take this room. It would always be their room in my mind, and I was cool with leaving it that way.

      Not like the other room was bad anyway. At one point in time, it had bunk beds for my brother and me, but my parents put a king-sized bed in here after the remodel. I was more than happy to sleep there, and I didn’t waste much time unpacking my things.

      The whole place just brought back memories, especially when I got to the backyard. My grandfather built a pond in the back for my grandma, mostly because she loved the sound of running water. My parents had it maintained, and it operated on a switch. One flick of it turned on a small waterfall, and it was incredibly peaceful to sit back here and watch it.

      I remembered sitting back here with Natalie Barnes that last summer when I was fourteen. Back then, Natalie was the closest thing I had to a best friend. We did everything together that summer, including having our first kiss by the pond when we thought my grandparents were distracted. I could still see the way she blushed after the awkward kiss. For the rest of my time down here, Natalie and I were inseparable, but we lost contact after I went back home.

      It was all just part of the magic of Oyster Cove. Just being here was bringing me out of the dumps, and I even started humming a song to myself as I went out to the car to get my last bag.

      My timing ended up being great because I heard a feminine voice just down the street from my house, one that was also singing. Bringing a smile to my face, I turned to look, finding a dark-haired woman carrying several bags of groceries.

      I knew better than to stare, but she was incredibly attractive. She had straight hair that only came down to her shoulders, similar to a bob cut. She wore her bangs across her forehead, coming down to the most beautiful pair of blue eyes that I’d ever seen. There was a tiny smile on her lips as she moved, and I couldn’t help but watch her hips sway as she did.

      As far as clothing went, she wasn’t wearing much. A tiny pair of light-blue jean shorts hugged her hips and showed off the majority of her long legs. She was wearing a tiny black tank top with spaghetti straps. It really framed her impressive chest, showing off just the right amount of cleavage as well as her stomach, which looked very soft and tight at the same time.

      I wasn’t just going to creep on her, so I opened my car door to grab my last bag. That’s when I heard the sound of rustling plastic, as well as several boxes hitting the concrete sidewalk at the same time.

      Looking up, I could see what happened right away. One of her bags had broken along the bottom, letting half of her groceries fall out. As soon as I saw that, I closed my door and rushed over to help.

      “Stupid, flimsy bags,” she muttered under her breath right as I closed the distance and bent over to grab a fallen box of pasta. “Second time this has happened this week.”

      “Hey, let me help you,” I said, grabbing several of her groceries and holding them in my arms. I thought that I might have startled her because she paused and studied me for a moment, clearly trying to decide if I was going to be trouble or not. I must have passed the test because she gave me a small smile when our eyes met.

      “Thanks,” she said, trying to shift her groceries so she could take the pasta box out of my hand. “I need to get those reusable bags or something. These always break on me.”

      “It’s just a good thing that nothing broke,” I said, looking at the ground. “You know, besides the bags. At least it wasn’t a few jars of pasta sauce that hit the ground or something.”

      She frowned and looked at one of the other bags. “Good point, but I have one of those bags too. There’s no telling how long that one is going to last.”

      She then looked at me again as her eyes narrowed. Clearly, there was a question on her mind, and I only figured out what it was once she came out with it.

      “My house is just a few doors down,” she said. “Would you help me with these? I’ll understand if you’re too busy.”

      She left that last part hanging open, like it was a polite escape route. Too bad for her, I didn’t want one.

      “Nonsense,” I said, giving her a warm smile. “I’d be happy to help.”

      I really liked the look of happiness that appeared on her face as soon as I said it. She craned her neck. “It’s that one, with the blue shutters.”

      We made our way over to the house without any of her other bags failing. I got used to juggling the boxes, and it didn’t bother me mostly because my eyes were more focused on the way she filled out those jean shorts than anything else.

      It definitely gave me thoughts that were far from friendly.

      “Hey, look at that, we’re neighbors,” I said, once we arrived at her front door. “I’m just across the street from you.”

      “You are?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “How come I’ve never seen you before?”

      “Well, it’s technically my parents’ place,” I said. “Before that, it belonged to my grandparents, and I used to stay here all the time. I’m just here for the summer. Just arrived actually.”

      “Well, welcome to Oyster Cove,” she said, setting down the groceries. She must have been carrying something wet because I noticed a wet spot on her tank top. Again, I had to force myself not to look at the distracting way that the fabric clung to her perfect body. “Or maybe welcome back?”

      “It’s great to be back,” I said, which came out more brazenly than I intended. Maybe it was the way I was looking right at her as I said it, but her smile returned before she looked away.

      “I’m Nick, by the way,” I said, holding my hand out for hers.

      “Nice to meet you, Nick,” she said, taking my hand and shaking it. Even her hand was soft, and I really liked the way it fit in mine.

      “And you are?”

      “A little tired after hauling groceries halfway across town,” she joked, gesturing for me to follow her into the kitchen. “You want a water?”

      “Sure,” I said with a shrug. I noticed that she didn’t immediately offer her name back, which I thought was curious.

      Her house was stacked though. The bungalow was a simple affair, but compared to this house, it was pretty rustic. Every appliance in the kitchen looked like it was new, and the marble countertops looked like they’d been upgraded recently.

      She slid a water across the counter as she took a big drink of hers. Several beads of condensation fell off the bottle, dripping on her breasts. Just seeing that was enough to make me bite my lip.

      “So, you must do something really important to have a nice house like this,” I said, admiring the other view in front of me.

      “That depends on how important you think it is to work at the local ice cream shop,” she replied, putting on a sultry smirk.

      I nodded my head. “Good time to get into the ice cream business, I guess.”

      She started to laugh. “Actually, my parents help me out with this place. If it were up to them, I’d probably have to find a ‘real job,’ but I like what I do. I think that finding happiness is more important than chasing money.”

      “It sounds like your parents have been reading from the same book as mine,” I joked. “They’re on me to get to grad school after summer. Being here is just a necessary diversion to keep me out of trouble.”

      She smiled and narrowed her eyes. I swore that I saw them flicker as she looked me up and down. “Something tells me that you don’t need any help getting into trouble on your own?”

      I definitely took that as flirting, especially whenever she took the bottle of water and pressed it against her upper chest. She was trying to keep cool, but the only thing she was doing was making me hotter.

      “Well, thank you for helping me with my groceries,” she said, putting the water down finally. “I owe you now, I think. If you stop by my ice cream shop, you may just find that you have a free cone waiting for you.”

      “I’ll never say no to free ice cream,” I said.

      “I kinda hoped you wouldn’t,” she replied.

      Damn. Was it just my imagination or was she coming on strong? Never mind the fact that she was one of the sexiest women I’d ever laid eyes on, but I was definitely picking up on her aggressive flirting.

      “Maybe we can get to know each other a little better over that cone?” I suggested. “I don’t really know anyone in town yet.”

      She smiled at me like it was the best idea she’d ever heard. She held out her hand and gestured with her fingers.

      “Here, pass over your phone,” she said. “I’ll give you my number.”

      I gave it up all too willingly while she programmed it into my phone. When she handed it back, I saw that she just put her first name, which was Fiona. She also put a cat emoji right after her name, which I thought was cute.

      “Fiona? That’s really pretty,” I said.

      “Just don’t start sprouting off lines from Shrek at me,” she said, raising a playful finger. “That’s the only thing I ask if we’re going to be friends.”

      “I’m more of a Donkey fan myself,” I said, which made her laugh.

      “Perfect, well I work most days,” she said. “And now you know where I live, so don’t be a stranger, Nick?”

      “Sounds great, Fiona,” I said, taking her hand one more time. “I’m glad I met you.”

      Her eyes looked over me again, and I could have sworn that I heard a tiny whimper escape her throat. “Likewise, Nick. Don’t get into too much trouble now, okay?”

      “No promises,” I said with a laugh.

      She followed me outside as I left, walking the short distance back to my house. I crossed the street and turned to wave at her, which she returned.

      It was during the wave that I noticed something odd though. There was something different about her eyes, but it only seemed to register in my brain for a split second. It was like they looked less human and more . . . cat like? I must have been imagining things because by the time my brain made the connection, I turned to look again.

      And saw her normal blue eyes looking back at me.

      Shaking my head of the thought, I smiled at Fiona one last time before making my way back inside the bungalow.
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      It didn’t take me long to unpack after my introduction to Fiona. I always liked to travel light, and that meant that I only had three bags in total for my stay for the summer. One was mostly clothes, while the other contained my laptop and a few books. The third one had some personal belongings and my toiletries, stuff like that. By the time that it was early evening, I was all settled in, but I was starting to get hungry.

      I wasn’t in the mood to cook for myself, especially after the long drive down here. Plus, I really wanted to go to Sal’s so I could treat myself. I decided to stop there first, and then maybe I’d hit the grocery store afterwards for some things to have around the house.

      I put my shades on as I left the bungalow, making the turn to head towards town. Along the way, I saw several groups of what looked like students out having fun, including a group of girls that got very quiet and started giggling when I walked by. It was already turning out to be a great decision to come back here, and that feeling was only amplified the moment I hit the boardwalk.

      It was just like I remembered. The boardwalk spanned the entire length of the beach, which was about two miles in length. It was neatly cut in half by the navy pier, which was at the dead center point and pushed out for a good distance into the water.

      What I loved most about the boardwalk was that it was like the beating heart of Oyster Cove. Everyone was here right now. I saw several young families on their way to dinner, with kids hopping around as they carried balloons (which they could get from a stall right near the sand). I saw an elderly couple that reminded me of my grandparents walking slowly along the boardwalk, holding hands without a care in the world.

      I could even see fishermen lined up on the pier, with many lines dangling down into the water as they awaited their next catch. There was music in the air, coming from one of the many shops that lined the boardwalk. The soft rock summer hits struck a perfect tone against the backdrop of this seaside oasis.

      But the best part was standing on the edge of the sand and looking out at the waves. I’d always thought the view of the water from Oyster Cove was the best in the world. The water appeared emerald in color from this distance, which was a striking feature when paired against the cloudless blue sky above it. There was hardly ever a red flag day at the beach, with the water being just gentle enough for young swimmers, but the waves large enough in some spots to handle the budding surf scene.

      Oyster Cove truly had something for everyone if you just knew where to look.

      Right now, I noticed that there were several beach volleyball games in progress, occupying four courts that were parallel to the boardwalk. One in particular caught my attention, having a team of two girls that were really kicking some ass. The girl in the back served up the ball to her partner in the front, who responded by setting up a spike that won them the point. On their way back to their spots, the girl in the back looked over at me, and we made eye contact for a brief moment.

      I damn near tripped over my feet once the full intensity of her eyes was on me. For the second time that day, I was nearly speechless. Fiona was breathtaking in a really sexy and sultry kind of way, but this girl was something else entirely. She was so beautiful, but in a girl-next-door kind of way, one that seemed charming and innocent at the same time.

      What I loved most about her was her hair. She had long auburn-red hair that hung down to the middle part of her back, even when it was in a ponytail. The sun was hitting her face at just the right angle for me to make out her green eyes, which couldn’t have looked more stunning on her. She had full pink lips and a little button nose that I found to be adorable.

      I could tell she was working hard because her skin glimmered with sweat. It only added to her beauty though, especially against that blue bikini top with the white trim that she wore. They framed one of the most perfect set of breasts that I’d ever seen, looking so incredibly soft and inviting that it made my mouth start to water.

      Or maybe it was the sight of her toned tummy that did it. Hell, it could even have been the beige shorts she was wearing, tied together in the front with white string.

      Whatever it was, I was enamored right from the start, so much so that I nearly face-planted once I saw her.

      She must have thought it was cute because she smiled and lowered her eyes once I righted myself. I waved at her, with the hopes that it would make the situation less awkward for me. She lifted her eyes and waved at me, keeping that warm smile on her face before her friend called her back to the game.

      I couldn’t remember being this smitten before. I would have stayed if I wasn’t starving, but I still made a mental note to return here later to see if she was still playing. What an utterly gorgeous woman.

      I had thoughts of the redhead on my mind until I arrived at Sal’s. When it came to Oyster Cove, Sal’s was an institution. It had been here forever, through three generations of Sal’s. The current Sal was the grandson of the original, and I heard the family always planned to maintain the practice of naming their first son Salvatore just to maintain the tradition.

      When I first arrived, I could see the place was busy. I was seated outside on the patio, having a view of the boardwalk and the pier, which wasn’t that far away. The sun was starting to set over the town, and it couldn’t have been a more perfect ambiance for one of my favorite dinners ever.

      “Hey, there!” came the sweetest-sounding voice I’d ever heard. “Welcome to Sal’s! Is this your first time here?”

      I turned my head, only to find myself nearly speechless as I saw yet another gorgeous woman. Was this town only made up of total tens? The girl in front of me had beautiful, long blonde hair, which was perfectly straight as it rested against her collar bone. She had warm brown eyes and a very friendly smile. Her lips were ruby red, and she had the cutest dimples to anchor her smile against her face.

      My waitress had a lithe dancer’s body, the kind that made it look like she glided instead of walked. She was wearing a tiny white shirt with very short sleeves and a half-moon cutout for her cleavage. Her breasts were on the smaller side, but that didn’t mean they didn’t look inviting nestled in that tight shirt. Her shirt was tucked into a pair of jean shorts that were a lot longer than the ones I saw on Fiona. This pair ended around the middle part of her thigh.

      “Well, gosh! Did I scare you or something?”

      I had to focus to realize that she spoke again. Now, she was looking at me with concern since I was still awestruck by her appearance.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, busted by the way I was ogling her. “It’s been quite the day already, and my head is just swimming right now.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” she said, putting that friendly smile back on. I loved seeing her dimples reappear. “And if you came for swimming, you’re in the right place.”

      There was just something about her that was so welcoming. She seemed incredibly sweet, and that would be further reinforced when she spoke again.

      “My name’s Cora, with a C,” she said, pointing to her name tag. “Have you been to Sal’s before?”

      “I used to come here all the time many years ago,” I said. “But it’s been a long time.”

      “Aww, well, thanks so much for coming back to us!” she said genuinely, putting her hand on my shoulder. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Just a coke would be fine.”

      Her eyes flickered toward the empty seat in front of me. “What about your girlfriend? Should I get something started for her too for when she gets here?”

      “Ah, no girlfriend actually,” I replied. “Just me.”

      I saw two things in her eyes as soon as I said it. The first reaction seemed a little like pity that I was here alone. The second seemed like excitement once it truly sank in.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” she said, closing her notepad and grinning at me. “Be right back with that coke.”

      She returned in less than a minute, clutching a glass that was full of ice-cold coke.

      “So, why was that interesting?” I asked, reflecting on the last thing she said.

      She smiled at me and moved to sit in the empty chair across from me. “I don’t know if I should really say it, you know? I might get in trouble.”

      I leaned forward, giving her a conspiratorial grin. “It’s okay. I won’t tell anyone.”

      Cora covered part of her face with her hands. “Well, it’s always the handsome ones that aren’t single, so this is a nice change of pace.”

      She was blushing furiously as soon as the words were out, and she kept her hand over her mouth. It was an adorable look on her, and she had me beaming as soon as the words were out.

      “What is it about Oyster Cove?” I said aloud, chuckling. “It’s the best place I’ve ever been in.”

      She gave me a curious look. “Why do you say that?”

      “It’s the only place in the world where you can find copious amounts of sand, sun, and the most gorgeous women I’ve ever seen,” I said.

      Cora lowered her eyes against the table and gave me a shy smile. “Well, Oyster Cove is pretty special alright. If you stick around, something tells me you’ll find out just how special it can be with enough time.”

      I raised my coke like I was making a toast. “In that case, here’s to Oyster Cove.”

      Cora giggled. “So, do you know what kind of food you want?”

      “I used to love the catfish dinners here,” I said. “But I’m kind of in the mood to try something new tonight. Any suggestions?”

      Cora started to rub her chin, and then she got really excited. “Oh! You have to try the grouper sandwich. It’s got this zesty slaw on it, and the chef makes a homemade pepper sauce that gives it a kick. It’s probably the best thing on the menu right now.”

      I closed my menu. “You sold me then, Cora. I’d love to try it.”

      She took the menu from my hand and stood up. “I’ll get the order in right now.” She then leaned in a lot closer and lowered her voice. “I’ll tell the chef to give you some extra fries too. No charge.”

      “Cora, you’re a freaking angel,” I said, which made her laugh again.

      “Gosh, you’re so nice,” she said, blushing again. “How long are you staying in Oyster Cove?”

      “The whole summer,” I said. “Just needing to relax a little before grad school in the fall.”

      “The whole summer?” she repeated, looking excited. “Sounds like you’re going to have an amazing time!”

      “I really hope so.”

      She gave me one more dimpled smile before she retreated back inside. Once she was gone, I became aware how quickly my heart was beating. There was no feeling like getting to flirt with a beautiful woman, and I’d already had my fair share today.

      Coming back to Oyster Cove had already turned out to be an amazing decision.

      Sure enough, Cora wasn’t exaggerating about that grouper sandwich. Once she set it in front of me, she returned to her seat and put her hands against her cheeks.

      “I want to see your first bite,” she said, her eyes sparkling with life. “I really hope it’s as good as I made it sound.”

      It really looked amazing. I picked it up with both hands and took a bite. From the meatiness of the fish to the zesty slaw to the spicy sauce, it hit all the right notes with my taste buds. I closed my eyes to savor that first bite as I shook my head from side to side.

      “Wow, now that’s an amazing sandwich,” I said, already wanting to dive into my next bite.

      Cora giggled and lowered her eyes. “I’m so glad you like it. I love it too! I even talked the chef into giving me the recipe so I can make it at home. I don’t have it exactly as he makes it, but I’m getting a lot better.”

      “Sounds like I’d have to sample yours then,” I said. “You know, to see how close it gets to the original. For science, of course.”

      Cora turned red and lowered her eyes again. “Golly, that would be really nice. I love to cook, especially seafood. I love anything to do with the water, honestly. I used to live inland, and it just wasn’t for me. I have to be near the water in order to be happy.”

      “You seem like the type that can find happiness almost anywhere,” I said, meaning it as a genuine compliment.

      “It’s not hard to please me,” said Cora softly, and I had to wonder if there was more to that response than met the eye.

      She excused herself afterward to let me finish my meal, though if she could have stayed, I would have preferred it. I started to wonder if her offer about cooking might have been the real deal.

      As soon as I finished my meal, I realized I had to go to the bathroom. I drank my coke a little too fast, so I pushed up from the table and went back inside. I saw that the bathrooms were right next to the kitchen, but as I made my way past, I saw the kitchen door was slightly ajar.

      I heard Cora’s voice from inside, so naturally, it made me pay closer attention.

      “I don’t know, but it just happened and I don’t know why,” she said, talking to another female server.

      “It’s never been this strong before?” asked the other girl.

      “Never,” said Cora. “Gosh, what does it mean?”

      I didn’t get the chance to hear what they were talking about as another server came out with a tray of food. I pressed against the wall to let her pass, but in the process, it gave me a line of sight into the kitchen. And there, I saw Cora showing something to another girl, something that looked like it was on Cora’s leg.

      I must not have gotten a good look at it because I could have sworn that I saw a patch of green scales. It wasn’t very big, but it was definitely green.

      I shook the idea from my head. I was probably looking at some kind of band-aid or something, one of those ones that had a colorful front side. Not thinking anything of it, I went to the bathroom and then returned to my seat. Cora reappeared shortly after with my check.

      “Well, normally, I’d ask if you liked your food,” she said, picking up my very empty plate. “But you didn’t even leave a crumb of it!”

      “I’ll be honest—I thought about licking the plate clean because it was that good,” I joked. “Sal’s never disappoints. I really like coming here.”

      “It was really fun to serve you too,” she said, putting her lips together and looking very nervous all of a sudden. I noticed it in the way she was clutching the receipt too. “So, since you’re so new to town, do you know a lot of folks yet?”

      “Still making friends,” I said. “And trying to meet new people.”

      She smiled and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Good. That offer to cook for you was genuine though. You know, if you’re interested? Or if you don’t want to do that, then we could do something else. Like I said, I love to swim, but if you don’t like the water, I love the sand too. Anything really. Umm wow, that sounds bad. Gosh, I didn’t mean it like that, it sounds so forward.”

      Cora started to backtrack quickly, so I put up my hands. “Cora, relax.”

      “Sorry, I get really talkative when I’m nervous,” she said, looking down at me again.

      “You don’t have anything to be nervous about,” I said. “I’d love to eat with you. Or go swimming with you. Or hang out on the sand with you. Or do just about anything with you.”

      Those dimples returned quickly as she grinned. “Really? Wow, that really sounds nice.”

      Cora then put the receipt down right in front of me. “Here, I put my number on the back. Text me sometime, okay? I work most nights, but I’m usually free during the day. And I get off at ten if you ever want to do something after.”

      I didn’t waste any time in pulling my phone out and typing in her number. I sent her a quick text, mostly just telling her that I’d love to hang out sometime. I heard her phone chirp and she pulled it out, blushing as she read it.

      “Perfect,” she said. “Now, I’ve got you.”

      She really did, though I didn’t know if she knew how much. When I was leaving, Cora gave me a wave, and I hit the boardwalk again with the dopiest happy-go-lucky smile on my face.
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      With a full stomach and a new number in my phone, I walked back toward the bungalow, keeping to the boardwalk. The sun was a little lower in the sky, but there was still enough light out for another hour or so.

      The last thing I wanted to do was go back to the quiet bungalow, especially when the town was still pretty alive right now. Though most of the suntan seekers had already left the beach, there were still plenty of people out. I saw two couples strolling along the sand, both of whom looked very much in love. There was a group of younger kids playing tag in the sand and having a great time.

      I even noticed that the volleyball courts were still in full swing. The redhead was still there playing with her partner, and we made eye contact as I left the boardwalk, taking my first steps into the sand.

      I don’t know what it is, but redheads are my kryptonite. I’d always been drawn to them, finding them gorgeous beyond belief. Sometimes, you just have to know what your type is, and for me, there was nobody more beautiful than a woman with lustrous red hair.

      I didn’t want to linger around the volleyball courts and give off the wrong impression, so with my cheap sandals in my hand, I approached the water. I didn’t stop until the waves met my feet, relishing in the warmth of the ocean.

      My feet sank into the soft sand as I gazed out on the horizon. I saw a sailboat returning back to the marina on one side, while just to the right I saw a guy in a much smaller boat still trying to reel in a fish.

      Inwardly, it felt like my soul was healing as weird as that was to say. All the stress, all the doubts, and all the bad feelings about my brother’s passing seemed to melt away for the first time in nearly a month.

      For once, I didn’t feel tortured about his passing.

      “You would have loved it here, Dan,” I muttered under my breath. “We should have come back sooner.”

      I wasn’t sure how long I stayed there, but I finally backed away from the water and sat down in the sand, just enjoying the sight of the waves crashing against the beach.

      There were a few people that crossed in front of me, but I didn’t expect what happened next.

      “Hey, look out!”

      The warning came just a little too late. Within seconds, I felt something hard and solid smash into my head, taking me by surprise. It took me a moment to figure out what just happened, but when I saw a volleyball land in the surf just in front of me, I put the pieces together.

      I turned around, seeing that beautiful redhead looking at me from across the way. Her eyes were wide with embarrassment, and she had her mouth and nose covered with both hands.

      Honestly, I was just glad that I didn’t get hit in the head with something worse. Or that it wasn’t a seagull that decided to leave a little “present” on my head. Pushing up from the sand, I went to retrieve the ball, which coincided with the redhead closing in on me.

      “I am so sorry,” she said, giving me a sympathetic look as she touched my arm. “That would be all Veronica’s fault. She has these wild serves that unfortunately get a little too wild at times.”

      “No harm, no foul,” said handing the ball over to her before sitting back down in the sand. “It was just a little unexpected.”

      She laughed and to my surprise, she plopped down into the sand next to me. “I mean, I don’t know a lot of people that come to the beach expecting to get hammered by a serve gone wild.”

      “I guess now you have,” I said, turning my head to grin at her. She matched the grin, and I realized that my earlier appraisal of her beauty hadn’t done her justice.

      This close, she was so much hotter than I gave her credit for. She had a light dusting of freckles against her cheeks, just enough to really show when the sun hit them. Her eyes were intensely bright, so much so that it felt like they were staring right into my soul when she looked at me.

      This was the kind of woman who really didn’t have an equal.

      “I haven’t seen you around before,” she said, cocking her head to one side. “Are you on vacation?”

      “Just a summer vacation really,” I said. “And I just got here today.”

      “Ah, that explains it then,” she said. “I’m here for the summer too. And then it’s back to my Aunt Mildred’s place about an hour north of here.”

      She said that last part like she was dreading it.

      “I take it Aunt Mildred’s isn’t the place to be?” I asked.

      She made a horrified face. “God, no. Not that she’s mean or anything, but she’s obsessed with the idea of finding me a ‘nice, rich husband’ to settle down with.” She shook her head. “She’s pretty old school, but it’s the price I pay for her putting me through school.”

      “Seems to be a theme I keep running into today,” I joked.

      She made an O face. “You have an Aunt Mildred too?”

      Okay, I laughed a little too hard at that. She joined me though, giggling for several seconds until she composed herself.

      “Too much fun, that’s me,” she said, touching her chest. “I’m Ember by the way.”

      “Nick,” I said, offering my hand. She took it easily, and I felt the butterflies in my chest once we were touching.

      “You were the one I saw earlier, right?” she asked, giving me a knowing look. “On the boardwalk?”

      I decided to have some fun with her.

      “Yes, I was the guy that you were shamelessly ogling as he walked by,” I said, shaking my head with disappointment. “I have feelings too, you know. I’m not just a piece of meat.”

      Ember snorted and laughed again. “Oh, I’m so sorry! I didn’t realize that staring was against the rules.”

      “It’s just not that polite,” I teased. “And make sure you keep your eyes up here.”

      I stuck out my two fingers and moved them up and down while pointing between my chest and my face. Ember grinned at me.

      “Can’t blame a girl for looking though, right?” she said softly.

      “Nah, I’m entirely teasing,” I said. “Looking is just fine.”

      “I hope so, because I saw that little trip you did earlier,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “Seems like you were looking at something a little too much that you weren’t watching what was in front of you.”

      I felt the tips of my ears turn red. “Yeah, okay. You got me. I’m busted.”

      She looked really excited. “Ooo. What do I win?”

      “I’d say that you win the chance to see me pelted with a volleyball, but it looks like the moment’s passed.”

      Ember snickered. “Guess we’ll just have to come up with something more suitable then.”

      I grinned at her, not knowing what to say to that. At that moment, I heard her friends call her name from the court. For anyone else, they would have taken that as a natural end to the conversation, and they would have returned to their friends.

      But that’s when I found out that Ember wasn’t like everyone else. She waved off her friends. “Go on without me for a little!” she said while tossing the ball back to them.

      I glanced back at her friends. “You were kicking ass back there on that court. At least, the part that I noticed before you started ogling me too much.”

      She giggled softly. “Yeah, you noticed that part, huh? I love playing volleyball, always have. Beach volleyball because if you fall going for a spike, it doesn’t hurt as badly landing in the sand.”

      “I can see how that would make a difference.”

      “There’s a tournament coming up next week that I can’t wait to play in,” she said. “It’s just an amateur tournament, but there’s going to be a lot of teams here from all of Oyster Cove plus several other surrounding towns. We had to qualify for it to even get an invite, so I can’t wait to play in it. And I can’t wait to win first.”

      “You’re pretty competitive then?” I said. “Especially if you hope to win first.”

      She looked at me from the side of her eyes. “I’m pretty competitive when it comes to volleyball. I like to be first. I like to win. And I play it a lot to make sure that I’m not just all talk either.”

      “Well, I don’t think I’d want to be on the other side of that spike I saw earlier.”

      Ember laughed. “Oh, you can’t be that bad.”

      “I haven’t played in like eight years,” I said. “Not since the last time I was in Oyster Cove. I’d say I’m rusty, but I’m pretty sure there’s like a limit on how long you can claim to be just rusty.”

      “Maybe you just need to practice it a little bit,” she said, bumping her shoulder against mine. “I promise I won’t kick your butt too bad.”

      “That is extremely tempting,” I said. “One question—do I have to turn in my man card if I lose to you?”

      “Oh, definitely,” she said, nodding quickly. “So, how much is your man card worth to you?”

      I chuckled. “Maybe not that much.”

      She turned toward me, and her green eyes really seemed to sparkle as they caught the setting sun. “I’m not that competitive. And I’d play you just for fun anyway.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, smiling at her, which she returned.

      Ember shifted in her position and brought her legs in. “So, why Oyster Cove? Of all the beaches in the country, what made you come here?”

      Of course, I had to tell her my story at that point, telling her about my grandparents and the summers I spent here. I wasn’t intending to go this deep, but I found myself sharing a little more detail than I anticipated.

      “It’s kind of like healing for me right now,” I said, finding the words just came spilling out. “My brother passed away unexpectedly last month. And I just needed to get away from my real life.”

      “Oh my god, Nick, I’m so sorry,” said Ember, reaching over to touch my arm. “That’s terrible.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “The wound is still a little raw. He loved it here too. Growing up, the best memories I have are from being in Oyster Cove, and it felt like one of those places I could go to be happy again.”

      “I bet your brother would be happy that you’re here,” she said softly. “And your grandparents too from the sounds of it.”

      “My grandparents definitely would,” I said, avoiding the topic of my brother. The pain was still pretty fresh, and I didn’t want to get into it with Ember, or really anyone, just yet. “What about you? Anything special about this place besides the tournament?”

      Ember took a deep breath before she answered that. “It’s a really special town, you know? There’s a lot about Oyster Cove that just speaks to me. It’s hard to explain.”

      “It’s a magical place,” I said, not being able to agree more. “I’ve been here for half a day, and I’m already starting to feel better about it.”

      “I hope I didn’t push it back when you got hit in the head?” said Ember, making me laugh.

      “Not at all,” I said, taking the turn to bump into her shoulder now. “And we’re blaming Veronica for that, right?”

      “Yes, let’s go with that,” said Ember, giggling. “Though I’m kind of glad she did it. And hopefully that raspberry on your head goes away in a week or so?”

      “What raspberry?” I asked, trying to feel my head where the volleyball hit. I didn’t feel anything, which made Ember laugh harder.

      “Got you,” she said. “Are you the gullible type, Nick?”

      I grumbled under my breath. “And here I thought we were becoming friends already.”

      “Friends, huh?” she asked, giving me a mischievous look. “Are you sure you just want to be friends, Nick?”

      The way she was looking at me now made me swallow hard. Or maybe it was the way that I could see her glistening cleavage above her bikini top. Either way, “just friends” was the last thing I wanted to be with Ember.

      When I didn’t answer, she turned to face me, putting her hand against her cheek. “What’s going on in that brain of yours, Nick? What are you thinking about?”

      I felt like it was a time that I had to be totally honest with her, no matter the consequences.

      “Honestly?” I asked. “I was just thinking that seeing you like that, with the setting sun striking your face and making your green eyes pop, I’d never seen a more beautiful sight in my entire life.”

      Now it was Ember’s turn to be speechless. She lowered her eyes to the sand before meeting my gaze again. I could feel my heart thumping in my chest, so loud that I wondered if Ember could hear it. The only problem was the smile dropped from her face as she turned away from me.

      “That’s a really sweet thing for you to say, Nick,” she said, lowering her voice. “But, I’m afraid it’s not that easy.”

      Her entire body language changed so quickly that it left me struggling to figure out what happened. I wondered if I’d upset her in some way.

      “I wasn’t trying to offend or anything,” I said, but Ember quickly cut me off.

      “No, I know,” she said. “It’s just that . . . I’m a little . . . special. Ugh, how can I say this without sounding pretentious? Being with me would be different than being with someone else.”

      “That’s precisely the reason why I’m interested,” I said. “Because you are different. If you were like everyone else, I wouldn’t be interested.”

      She blushed a little, and I couldn’t help but see that a smile formed on her lips. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Is it because there’s someone else in the picture?” I asked, but Ember only shook her head.

      “Not at all. It’s just complicated. I don’t really want to get into it, if that’s okay?”

      I could tell she was self-conscious about it, so I didn’t push it. Still, I wanted to see Ember again after tonight, and the last thing I wanted was to let this go.

      “I’m sorry about the mixed signals,” she said more soberly. “You probably think I’m weird or something.”

      “Not at all,” I said. “And I still want to see you again after tonight. We all have our secrets or whatever. You don’t need to be embarrassed by it.”

      She gave me the kind of look that said that this secret came with some serious strings. I didn’t press it because she already wanted to stop, but it left me curious about what this was all about.

      I decided to try another strategy.

      “You know, now that I think about it, I’m kind of miffed about getting hit by the ball after all,” I said, which only made Ember smile.

      “Oh, you are then? Is that right?”

      I nodded seriously. “Yeah, so I think the best option to make amends would be to hang out tomorrow. Just the two of us?”

      “Oh, you think you’re so smooth,” she said, laughing softly. “Don’t you?”

      “You can’t fault me for trying.”

      “Hmm,” she said, tapping her lips. “And what do you want to do tomorrow?”

      “Anything and everything,” I said. “There’s still so much I haven’t done yet, so I’m open to all of it.”

      “Well, I know how to have a lot of fun in Oyster Cove,” said Ember. “So I wouldn’t be opposed to spending some time with you. You know, to make amends.”

      “To make amends,” I repeated, making her laugh again. When she finished laughing, she held up her finger.

      “But only as friends, you hear?” she said. “Don’t try anything, Mr. Smooth Guy. I mean it.”

      I held up my hand. “Scout’s honor.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You weren’t a boy scout.”

      “Damn, you got me there.”

      Ember giggled and glanced back at her friends, who looked to be in the middle of packing up. “Ugh, they’re going to make fun of me all night for this.”

      “Really? I kind of like them already.”

      She pursed her lips as she gave me a long look. “Okay, Nick. Tomorrow then. What time?”

      “How about the afternoon?” I said. “Maybe like 3pm?”

      “It’s a date,” she said too quickly, before the smile dropped from her face. “I mean it’s a friend date. I’ll see you at 3pm.”

      I couldn’t hold back my grin. “Meet you at the pier?”

      “Sure, that sounds perfect.”

      We exchanged numbers, and Ember stood up right as the sun dipped below the horizon. I did too, walking back toward the boardwalk until it was time to separate.

      She looked nervous as she turned toward me. “You know, even if you decide not to show tomorrow, I still enjoyed my time with you tonight. I just wanted you to know.”

      I gave her a look like she was crazy. “There’s no way I’m not showing up tomorrow. And I had a great time with you too.”

      That earned me a genuine smile. “Goodnight, Nick. Don’t trip over anything on the way back, okay? Keep those two feet moving right in front of each other.”

      “I don’t think there’s anyone that could make me trip like you did, Ember,” I said, making her blush again. “Goodnight.”

      As soon as Ember returned to her friends, I could hear them messing with her about sitting with me for so long. It made me laugh, and one of them waved at me as I left.

      The entire walk home, I was thinking about Ember. Not just how much I enjoyed talking with her or how beautiful she was, because those were definitely factors, but mostly about how she changed so quickly.

      I didn’t know what her secret was, but it seemed serious. It wasn’t another guy in the picture, but I had to wonder what made her try to push me off from having a date.

      Part of me worried that she was the one that was going to get cold feet about tomorrow, though there was nothing I could do about it now. I’d just have to wait and hope for the best.

      I got back to the bungalow after the sun had set. As I turned toward the front door, I heard the soft meow of a cat. Looking down at my feet, I saw an all-black cat brush up against my leg.

      “Whoa, where did you come from, girl?” I asked, watching as she brushed up against me again and meowed.

      I didn’t know if the cat really was a girl, but it just felt right. Bending down, I stroked its fur as she purred loudly. She tried to follow me inside the house, but after I gave it a few more pets, I had to close the door.

      “Sorry, little lady,” I said. “You wouldn’t be able to get back out if I let you in.”

      Surprisingly, it was like the cat understood what I said. She just meowed back at me like it wasn’t a problem.

      I grinned and shook my head, wondering which of my neighbors had a cat. I suspected it was probably Fiona after the cat emoji she put after her name.

      Other than that, I settled in for the night, going to bed early thanks to my exhaustion. It had been a memorable day, and my mind kept racing with all the things that had happened and the women that I’d met.

      One thing stuck with me though, and the last thing I saw before I fell asleep was the sight of Ember’s concerned face.

      I’d do just about anything to see a smile put back on it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I woke up more rested than any other time in recent memory. I practically leapt out of bed, and I could already see the sun poking through the thin blinds outside my bedroom. After making a coffee, I stepped onto the back porch and felt the warmth of the morning sun against my face.

      I was already looking forward to seeing Ember again, but I knew I had a few errands to run before I could meet her. I never did make it to the grocery store last night, so I made that my first priority. Leaving the house shortly after ten, I noted that the black cat from yesterday was nowhere to be found. Thinking that it probably sought somewhere cool to bed down during the day, I thought nothing of it as I headed into town.

      The grocery store at Oyster Cove was similar to every beach town grocery store I’d ever been in. The first section you saw walking in was for sunscreen and pool noodles, and the beer section toward the back was the biggest part of the store. I stepped around the pool noodles, but I did grab a few six packs to have around the house. I also grabbed a couple bottles of white wine just in case. I had a girlfriend in college once tell me that the best thing a man could ever do if he hoped to get laid was to have a bottle of wine laying around.

      Not that I was just thinking about getting laid, but it always helped to be prepared.

      After taking my groceries home in double bags, I went back out again, desperate to do something about the cheap sandals I had on. After a full day of nonstop use, they were already starting to irritate my feet. I wanted something better, so I stopped at the only shoe store in town, which was casually positioned near the far western bridge, right across from an area that the locals called the Swamp.

      It really was a swamp, but it was always said with a negative connotation. It was the place that you didn’t really go if you didn’t have to, not like there was much over there to begin with. My grandfather had said that there were some rougher-looking people living over there, and that was all that I needed to know about it.

      I didn’t see anything across the bridge, but it was funny to me how some memories die hard.

      It took me at most five minutes inside the shoe store before I found the pair that I wanted. I didn’t think the girl at the counter worked on commission, but she certainly acted like she did when I was ready to purchase an inexpensive yet comfortable pair and tried to check out.

      Still, a crabby shoe clerk wasn’t going to get me down, especially not with the afternoon plans I had.

      It was pushing lunch by the time I got back to the bungalow. I’d bought a frozen pizza to eat, scarfing it down with a cold beer. I watched a movie after eating until it was just after two. At that point, I decided to get ready, taking a shower and giving myself a fresh shave. I didn’t really know what Ember wanted to get up to today, so I decided to text her to ask. The text was also partly to make sure that she wasn’t going to back out.

      Nick: I’m really looking forward to seeing you soon. Just wanted to know if I should wear anything special?

      It wasn’t the smoothest line in the world, but then again, my only interaction so far that day had been with a stuffy shoe clerk. Ember responded within about thirty seconds, which I took to be a very good sign.

      Ember: You mean for our totally not-a-date date? Lol.

      She hit me with a winking face afterward that made me smile.

      Nick: Right, totally not a date. Anyway, what are you planning to wear?

      Ember: I was thinking I might just cut out the middleman and show up to your place completely naked.

      Okay, that one made me check my phone twice. Within seconds, another message popped up.

      Ember: Kidding!

      Nick: You are such a tease.

      Ember: Yeah, but I have a feeling you like it anyway.

      Nick: Too true. Are you going to answer my question or just leave me hanging? Lol.

      Ember: But I was hoping it would be a surprise! Okayyyy, fine, I’ll be wearing a green dress if you must know.

      Nick: Dress? Fancy.

      Ember: Not fancy. Just something that I think looks nice.

      Nick: Can’t wait to see it. I’m sure it’ll be perfect.

      She responded back, sending me a smiley face emoji. I was glad that I asked her about it, especially if I showed up wearing basically trunks and a tank top when she came dressed like that. Knowing what was coming, I put on a nice pair of shorts and a light-blue polo shirt. I sprayed a little cologne on too, not wanting to smell like sweat if we stayed too long in the sun. When the time came, I left the bungalow and made my way into town.

      It was another lovely cloudless day at Oyster Cove. As I passed the beach, I saw several groups of people flying kites above the sand, many of which were pretty cool. There was even one that looked like a race car and another that was shaped like a Pikachu.

      Making my way past them, I could see people gathered around Da Mayor’s, which was the local boardwalk pizza joint that sold by the slice. It was great pizza too, and it made me regret having the frozen pizza for lunch.

      When I neared the pier, I could see that Ember had already beaten me here. I was a full fifteen minutes early, and I took it as another really promising sign that she was waiting for me.

      Fuck, did she look breathtaking too. I couldn’t get over how incredible she looked, standing there in a green cotton sundress with thin straps that showed off her tanned skin. I hadn’t noticed just how lovely her tan was yesterday, but it was on full display now as I took in all that tantalizing flesh.

      Her hair was loose today, coming down in wavy ringlets that seemed to glow when they caught the sun. She had a light dusting of makeup on too, not too much, but just enough to really accentuate her features. Her dress ended about halfway to her knees, and it seemed to be tight in all the right places.

      When she saw me, she grinned and started walking over to me.

      “You look pretty good today,” she said, hugging me.

      “Yeah, right back at you,” I said, loving the feeling of her in my arms.

      I felt Ember’s nose against my neck. “Oh my god, you smell wonderful. Whatever that is, I love it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, grinning at her.

      She narrowed her eyes as she gazed back at me. Suddenly, she pulled her finger up.

      “Remember, it’s not a date,” she said. “We’re just two new friends hanging out today. That’s all this is.”

      I nodded my head in an exaggerated fashion. “Totally. Just two friends that dressed up for the occasion and can’t stop looking at each other.”

      She hit me with a flirty smirk. “You can’t stop looking at me?”

      “Fuck no, Ember. You’re gorgeous.”

      She sighed happily and gave me a reluctant nod. “You’re going to make this really hard, aren’t you?”

      You know those moments when something happens that just seems to point that two people belong with each other? You usually only see them in romantic movies, but we totally had one with what happened next.

      At the exact same time, we said the same thing. “That’s what she said.”

      I laughed and Ember snorted. We looked at each other and both started laughing harder.

      “Okay, my friends hate when I make that joke,” she said, still giggling.

      “I can see why!” I said, feeling her push me lightly. “But if you’re going to do it, you might as well do it right.”

      Ember looked at me and opened her mouth to say it again. Instead, she shut it and grinned at me. “Come on, trouble. Let me show you around the town that you haven’t been to in eight years.”

      We started moving down the boardwalk, having to navigate through the crowds of people on foot and on roller blades. It was a busy afternoon, but I barely saw the other people. I didn’t have too many cares in the world with Ember by my side, and I could tell that she was happy I was with her too.

      We got a lot of stares. Mostly Ember because she looked like a model as she walked along the wooden planks. I saw a few guys give me a deathly glare, no doubt jealous that I was the one with her.

      Still, it wasn’t a date according to Ember. Even if it felt like one in just about every other aspect.

      “Okay, so this place we’re going to wasn’t here the last time you were in Oyster Cove,” said Ember. “From what I heard, it only got put in last summer, but it’s already made its mark. Do you like smoothies?”

      “Sure, who doesn’t?”

      She smirked. “Good answer. You’re going to love the Juice Shack then.”

      The Juice Shack was located right off the boardwalk. I noticed the large patio windows were pulled all the way open, letting in the breeze from the ocean. Most of the tables were full once we got there, with many of them filled with other people around our age. A few of them looked like they just got out of the water, still dripping wet in their suits, but if that was a problem, no one said a word.

      As we were looking at the menu, Ember leaned in against me. “Do you like strawberries?”

      “Love them,” I answered.

      A flirty look appeared on her face. “Okay, trust me on this.”

      She ordered two large strawberry smoothies. The guy behind the counter, a larger guy with curly hair, gave her a thumbs-up, which she returned. She turned toward me. “That just might be my usual order around here.”

      “Good to know,” I said, chuckling.

      Once they were ready, I paid for it despite Ember’s protests. She pursed her lips together and tried to act upset with me, but I knew it was just an act.

      “It’s totally okay,” I said. “Friends pay for each other’s smoothies all the time.”

      “Hmph,” grunted Ember before she let it go. She bumped her cup against mine. “Well, thank you, anyway.”

      We took a seat outside, overlooking the rest of the boardwalk from a second floor balcony. The awning was out to give us a little shade, and we sat down together while I had my first taste of my strawberry smoothie.

      “Okay, I’ll say one thing,” I said. “You have excellent taste. This smoothie is delicious.”

      Ember spread her hands apart. “Was there ever any doubt about my taste?”

      “Not really. I mean you are here with me after all.”

      She giggled. “Okay, I set you up way too easily for that.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      She grinned at me before she tried to turn serious. She shifted in her seat, turning her body to face me. As she did, I couldn’t help but notice how the fabric of her dress stretched across her large chest.

      “Okay, so there’s something that I’m really dying to know,” she said, tilting her head to one side.

      “My pin number?” I asked. “Because that’s a no, at least until we’ve been seeing each other for a while.”

      Ember snorted again. “No, but nice try. I was going to ask what you’re going to grad school for?”

      “Oh, that,” I said, taking a long sip. “I guess calling it grad school isn’t exactly right. Med school’s probably a better way to put it.”

      Ember’s eyes went wide. “Holy crap, Nick, are you serious? You’re going to be a doctor?”

      I winced. “My parents want me to be a doctor, yes.”

      She frowned. “Isn’t that what you want?”

      I spread my hands apart. “Honestly? I don’t even know anymore. Sure, it sounded great when I was a kid. You tell anyone that you want to be a doctor, and it’s like you’re automatically accepted. I said it once to my parents in the eighth grade, and they latched onto it and never forgot. But I’ve been having second thoughts about it recently.”

      “Why’s that?” she asked softly.

      “My brother,” I said, gulping hard. “I spent so much time, so much focus and dedication on getting through school that I kind of neglected everything else, including my family. Not that my relationship with my parents was affected by it, but I know it was with my brother. We drifted apart, and I couldn’t help but wonder what might have happened if I wasn’t always up to my elbows in my studies.”

      It was a hard thing to admit, especially this early on in what was essentially a first date, but Ember just had a way of bringing it out in me.

      “You shouldn’t blame yourself for that, Nick,” she said quietly. “Some people just need to follow their own path. And there’s not much else you can do to stop them, even if you wanted to.”

      “Maybe,” I said, shrugging as I tried to steer it back to lighter fare. “Anyway, I felt like I needed to just enjoy the little things more. I want to actually enjoy a sunset. I want to pass the entire afternoon just watching the waves come in. I want to sit here and talk to someone that I really like and just listen to what they have to say. I’ve missed out on the little things for too long, and I think it’s time that I start paying better attention to them.”

      She smiled at me. “You’ve really just graduated from college? Does that make you twenty-two?”

      I nodded. “Do I seem older?”

      “Wiser, maybe,” she said. “Maybe you’re an old soul. Aunt Mildred says that about me sometimes. That I should have been born a hundred years ago, and that I probably would have fit in better back then.”

      “I would be very sad if you were born a hundred years ago,” I said. “And not here to enjoy this amazing smoothie with me.”

      Ember giggled but then became serious. “Thanks for telling me that. You didn’t have to share that with me, but I’m glad you did.”

      “Of course, Ember,” I replied quietly. “Tell me about you now. You said you rely on your Aunt Mildred a lot, right? What happened to your parents?”

      It was one of those topics that you immediately regretted bringing up. All it took was seeing the look on her face as she turned away.

      “Oh, shit, I’m sorry, Ember,” I said, making her lift her hand.

      “It’s okay. How could you have known?” she asked, smiling through tears. “It’s just the wound is still a little fresh. Of course it happened unexpectedly. One moment everything is just fine in my life and the next, my Aunt Mildred arrives and is hugging me while I cry, telling me I’m never going to see my parents again.”

      I could read between the lines with that one, especially since I didn’t want to ask any details.

      “It sounds like we’ve both had to deal with loss recently,” I said.

      “I’m grateful that my aunt took me in and everything,” said Ember. “But I know why my aunt never married. She tries really hard, but she’s just not that warm. The world is very black and white to her, and for someone that lives in the gray, it makes it very difficult.”

      I didn’t ask, but part of me wondered what she meant about living in the gray. I wondered if it had anything to do with the reason why we couldn’t date each other. I filed that away for the future as I listened to Ember.

      We moved away from deeper topics after that. Ember told me about where she lived growing up and about how she got into volleyball. She told me about the girls she practiced with, including her teammate, Samantha, who was the younger cousin of Veronica.

      “Okay, let me get this straight,” I said. “Samantha is on your team, but she’s the cousin to Veronica. You and Veronica are friends, but Veronica’s partner is Kim because they used to live together in the same dorm?”

      Ember grinned. “See? It’s like you’ve known me for years.”

      “I might mess up a name here and there, but I think I have it right,” I said.

      She gave me one of those long, whimsical looks. “Trust me, you’re doing great right now.”

      She looked embarrassed as soon as she said it, looking down into her smoothie, but I knew what she meant. Our very much not-a-date was turning into a great one.

      After our smoothies were done, we took a long walk along the boardwalk, going from one end to the other. Ember told me stories about her growing up, and I told her about the years that I came to Oyster Cove, including some of my best memories.

      “So that was the summer that you had your first kiss with Natalie Barnes?” she asked, brushing against me with her arm as we neared the end of the boardwalk. “Sounds like one to remember. How was your first kiss?”

      “Awkward,” I said, making Ember laugh. “And surprisingly, there was way too much tongue.”

      “Now, that’s a first. You don’t usually hear about too much tongue with a first kiss.”

      “We were eager, and we liked each other for a few weeks,” I said. “It was overdue, frankly, and it showed.”

      “Is it wrong that I’m jealous of a fourteen year old girl from eight years ago?” asked Ember, bumping her hip against mine.

      “I mean, you can feel free to have your first kiss with me right now if you want,” I teased.

      Her eyes narrowed as she smirked. “Nice try, mister.”

      “What? Friends have first kisses with each other all the time.”

      She laughed at that one. “Yeah, somehow, I don’t think so.”

      “You can’t blame me for trying, can you?”

      “Nope, I don’t actually.”

      We crossed the length of the boardwalk one more time before Ember had us stop into the Golden Spoon, which was the local ice cream place.

      “Oh, come on, we have to,” pleaded Ember. “Besides, I owe you one after you picked up my smoothie. It’s the least you can do to let me buy ice cream.”

      “We’re going to have a sugar high after this,” I joked, finally relenting after we went inside. The place wasn’t that busy, but I noticed a familiar face behind the counter after we got closer.

      “Well, this is a surprise,” said Fiona, taking in the sight of me and Ember. “Hey, Ember, and nice to see you again, Nick.”

      I should have put it together before we walked in, but I remembered now that Fiona told me she worked at the local ice cream shop. She looked immaculate today too, wearing a pink t-shirt that was tied around the middle, showing off her impressive midriff. She had on a pair of khaki shorts that looked amazing on her legs, but the one thing that really set Fiona apart was that look of sultriness on her face.

      “Hey, Fiona!” said Ember, greeting her warmly, like an old friend. “You know Nick already?”

      “Nick and I are neighbors,” said Fiona, giving me a heated look. “Just met the other day when he moved in. He’s certainly grabbed my attention.”

      It didn’t escape my attention that Fiona was looking at me like I was her personal ice cream cone. I thought it was pretty bold of her to do, especially when I was there with another woman, but that just seemed to be the way that she was.

      “Here, let me ring you up,” said Fiona, right before taking Ember’s card and charging it. “All set. Hope you two don’t get into too much trouble tonight.”

      Ember giggled. “I don’t know—the night is still young.”

      Fiona waited until Ember turned and then she gave me a sly wink. “Great to see you again, Nick.”

      I still wasn’t sure what to make of that until we got outside, and Ember bumped my shoulder playfully.

      “I think Fiona has the hots for you,” she teased. “Was it just me, or did she seem a little forward in there?”

      The last thing I wanted to get into now was another woman’s attention for me, especially when I was on a first date. So, I just waved it off.

      “I think that’s just how Fiona is,” I said offhandedly. “But apart from one conversation, I don’t know her too well.”

      Thankfully, Ember didn’t press it. We moved off the boardwalk and headed for the beach now that the sun was starting to set. There were still lots of people out on the beach at this time, including a small group of kids that were playing with a little red ball right under the pier. Ember and I were walking slowly, talking the entire time as they played.

      “So, tell me something about you,” I said. “Something you haven’t already told me. Something that not a lot of people know about you.”

      “That could go a lot of ways,” she said, thinking about it for a moment. “Give me something specific?”

      “No,” I said, scoffing playfully. “It could be whatever you want. Just something that you haven’t told a lot of people.”

      “Hmm,” said Ember, kicking the sand with her feet as she thought. “Well, I love to dance. Not like club dancing either, but like real dancing. When I was younger, my aunt spent six months traveling around South America. She came back knowing how to do a real tango, and she tried to teach it to me. I remember loving it.”

      “Can you still do it?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Not really. I remember like the first two moves, but that’s it. One day, I’d love to have a formal lesson on it. I think it could be really fun.”

      “I’d do that with you,” I said. “Though I don’t know much about dancing. And I’d probably get the moves wrong constantly, but I’d still do that with you.”

      Ember smiled genuinely. “You really mean that? You’re not just saying that? I don’t know a lot of guys that want to learn the tango just because.”

      “Well, I’d say I’m not like most guys, but that would be incredibly cliché,” I joked.

      “Very cliché,” agreed Ember, laughing softly.

      “But if that’s something that you’d like to do, I’m sure we could find a place to do it.”

      Ember didn’t respond right away to that. Instead, she turned her head, giving me a long look like she was debating something in her head. Whatever it was, I must have been doing well because a smile started to form on her face.

      We didn’t get the chance to connect that thought though, because I noticed a commotion from the nearby kids on the beach. They looked to be upset suddenly. Ember turned away from my face and looked at them, and I saw her smile drop.

      “Oh, no!” she said, pointing over to the pier. “Their ball is stuck.”

      One glance told me exactly what happened. They’d been throwing the ball into the air under the pier. One strong throw was enough that it got stuck between the metal supports under the pier, and seeing as it was a good ten feet above even my head, there was no way those kids could get the ball down.

      “We have to help them,” said Ember with concern in her eyes. She didn’t wait for my answer before she grabbed my hand and walked over toward the kids, all of whom were now looking up at the ball as if it was as out of reach as the moon.

      One of them, a younger girl that I judged to be around eight or so, looked like she was about to start crying.

      “We’ll help you,” said Ember, pointing up at the ball. “We just need something to knock it loose. It’s not wedged that tightly, so one little poke of it is all that it’ll take.”

      I searched the area around us, looking for something that might have the reach to get that high. I didn’t see much that could help us until my eyes stopped on a middle-aged guy that was fishing off the beach a short distance away. I jogged over to him.

      “Excuse me, sir, can I borrow your rod for a moment?” I asked, pointing to the stuck ball in the process.

      “Of course there, sonny,” he said, with a heavy twang in his accent. “Just bring ‘er back in one piece, ya hear?”

      “You bet,” I said, giving him a thumbs-up.

      The kids looked like they were ready to cheer once I returned with the rod. Even Ember looked grateful as I positioned myself under the pier and reached up with the rod. Standing on my toes, it was just a bit too high for me. I could brush the tip of the pole against the metal support, but not quite get to the ball. I jumped a little, and the tip smashed against the squishy ball, making it wiggle.

      “One more tap should be all that’s needed,” I said, taking another jump.

      Sure enough, that did it. The ball popped out of the support vice and fell harmlessly into Ember’s arms. She grinned and handed it over to the young girl.

      “Here you go, sweetie,” she said, smiling as she handed it over.

      You would think we just gave them a big bag of candy. The kids looked so relieved to get their ball back, and one of them even hugged Ember’s legs as she giggled.

      It was an adorable sight, but what made it even better was how Ember took my arm as we started to walk away.

      “That was really nice of you to help them like that,” she said, giving me a coy look.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I joked. “You pulled me over there before I could say no.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t seem like the type that would have just left them to suffer without their ball.”

      “True,” I said. “I think you just got a jump on it before I did. Either way, I’m glad we were there.”

      “Me too,” she whispered quietly. “And I’m glad you’re here with me.”

      We both stopped walking for a moment. Ember turned into the sun, letting the last rays illuminate her body and making her hair glow. In a way, it was similar to the view of her I had last night.

      “You know what time it is, right?” I asked her.

      “Seven o’clock?” she asked, looking at the time.

      I shook my head. “No, it’s been a full day since we met. Right here on this beach.”

      “You’ve been keeping close track, huh?” she teased.

      “It’s hard not to when I’ve been having such a great time.”

      Something seemed to change with her at that moment, though I had a hard time figuring out what it was. Her face became very neutral, and part of me wondered if I’d been pushing this too far. Maybe Ember was having second thoughts?

      I was still trying to figure out what changed when Ember said something I didn’t expect.

      “So,” she said, dragging out the word slowly. “When do I get to see your place?”
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      I was trying to play it cool as we made the short walk back to the bungalow. Ember hadn’t said much, though I could tell there was a lot on her mind. In a way, we both knew that something was coming as we turned onto my street, though I don’t think I ever would have guessed what she was thinking about.

      “This is me,” I said, stopping right in front of the lot and putting out my hands. “I know what you’re thinking now. I obviously come from money, and it really shows.”

      Ember snorted, which helped to break the tension. Though the bungalow had been remodeled, it was still on the tiny side, especially compared to those around it. And it very much didn’t look like it belonged to someone with a lot of money.

      “Is that why I’m so intimidated right now?” she shot back, her lips pursed together. “How come I haven’t seen a butler yet?”

      “Oh, I gave them the night off,” I said. “Trying to be a good boss, you know?”

      “How magnanimous of you,” she replied. “I guess we’ll have to really slum it tonight with no one to wait on us.”

      We both grinned at our private joke before making our way inside. Once we were in, Ember looked around. “This is really great. I love it here. This place really belonged to your grandparents?”

      “For as long as I can remember,” I said. “It started off as a second home, and then became their main home after my grandfather retired. I have lots of memories in this house from growing up.”

      Ember moved into the kitchen, where she soon gravitated in front of a picture. She smiled fondly as she looked at it. “Is this them?”

      “On their twentieth wedding anniversary,” I said. “You can tell it was the eighties by the bad hair.”

      Ember giggled. “It’s adorable. I love it.”

      “Can I get you anything? Something to drink?”

      Ember shook her head and leaned against the counter. She looked unsure of herself, as if the feelings from the walk over had returned. I noticed it immediately, and I wanted to take away any doubt she might be feeling.

      That’s why my next move was bold.

      I moved in front of her and put my arms around her waist. Ember’s green eyes looked up at me, troubled as they were. Wanting to see that smile come back, I leaned down to press my lips against hers.

      For like five glorious seconds, our lips connected. As soon as it did, I felt Ember pressing back against me with a hunger that pleased me. I felt her hand against the side of my chest as she did, moaning into my mouth. The only problem was that she pulled back from the kiss, and after she did, she looked even more concerned.

      “It’s okay,” I said softly to her. “You don’t need to be worried about this.”

      She nodded her head. “But you don’t know me. You don’t know . . . what I am.  You don’t know my secret.”

      “Then tell me,” I said. “What’s the big secret? You don’t have a kid or something, do you?”

      She shook her head. “No, that requires actually having . . . wow, I’m saying a lot of things right now.”

      I smiled, learning something about Ember. “Then what is it? Tell me.”

      She swallowed hard and looked up into my eyes. “Promise me you won’t go running for the hills when I tell you?”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I couldn’t fathom anything about Ember that would make me want nothing to do with her, but I started to have all these visions in my head about what this could be.

      None of them were pleasant, which only hastened my need to find out.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “Tell me?”

      “Do you believe in magic?” she asked, giving me a serious look that let me know that I shouldn’t give her a joking response.

      “Not really,” I said. “I don’t think magic is real.”

      She let out a deep breath and moved to the other side of the kitchen. Closing her eyes for a moment, it looked like she was concentrating really hard before there were some rather abrupt changes. My mouth dropped open when I saw what looked like two orange fluffy ears suddenly sprouting from the top of her head. They stuck out a few inches from her hair, looking so real that it was hard to believe they were fake.

      That wasn’t the only change. Down below, I saw the same orange color appear from around Ember’s back. Suddenly, a tail had appeared, and it wrapped around Ember’s leg as she looked at me with apprehensive eyes.

      “What about now?” she asked. “Do you believe in magic now?”

      I studied her for a moment, not quite sure that I believed what I was seeing. I’d seen people cosplay before and get pretty damn close to looking real enough to offer up a question of doubt.

      But first, I had to really inspect her before I was willing to believe.

      “Well, you didn’t bring a bag here,” I said. “So, I know you didn’t pull those out of somewhere and put them on.”

      I moved closer to her, craning my neck to look at her tail, which had unwrapped from her leg. “Your tail is large enough that I really doubt you could have been hiding it in your dress.”

      “Way too big to hide,” admitted Ember. “Not that I haven’t tried in the past.”

      I took her tail in my hands, feeling the bushy hair with my fingers. Part of me wondered how it came out of her back without lifting her dress up, but that was when I noticed a small hole that had been put into the base near her lower back. Her tail fit effortlessly through the hole.

      I tried to pull gently on the tail, enough that Ember turned to look at me.

      “Just seeing if it came off easily.”

      She scoffed at me. “It’s part of me. The tail, the ears. This is part of me.”

      At this point, I was willing to believe that Ember wasn’t lying. And it was just the kind of major reveal that could make her nervous about showing me. But how? And why?

      “So, what are you exactly?” I asked, scrunching my face. “Are you some of . . . fox girl?”

      “We prefer being called kitsune,” said Ember. “But essentially, yes. And this is a hybrid form. We all have a fully shifted form as well, which I’ll show you too.”

      She didn’t give me a chance to respond because Ember fully shifted at that moment. This time, I jumped back a little as I had a real live fox in my kitchen. Ember looked up at me, almost as if to ask if I believed her now, before shifting back to her hybrid form.

      I was a little more freaked out from watching a woman shift into a fox and then back, even more so than I was to see just a tail and a pair of ears. I held onto the counter and didn’t know what to say.

      “Wow,” I uttered finally. “That was really unexpected.”

      Ember looked like she was ready to cry though. She swallowed hard as the words started to pour out.

      “See?” she said. “This is why we don’t tell anyone. This is why we have to keep the secret. When you see us, you look at us like we’re freaks.”

      She was sobbing now, which pained me to see. As different as she was though, she was still Ember, and I found myself pushing off the counter and taking her into my arms.

      “You are definitely not a freak,” I said, trying to soothe her. “I’ll admit that you really surprised me, and I can absolutely say that I believe in magic now, but you’re not a freak, Ember.”

      She looked at me with tear-filled eyes. “This is why I didn’t want to date you. It’s not because I don’t like you, because I do, I really do. I was more afraid that you’re going to see me and decide that I’m not worth your time. That you don’t want to be with someone like me.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Just because you have an adorable tail?”

      She pursed her lips but didn’t say anything.

      “Can I admit something to you?” I asked, making Ember nod. “I think it’s cool. Ember, you just shifted into a fox right here in my kitchen. Even your hybrid form is badass.”

      “Really?” she asked, and for the first time since she arrived at my house, I could see hope forming in her eyes again. “You really think so?”

      Suddenly, I felt her tail brush against my leg. It was so soft that it made me chuckle.

      “Yeah, really,” I said. “So what is this? Are there more of you?”

      “Yeah, there are more of me,” she said. “Not all of us are kitsune though. There are other kinds. We’re shifter girls, the name coming because we can all shift into different forms. Oyster Cove is a hot spot for shifter girls.”

      “You’re kidding me,” I said. “I never would have guessed that about Oyster Cove.”

      “A lot of shifter girls live here already,” said Ember. “And despite being a seemingly small town, its reputation is known in the wider shifter world. It’s part of the reason why I wanted to spend the summer here.”

      “Does your aunt know?” I asked.

      Ember nodded and winced at the same time. “Yes, but she shouldn’t. It was an accident. We’re supposed to keep it a secret as much as possible, to protect us. If the world found out about us, we wouldn’t be safe. That’s why we can’t just tell anyone.”

      “So why tell me?” I asked quietly.

      Ember’s eyes locked on me. “It was a huge risk to tell you. I wasn’t sure I was going to tell you, but you needed to know. I’ve been able to push people away before in order to maintain my secret, but I didn’t want to push you away. I couldn’t push you away, if that makes sense.”

      “You like me that much?” I asked, which made Ember giggle.

      “Don’t let it go to your head, okay?” she said.

      “I’m glad you told me,” I said. “And your secret is safe with me.”

      “The shifter community here knows about me,” said Ember. “So, there are people in town that know what I am, but we try not to tell others unless it gets serious. Also, we are shifter girls for a reason. It’s pretty rare to find a male shifter. Like one in ten thousand odds. That’s why most of us date outside the community.”

      “Why are there so few male shifters?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Just the way that it is. I heard someone say one time that the shifter gene gets corrupted in the presence of a Y chromosome, but I have no idea how true that is.”

      “That would make sense biologically speaking. Were your parents shifters?” I asked. “Or your mother?”

      Ember shook her head. “It doesn’t usually work that way. The gene can be recessive for many generations. Neither of my parents could shift, and it wasn’t until I accidentally shifted when I was a teenager that I figured out something was different about me.”

      “That must have terrified you to be so different from everyone,” I said. “Even your parents.”

      She smiled nervously. “It wasn’t pleasant. Thankfully, most cities have a shifter community. Once I started asking questions, they reached out to me, taught me what it was like to be one of them. It was like a second home. It was through them that I found out about Oyster Cove, which has a shifter community that’s almost as large as some big cities like Chicago or Houston. With that many shifters, you can imagine how hard it is to keep our secret.”

      Ember took my hand with hers. “But I had to tell you. I don’t know how to explain it, but something just feels right with you. Something clicks, and I’ve never felt that before. But I wanted you to know what you were getting yourself into, so you still had time to run if this wasn’t what you wanted.”

      Her voice cracked right at the end of that statement, and I realized just how vulnerable she was being with me right now. I knew why this could be so polarizing. If you found out that your new girlfriend could grow a tail, the first reaction might be to freak out.

      But as strange as it was, I agreed with Ember. Something about this did feel right. I liked her tail and her ears, and even her fully shifted form. The fact that it came as an added benefit to a woman as amazing as Ember was only a plus.

      I could tell she was scared right now about what I was going to say, so I decided to leave no doubt about how I felt. I wrapped my hand around Ember’s and pulled her into my arms, not stopping until our lips met. I kissed her with just as much hunger as she gave me earlier, even listening to the sweet sound of her moaning against my mouth.

      Ember pressed not just her lips against me but her body too. I could feel her perfect breasts against my chest, and even her lower half pushing against mine. Even her tail was now brushing against my side.

      “Thank you for telling me,” I told her, once our kiss broke. “I’m really glad that you did.”

      She gave me a small smile. “Even though we’re totally not dating?”

      “I don’t want that,” I said. “I want to see you. I want to date you. Most importantly, I want to kiss you.”

      A whimper escaped her mouth. “That sounds really lovely,” she whispered. “I’m glad you’re not running for the hills.”

      “I still might,” I said, teasing her enough to smack my arm. “But for now, I’m staying put here with you.”

      I leaned down, capturing her lips again while the tension seemed to melt away from her body. I could tell just how nervous she’d been about this, but not that we were out in the open, it was like she was giving herself permission to continue to open up to me.

      “Has anyone ever told you . . . how lovely . . . your lips are?” she asked me between kisses.

      “Just this really beautiful woman that I just met. Maybe you know her? She has red hair and adorable little fox ears.”

      “She sounds like a keeper,” said Ember, stroking my lower back.

      “Can I touch them?” I asked.

      “Sure,” she said. “Just don’t pull on them like you did my tail, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I reached my hand up, resting it on the middle part of her head. Moving it slowly over to her fluffy ear, I started to rub it, which only seemed to make Ember happy. I moved over to the next one, but instead of rubbing it, I started to scratch it gently.

      Ember started to blush. “It can get embarrassing how much I like to have my ears scratched.”

      “Why is it embarrassing?” I asked, keeping it up.

      She bit her lip as her gaze became more heated. “I’ll show you more someday. You’ll understand then.”

      As soon as she said that, I had visions of a nude Ember in my bed. I could see her moaning as I scratched her ears, and then I could hear her begging me to take her.

      Needless to say, it was making it really hard not to want more right now.

      Still, I didn’t push her. Ember’s earlier admission told me that I might want to move slow with her, and after we stood in my kitchen kissing for ten minutes, I pulled away, but only reluctantly.

      “Can I tell you something else that won’t make you mad?” she asked, scrunching her face.

      “What’s that?”

      “I really, really like you,” she said. “But I haven’t done much beyond kissing. I don’t have much experience.”

      “Do you want to take it slow, Ember?”

      She nodded. “I want to do this the right way. I want to keep getting to know you before we do . . . that.” She laughed nervously. “I sound like a kid when I say that.”

      “No, you sound like someone who knows what she wants,” I said. “And I’m perfectly happy to hit the brakes and go your speed.”

      “You can’t be real,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re so different from anyone else that I've ever met. It’s going to be hard to keep the other shifter girls away from you.” A wicked look then appeared on her face. “Although, it’s pretty common for shifter girls to share.”

      As soon as she said that, I felt like my cock jumped. She must have felt it because she started to laugh.

      “I can see that someone likes that idea very much.”

      “Sometimes, I think it has a mind of its own,” I said.

      “Mhmm, I bet,” she joked. She kissed me one more time and then reluctantly slipped out of my arms. “Thank you for a great day. I can’t tell you how much fun I had.”

      “On our not-a-date date?” I joked.

      “No, it’s definitely a date,” she said. “And it was an amazing first date. And I hope our second one comes very soon.”

      I kissed her and walked her to the door. Ember opened it and stepped outside, feeling the crisp night air and the scent of sea salt. She turned and smiled at me. “I wasn’t joking when I said that shifter girls share, okay? Just something that I want you to keep in mind.”

      “Trust me when I say that I’m going to have a hard time forgetting anything about today,” I said.

      Ember grinned. “Perfect. That’s just where I want to be. In your head.”

      She gave me one last wave, and just like that, my foxy kitsune slipped into the night.

      I didn’t realize it as I watched her leave, but we had an audience. Just across the street, the black cat was watching Ember leave. I didn’t notice the cat until I went to shut the door, but I didn’t think anything of it after seeing her earlier friendliness.

      As it turned out though, she had a plan of her own.
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      The next morning, I woke up to the sound of knocking on my front door. It was late enough that the sun was up, but I hadn’t been expecting any visitors. I’d taken to just sleeping in my briefs a long time ago, so it took me a minute to throw on a shirt and a pair of gym shorts before I answered the door.

      I was glad I did because standing on my porch was none other than Fiona, my neighbor. And despite it being early, Fiona looked hot.

      She was wearing one of those bustier tops, a white lace one that just seemed to hug her tits while being tight around her sides too. I could see a small patch of tanned skin before her skirt started, which was a dull-pink color with a black button right in the middle.

      There was just something about Fiona that screamed sex, and I had a hard time remembering what my name was when she looked at me.

      “Hey, neighbor,” she said, touching her lip with her finger. “Can I borrow some sugar?”

      “Hey, Fiona,” I said, still rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.

      “How was your date yesterday?” she asked, keeping her knowing eyes trained on me.

      “Uh, definitely memorable,” I said, still at a loss for words. “Sorry, I just woke up.”

      She gave me an impish grin. “Did Ember keep you up late?”

      I felt my ears burning once she said that. “Ah, no. Nothing like that.”

      “What a pity,” purred Fiona, before glancing into my house. “So aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      That felt a little dangerous, but I remembered what Ember told me last night about sharing. Not that I thought that was what Fiona wanted, but surely, it couldn’t hurt to be neighborly?

      Right, that’s what I was being—neighborly.

      “Sure, come in,” I said. “You want coffee? I’m going to make one for myself.”

      “Actually, I wanted to see if you wanted to go to Mama May’s with me,” she said. “How about a pancake breakfast?”

      A thick stack of pancakes drizzled in sweet butter and hot syrup sounded all kinds of heavenly right now. I nodded as my mouth watered. “Just give me a minute to put real clothes on.”

      She grinned as I said that, and I half-expected Fiona to waltz into my room as I was in the middle of getting changed. She didn’t though, waiting patiently while I slipped on some better clothing and put on some deodorant. Once I was happy with my look, I stepped into the living room only to find that Fiona was gone.

      “Uh, Fiona?” I called out. “Fiona, are you still here?”

      I was puzzled when I didn’t see any trace of her. I was even more puzzled when I felt something soft brush up against my leg.

      Looking down, I could see that same friendly black cat that lived in the neighborhood. But where’d she come from?

      By the time I connected the dots, the cat was already starting to change. My mouth fell open as the black cat turned right back into the sultry dark-haired vixen that appeared at my door this morning.

      I could only say one thing. “You too?!”

      Fiona gave me a sultry look. “Well, I’m glad we got that out of the way.”

      “But how did you know?” I asked. I was about to ask her if she knew about Ember, but then I remembered my promise to keep her secret. “How did you do that?”

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “It’s okay, Nick. I know. I know what Ember told you last night.”

      “How do you know about that?”

      When her smile grew larger, I figured out what happened. “Wait, were you spying on us?”

      “You two make a lovely couple,” teased Fiona. “One little taste of it at the ice cream shop wasn’t enough. By the way, your windows are really thin. I could hear your whole conversation from my perch right outside the window.”

      “Yeah, my parents can be cheap,” I said, waving my hand. “Jesus, how many shifter girls are there in Oyster Cove?”

      “There’s quite a few of us,” said Fiona. “And most of us know each other. I met Ember when she moved here a few weeks ago, and I really like her so far. A really great girl, even if she is a little inexperienced. Are you ready to go?”

      That made me realize that she heard everything about our conversation from last night. It was a little unsettling as we left the bungalow and headed toward Mama May’s. It was still early enough that the streets were empty, which was why I suspected Fiona kept up our conversation.

      “So you’ve probably figured out that our community here is pretty insular,” she said. “We’re pretty tight-knit, and you really have to be invited in to realize what we are.”

      “And it seems like I’ve just stumbled onto it blindly,” I joked.

      “I think there’s a reason for it actually,” replied Fiona. “Let’s just say that Mama May is going to help us with that this morning. If my hunch is correct, your life is about to get really interesting.”

      “What are you saying?” I asked.

      She looked at me with appraising eyes. “Have you ever heard the term omega? Or had someone call you that for any reason?”

      I tried to place it but came up mostly empty.

      “Besides it being the name of a Greek letter, not really,” I said. “Or a watch brand. Should it mean something to me?”

      Fiona shrugged. “We’re going to find out. But omegas are part of the shifter community, and they’re always men.”

      “So pretty rare then?” I asked. “Ember said that there are very few male shifters.”

      “Even rarer than a male shifter,” replied Fiona. “There might only be five omegas in the entire country right now. And there’s several thousand shifter girls so you do the math. But yes, omegas are always men, and they have a special place in the shifter community. Omegas are how we breed more shifters.”

      I tripped over my feet as soon as she said that, which made Fiona laugh as she grabbed my arm.

      “I’m sorry, but did you say breed?” I asked.

      “Yes, I did,” she said, giving me a long look. “Ember was right about what she told you last night. Shifters can breed with normal humans and have children, but there’s no guarantee that those children will be shifters. In order to do that, you need to breed with an omega. Omegas are legendary men though. They come with a lot of added benefits that make them very attractive to us.”

      “Such as what?” I asked. Now, I was pretty curious about the rabbit hole we were going down.

      Fiona grinned. “Well, for one, we find omegas nearly irresistible. Ever heard of animal magnetism? Omegas cause that kind of behavior in unattached shifter girls. Of course, a shifter girl that’s already attached to one omega won’t be interested in another omega, but omegas are like catnip to us.”

      “An appropriate comparison considering your shifted form,” I added.

      “Have you noticed an extraordinarily high level of female attention since you’ve arrived here?” asked Fiona as we arrived at Mama May’s.

      As soon as she said that, I was able to connect the dots. “Well, yeah. Ember for one. There’s a girl at Sal’s that seemed really interested in me. And then there’s . . . you.”

      Fiona gave me a wicked smirk. “I can feel something about you. I can’t explain it, but it’s an intense pull. I can’t ignore it.” She leaned in to sniff me. “Even your smell turns me on.”

      I had to ruminate on that as we were shown to a table, which was thankfully in a quiet part of the restaurant. We were given menus and water, but there was something I had to know before this went any further.

      “So, hold on a second,” I said, raising my hand slightly. “Is this voluntary? You make it sound like the girls don’t have a choice.”

      Fiona shook her head. “No, the girls always have a choice. The pull is more or less just how attractive you find that particular omega. Nobody is forced into doing anything they don’t want to do, but you can’t always control who you’re attracted to. Attraction or not, it’s up to each individual to act on it.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Okay, I’m glad to hear that. As tempting as this all sounds, I don’t want to be with someone who feels like they have to be with me.”

      Fiona gave me an odd look. “That’s strangely noble of you. Not many guys would be able to turn down the option of . . .” She leaned in closer. “Multiple women.”

      “How many are we talking about here?” I asked.

      “As many as you like if you’re really an omega,” said Fiona. “All the known omegas have harems. It’s part of who we are too. Omegas are meant to mate with many shifter girls, so it’s known and accepted that they will have a harem. There are many that speculate that it's part of an omega’s pheromones that makes his women more inclined to play nicely with others.”

      As soon as she said that, I was reminded about what Ember said last night. So far, this omega business seemed to explain what was happening to me in Oyster Cove. But how would I know for sure?

      “You really think that I’m an omega?” I asked, right after the waitress dropped off coffee for us.

      Fiona put an extra helping of creamer in her coffee before taking a sip. She closed her eyes, savoring the flavor.

      “Mmm, that’s nice,” she said, before opening her eyes. “It’s definitely possible. Enough so that I brought you here.”

      “What’s so special about Mama May’s Pancake House?” I asked.

      “Not the restaurant,” replied Fiona before leaning in closer. “Mama May.”
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      A minute later, I was getting an introduction to Mama May herself. Fiona had pulled me into the kitchen, walking past all the cooks until we came to Mama’s office. I’d always known of Mama May, but I’d never met her personally until just now.

      Mama May was a bigger woman. She had very short brown hair and brown eyes. She would have looked intimidating sitting behind her desk if not for the warm smile she had when she took my hand.

      “Nice to meet yah, darlin’,” she said, with a heavy Southern accent. “Any friend of Fiona’s is a friend of mine.”

      “I’ve been coming to your pancake house for a long time, Mama May,” I said. “Really pleased to finally meet you.”

      “A man who knows how to say all the right things,” said Mama May, giving me a tiny grin. “You remind me of my first husband.”

      “Er, how many husbands have you had?” I asked.

      “Don’t ask questions that you don’t want the real answers to,” quipped Mama May. Her eyes twinkled for a moment. “And I’m on my fourth husband.”

      I was still contemplating that when Fiona started talking.

      “Mama May is practically the head of the shifter community in Oyster Cove,” explained the catgirl. “She’s been here longer than just about anyone, and she knows most of the town.”

      “Now, Fiona, you’re making me sound older than gray-spotted pancakes,” said Mama, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not that old. In fact, I like to think of myself as still being very spry.”

      “Sorry, Mama,” replied Fiona quickly.

      “Not to worry, dear,” she said before giving Fiona a stern look. “But if you call me old again, you and I are going to have words.”

      It was the first time I actually saw Fiona get nervous. “Right. Either way, Mama is probably the most experienced shifter in Oyster Cove. And if anyone can sniff out an omega, it’s her.”

      “Now, wait just a second,” said Mama, standing up quickly. “You think he’s the omega?”

      Fiona nodded. “There’s been a lot of signs already. And this omega showed up only a few days ago. It fits with the timeline that he arrived here.”

      “You knew there was a new omega in Oyster Cove?” I asked.

      “Heavens, yes,” replied Mama. “Wasn’t too hard to sniff out either. As soon as all the shifter girls started congregating around my pancake house, I knew something was up. They wanted a chance to meet yah.”

      “Wow, I didn’t know that omegas were so . . . potent,” I said.

      Mama’s eyes locked on me. “You have any relatives in the shifter community?”

      “Not that I know of,” I said. “If my parents were, I think I would know.”

      “It can skip a few generations too, even the omegas,” she said, pursing her lips. “Some parents don’t even tell their kids if they don’t see the spark either.”

      “Honestly, Mama, this whole thing is news to me,” I said. “I didn’t know anything about it until last night.

      “Well, this here is a real pickle,” said Mama, moving around her desk. “There hasn’t been an omega in Oyster Cover in nearly twenty years. If you are one, you’re going to set the town on fire.”

      “How do we test it?” I asked. “Is there an omega test?”

      “Not formally, but there’s several signs that we look for,” said Mama, extending her fingers. “The first is that you’ll produce shifter offspring. That’s the biggest tell.”

      “Erm, there has to be an easier way than that,” I said, suddenly uncomfortable about the idea of having kids.

      Mama smiled sweetly at me. “I was in the middle of telling you before you interrupted me, darlin’. Now, the second is that omegas can take the shifted form of their mates. So for me, I’m a parrot shifter. Any omegas that mated with me would be able to transform into parrots too. Understand me?”

      “Seems pretty simple,” I said. “But is there any test that doesn’t involve sex?”

      Both Mama and Fiona started laughing at the same time. Mama glanced over at Fiona. “He’s real cute. I like him already.”

      “Oh, um, I’m kinda seeing someone already,” I said.

      “Yeah, I know,” said Mama. “Word’s already getting around the local shifter community about your date with that adorable kitsune.”

      I started to pale. “Everyone knows about that now?”

      “Word spreads around here quicker than herpes through a whorehouse,” said Mama, which made both Fiona and I wince. “What? Too vulgar?”

      Fiona put her two fingers together. “Just a little.”

      “I’ll work on that,” said Mama. “But there’s also a third way. A tiny tell, if you will, to see if you’re an omega. But for that, we need someone who’s not single so they’re a neutral third party. So unfortunately, Fiona can’t do it.”

      I glanced at Fiona and she gave me a lascivious grin. Something told me she wouldn't be single for long if she had anything to say about it.

      “No, I’ll do it,” offered Mama. “I’m not single, so it’ll work. And before you get your panties in a twist, this has nothing to do with sex. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m old enough to be your mama if you catch my drift.”

      I was secretly very relieved to hear that. I liked Mama, but not that way.

      “Well, I guess you just broke my heart then, Mama,” I said, trying to be careful not to show that I was relieved.

      Mama grinned and looked at Fiona. “He’s a smart man. He’s going to do well here.”

      “I’d say so,” said Fiona, giggling.

      “So how do we do this then?” I asked.

      Mama extended her hand. “Take my hand. It’s a very simple test. An omega is always giving off pheromones. When a shifter girl touches an omega, those pheromones are secreted into the skin and it’s thought that this is what dials up the attraction. I’m no scientist, but if I start to feel an animalistic draw to yah, I’ll be reasonably certain that you’re an omega. It’ll be more muted than if I was single, but it’ll be enough for me to tell.”

      Part of me wondered if we were playing with fire with this. I didn’t mind Mama right now, but if I made her lovesick over my touch, that might be a problem for me.

      My concerns must have been visible on my face because Mama tried to put me at ease.

      “Don’t worry about a thing, darlin’,” she said. “You’re not my type. I like ‘em hairier, like my third husband. That handsome slice of man was covered head to toe in thick, coarse hair that was an inch thick. Too bad he was a cheatin’ bastard, but the point still stands.”

      It made me laugh, which really did set me at ease. I took a deep breath and reached over to touch Mama’s weathered hand.

      For a few seconds, nothing happened. I was beginning to wonder if this was all just a dream when Mama looked over at Fiona.

      “Yup, he’s an omega,” she said, dropping my hand. “I’d bet my business on it.”

      “The pull was strong?” asked Fiona.

      “No doubt,” replied Mama. “Five seconds of holding his hand, and I’m already wanting him to mount me like an alley cat.”

      I snorted, which made both Mama and Fiona stare at me.

      “Sorry,” I said. “That was just a colorful metaphor.”

      “I knew it couldn’t be just me,” said Fiona, shaking her head. “I’ve never been drawn to someone like I am to him. He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      “What now?” I asked, perking up. I didn’t get to dive into that topic because Mama and Fiona kept talking.

      “Yeah, he’s going to be beatin’ them away with a stick,” said Mama. “Better alert the kitsune. She’ll know not to be jealous about it, but when she finds out he’s an omega, it’ll make more sense.”

      They kept talking about it for a few minutes before I finally had to interrupt.

      “I’m sorry, but what does this all mean for me now?” I asked.

      Mama grinned at me. “It means you’re gonna be more popular now than a bottle of whiskey in a jailhouse, honey.”
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      I was still a little dazed as we left Mama May’s office and returned to our seats. Our timing was excellent seeing as there were two full stacks of pancakes that had just been dropped off. My favorite was blueberry pancakes with blueberry syrup, and I wasted no time in drowning my stack and taking a healthy bite.

      It really helped to settle my mind after what I’d just heard.

      It was in the middle of one of these giant bites that I noticed Fiona was watching me. She laughed as she saw me shovel more pancake into my mouth.

      “So, having an interesting morning, right?” she said.

      “I can’t believe I’m really this omega thing,” I said. “And how did it take me this long to find out? You would think that after twenty-two years alive, I would have had some kind of inkling before now.”

      “Not necessarily,” replied Fiona. “Shifter communities are usually concentrated. Like I said earlier, we’re insular. You may have lived in a place that doesn’t have a high concentration of shifters. There’s also an age factor to it. An omega’s powers get stronger with age, and they would only have been a shadow of what they are now just a few years ago.”

      “It might explain why I didn’t feel this on my previous visits to Oyster Cove,” I said.

      “I’m more surprised that Ember didn’t pick up on it,” said Fiona. “Okay, maybe not that surprised. She did say she’s inexperienced, so she might not even know what an omega is. I’ll talk to her about it.”

      We ate the rest of our meal talking about the role of omegas in shifter communities when the bill came. Instinctively, I thought to grab it, but Fiona pulled it out of my hands.

      “Let me get it,” she said. “I remember what it was like to be a poor college student.”

      “Now that you mention it, I really need to think about getting a job soon,” I said sheepishly. “I only came down here with so much cash. I won’t make it through summer if I don’t get something.”

      Fiona smiled at me. “Luckily for you, I happen to know an ice cream shop that’s hiring right now. And I can put in a very good word with the owner.”

      “Hmm, ice cream?” I said, tapping my chin. “Do I really want to work at an ice cream place?”

      Fiona gave me a deadpan look. “Okay fine, no free samples for you then.”

      “Kidding,” I said, chuckling. “Sure, let’s be work buddies.”

      “There’s a lot of benefits to being work buddies with me,” said Fiona, narrowing her eyes. “As well as other kinds of friends.”

      I gulped heavily as she gave me that sultry look she was famous for. It was so hot that I could feel my pants starting to tighten.

      After we finished breakfast, Fiona insisted that we go straight to the ice cream shop, going in the back door before it was technically open. She introduced me to the owner, a kindly old man by the name of Mr. Zane. All Fiona had to say was that I was a friend of hers and that I needed a job, and Mr. Zane agreed to interview me on the spot.

      “Any experience in ice cream?” he asked me, giving me a serious look from across the table.

      “Um, not really,” I said. “Just love to eat it, that’s all. I had yours yesterday and it was great.”

      Mr. Zane’s serious expression dropped. “That’s beyond fine. It doesn’t take much know-how to work here. I’ll let Fiona train you. Can you start tomorrow?”

      I was amazed at how easy it was. I accepted right on the spot, and I spent the next hour learning about the job from Fiona herself. She was due to work the day shift, but she told me she’d text me later to see what I was doing. Around eleven, I left the Golden Spoon, stopping at one of the boardwalk hot dog stands to grab a quick lunch before heading home.

      On my way back to the bungalow, my phone started to ring. Seeing that it was Ember, I picked it up right away.

      “Hey there, handsome,” she said, sounding like she was somewhere relaxing. “How’s my favorite omega doing today?”

      I chuckled. “I see that word travels pretty fast in a small town.”

      “Mama May told me this morning,” she said. “Pretty much woke me up to the news.”

      “I’m not surprised since her shifter form is a parrot,” I joked. “She’s pretty chatty.”

      “Is there any other kind of parrot?” replied Ember. “And then Fiona called me while you had your interview at the Golden Spoon. And I’m sure any moment the evening news is going to call me to get my take on the story.” She let out a whimsical sigh. “I really should get off the phone for when they call.”

      “Just make me sound good whenever you talk about me,” I teased.

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that,” she said. “I’ll make you sound perfect. But seriously though, Nick, it explains a lot. I don’t know why I didn’t think about you being an omega, but it makes perfect sense.”

      I arrived at my front door and unlocked it. “I’m still digesting it, I guess. The way Mama May made it sound, I’m supposed to be some kind of man whore.”

      Ember snorted. “Not a man whore, silly. But it does mean you get to have your own harem. Fiona said there are some omegas that really take it to an extreme when it comes to sleeping their way through communities, but you don’t strike me as that type.”

      “I’m not going to jump into bed with anyone without having a connection with them first,” I said as I kicked off my sandals.

      Ember took another deep breath. “See, this is what I like about you.”

      “You sound really comfortable right now,” I said. “Where are you?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” she teased. “Well, if you must know, I just took a shower, and I’m currently laying in my bed.”

      “Now, that’s something that’s going to stay with me for a while,” I said, letting out a groan.

      “Oh, yeah?” replied Ember. “Do you like the thought of that?”

      “You, naked, shower? Yes, yes, and more yes.”

      Ember giggled. “Who said I was naked?”

      “In my head, I just see it as you being naked.”

      “I hate to burst your bubble, but I’m not naked right now,” said Ember. “But I am wearing a thong.”

      I bit my lip and shook my head right before falling onto the couch. “A thong? Really?”

      “Yup,” replied Ember, stretching out the answer. “And only a thong.”

      My imagination went into overdrive as I tried to picture the gorgeous kitsune laying on bed wearing nothing but a thong. I became hard almost immediately.

      “That’s such a tease right now,” I said.

      “Why is that?” she said playfully. “Just you hearing about my underwear?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “Especially when you’re as attracted to someone as I am to you.”

      “Mmm, I like that,” she said. “But would it be teasing if I told you that I was touching my boobs right now?”

      I groaned into the phone. “So not fair.”

      “Mmm, that feels good,” she said. “It’s a lot better when I can hear your voice on the other line.”

      “Feel free to call me anytime you want to explore your body,” I said. “Or even better, just come over.”

      “But then we might move too fast,” she said. “I might not be able to control myself around you, Mr. Omega.”

      “I think we can handle it,” I said.

      I heard something that sounded like a picture being taken.

      “I’m going to send you something,” said Ember, making my heart beat faster.

      “What are you sending me?”

      She giggled. “You’ll see. Check your pictures.”

      My phone went off right after she said that. I pulled it away from my ear and flipped open my messages.

      Inside was one gorgeous sight. I could see a picture of Ember, but only from the mouth down. Her lips were curled into a flirty smile as one finger rested on her lip. Just below, I could see that she’d covered herself with a blanket, but it was so incredibly thin that it didn’t do much to cover what was underneath. It was also strategically placed so that I could see her bare side, plenty of side boob, as well as her thong strap.

      “Fuck me, Ember, you’re perfect,” I said, savoring the picture.

      “Mmm, I love how you make me feel beautiful,” she said, keeping her voice low and soft. “I wish I could see the look in your eyes.”

      “What look would that be?”

      “The look that you kept giving me yesterday,” she said. “Like you couldn’t take your eyes off me. Like you never wanted to.”

      “That’s exactly the kind of thing that goes through my head when I see you. I don’t want to fucking look away.”

      I heard her giggle softly on the other side of the line. “I like you, Nick. I really do.”

      “That’s amazing because I like you too, Ember.”

      “I guess I need to put clothes on,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “But clothing is so overrated.”

      “You could stay like that and just invite me over if you want,” I offered. “Then you don’t have to put on any pesky clothing.”

      “Now, there’s a thought,” she said, laughing. “Okay, I really ought to get dressed. Time for more practice. I’ll talk to you soon?”

      “Sure, text me anytime.”

      “Oh, you don’t know what you’ve just signed up for with that,” she said. “You might regret it.”

      “As long as it has your name beside it, I’m not going to care,” I said.

      Ember giggled and then became more serious. “We’ll see about that. And, hey, one more thing. This morning, Fiona told me that she likes you. I know she’s a lot more . . . adventurous than I am.”

      “Adventurous would be putting it one way, yes.”

      “But still, you’re an omega,” said Ember. “Don’t hold back, okay? If Fiona likes you, then explore that. It’s who you’re meant to be.”

      It was such a weird thing to hear. For Ember, who I had to admit that I was kind of falling for already, and who I was sure felt the same about me, to give me permission to go see other women was really strange.

      “Not making any promises,” I said. “But I’ll just see where things go.”

      “All I want to know is that you’ll always make time for me,” she said, her voice becoming really soft. “I don’t care about the others because that’s what’s supposed to happen, but just promise me that as long as we’re together, you’ll make time for me?”

      “Ember, I promise you that you’ll never have a problem finding time with me,” I said. “Ever.”

      I could feel her smile on the other end of the line. “Perfect. Okay, I need to go put on something besides this tiny thong. See you!”

      It was such a tease to end the call that way, but what made it funny was thirty seconds later when Ember sent me a text. It was one of those funny memes where it featured a dog looking back at the camera. The hair on the hind legs was really fluffy, and the caption asked if its butt was too big. Underneath, Ember had written one thing.

      Ember: You did say to send you anything!

      That made me laugh, and I typed out a quick response.

      I spent the rest of the day outside. I went down to the beach, catching a few waves before heading up to the pier to do a little fishing of my own. Thankfully, the house still had most of my grandfather’s fishing gear inside. It might have been catch and release, but it was still fun to hang out with some of the old timers at the end of the pier.

      I was prepared to have a quiet evening inside when my phone chirped a few minutes after nine. Expecting it to be Ember with another meme (we hadn’t let up on sending them back and forth all day), I was surprised to find that it was Fiona.

      Fiona: Are you busy?

      Nick: Hey! Just hanging out. You?

      Fiona: Come over.

      I sent her a question mark in response, and she replied by only repeating her last message.

      Nick: Want me to bring anything?

      Fiona: Just your cute butt. The door is unlocked.

      I’ll admit that I liked reading that last message. Turning off the movie I was watching, I slipped on my sandals and stepped outside. It was cool tonight, with a soft breeze coming off the ocean. I walked down a few doors and stopped in front of Fiona’s place.

      It didn’t feel right entering without knocking, but she basically told me to help myself with that last text.

      “Fiona?” I called out as soon as I was inside. Most of the lights were off in the entryway, but I could see something flickering in the kitchen. Moving inside, I still didn’t see Fiona, but I noticed there was a light on in the living room. I followed them until I saw that the light wasn’t in the living room, but instead, a reflection from the covered pool room on the other side.

      I took two steps in, and I saw none other than Fiona sitting on the diving board. She looked sexy as fuck too, wearing only a thin, black string bikini that really didn’t cover much. Her hair was wet, and she was currently fluffing it out to get most of the water out of it.

      She looked like a vision. Fiona looked like one of those girls that you saw on a magazine cover—the ones that would be all sex but would still have that inviting smile like maybe, just maybe she might be receptive to you.

      Either way, it took me a moment before I was able to put one foot in front of the other again.

      When she heard me coming, she looked up and gave me a smirk. “There you are. Took you long enough.”

      “How do you know I wasn’t busy when you texted?” I asked.

      “Cats know a lot of things, Nick,” she said, hugging her arms together. In the process, it made her cleavage swell.

      I bit my lip. “I’ll say.”

      She nodded toward the pool. “Jump in. The water is just perfect right now.”

      “Oh, but I didn’t bring any trunks,” I said, looking down at my shorts.

      “So?” replied Fiona, giving me a toothy grin. “Just leave your briefs on. Or take them off. I don’t mind.”

      She didn’t leave me to contemplate it for very long, slipping back into the water and doing a long dive from one end of the pool to the other. When she surfaced, she wiped her face with both hands and opened her eyes.

      “What are you waiting for?” she asked with a laugh.

      I was fully prepared to jump in, but I knew I’d probably have half a hard-on when I did it. Still, I doubted that Fiona would care. Hell, she might just welcome it.

      Fiona dived into the pool while I started to peel my clothes off, resting them on a nearby lounge chair. I noticed my briefs were tented out once I pulled down my shorts, so I did a quick readjust so that it wasn’t so obvious. I glanced over at Fiona to see that she was watching, and she gave me another toothy look when I caught her.

      “I thought cats hated the water,” I said, dipping my toe in to check the temperature. Fiona was right though—the water really was perfect.

      “You won’t find my fully shifted cat form in here,” she said. “But I’m still mostly human, Nick. And I love a good soak just as much as the next girl.”

      Fiona had this way of making everything she said sound erotic. It might have been the way she emphasized the word “soak” that caught my attention, or it could have been the sight of water beaded on her chest. Either way, I slipped into the water quickly to avoid embarrassing myself.

      “That’s fantastic,” I said, enjoying the warmth of the pool. “I’d be in here every night if I had one of these.”

      “I practically am,” she said, swimming closer to me. “It’s definitely a perk of living here. Some might say what’s the point when you live so close to the ocean, but this is kind of like my sanctuary. I like to swim before I close out my day.”

      “Nothing wrong with that at all,” I said. “Especially with the ambiance you have set.”

      “Especially when I have someone like you to share it with,” she added.

      I grinned at her. Fiona kept floating around me, careful not to take her eyes off me. It felt like I was being circled by a shark, one that might attack at any moment.

      “So, you’ve had quite the day,” she said. “You got a job, you had a great breakfast with an amazing catgirl, and you found out that you’re an omega.”

      “Most of the items wouldn’t have made my bingo card for this summer,” I joked.

      “No, I expect not,” she said. “Have you come to terms with it yet? Or does it still freak you out?”

      “Surprisingly, I’m okay with all this,” I said. “And it makes sense in a weird way. And when I spoke with Ember, she was good with it too.”

      “She’s a shifter girl,” said Fiona, shrugging like it was nothing. “It’s in her blood to be attracted to an omega. There’s really no need to overthink it.”

      “I guess it’s just hard to get over that programming about only being with one person at a time,” I said.

      “I can understand that,” she said. “But there’s a reason why omegas are guys. You seem to be better suited to having multiple partners than we are.”

      “You don’t see yourself as a multiple partner kind of person?” I asked.

      Fiona shook her head firmly. “No, I’m a one-man kind of a kitty.”

      “Let me ask you something,” I said. “Since you’ve kind of taken on this role as my teacher when it comes to the shifter world.”

      “Teacher, huh?” she asked, seeming to like the way that sounded. “Mmm, I can do that. What’s your question?”

      “It was mentioned earlier that an omega can take the shifted form of their mates. Is it the full form though? Or the hybrid form?”

      “Full form only,” said Fiona. “At least from what I’ve heard. Though it would be really cute to see your human form with a pair of cat ears.”

      As soon as she said it, she made hers appear. They were black to match her hair, and under the water, I could see her tail thanks to the pool lights. Her eyes changed too, resembling the look that I saw the day we met. They were cat-like slits now, but they were definitely added to Fiona’s sex appeal.

      “One more question,” I said.

      Fiona purred. “I’m going to start charging you something for all these questions, you know.”

      “You can only shift into one kind of animal, right?” I asked. “Just a cat?”

      “Just a black cat,” she confirmed.

      “If I have multiple mates as an omega, do I get access to all the shifted forms of my mates?”

      Fiona nodded. “As many as you take. And the word mate is loosely defined as well. Some would say that it implies that you have to breed a shifter girl, but that’s not the case. You just have to fill her with your seed, and that is enough to lock you as mates.”

      “What about pregnancy?” I asked, seeing Fiona move closer to me. “Wouldn’t that put you at risk for that?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that simple, even with an omega. This is simplifying things a bit, but essentially we have to be in heat before that can happen. And that only happens a couple times of the year.”

      “How will I know when that happens?”

      Fiona let out a sultry laugh. “Trust me, you’ll know. Normally, being in heat isn’t a big deal, but when an omega is around, let’s just say that you better be taking your vitamins. You’ll need them to keep up with us.”

      I swallowed heavily while Fiona grinned at me. She moved closer still, getting so close to me that I could smell her. She had this lovely jasmine scent to her, and seeing her breasts right in front of my face was turning my half erection into a full-blown one.

      So much so that I was starting to poke out of the window of my briefs.

      I tried to adjust it by sticking it back inside, but to my surprise, Fiona beat me to the punch. I felt something soft and hairy wrap around it, but it wasn’t her hands.

      It was Fiona’s tail.

      “What do we have here?” purred Fiona, grinning as her tail started to stroke my cock. “I think somebody likes the idea of breeding shifter girls.”

      As soon as she said it, my cock got harder. Or maybe it was the way she stroked me? I didn’t fucking know, but I knew that whatever Fiona was doing, it was revving my engine.

      “Does the idea of breeding me make you hot, Nick?” she asked, moving even closer so that her breasts were practically pushing against my chest.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, coming out in a groan.

      Fiona bit her lip. “You know, I really like the idea of being your teacher to the shifter world. In fact, I’d like you to call me Miss Lewis for the rest of the night.”

      “I didn’t know your last name was Lewis,” I said.

      Fiona stopped stroking me as a pout appeared on her face. “I didn’t hear you say my title, Nick.”

      “Oops, I mean I didn’t know that was your last name, Miss Lewis.”

      Fiona grinned lasciviously as she resumed stroking me with her tail. “Much better. We must always remember to be polite in the classroom, right?”

      It wasn’t hard to figure out what kind of game she was playing, but in all honesty, I was here for it. I’d play teacher-student with her all night if she kept taking care of my cock like she was right now.

      “Let’s have a little quiz,” she said, rolling her head to one side. “I’m going to ask you a question, and if you get the right answer, I’m going to give you a reward. Sound like fun?”

      I nodded. “Sounds exhilarating.”

      “Oh, it will be,” said Fiona. “Shall we begin?”
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      Fiona gave me several short jerks with her tail before she asked her first question.

      “First question for your quiz. Do you find me attractive, Nick?”

      “Oh, fuck yes,” I said quickly, making her bite her lip.

      “Mmm, good answer,” she said. “Bonus question. What would you say is my best physical attribute?”

      “Hmm, really liking your tail right now,” I said, which only made her stroke me faster. “But you have great lips too.”

      “These lips?” she asked, sticking them out. “You like Miss Lewis’ lips?”

      “They’re beautiful,” I said. “And your eyes. You have sexy, blue eyes, Miss Lewis.”

      “Go on, Nick. What else do you like about me?”

      “Your tits,” I said, eyeing them in the water. “I love how big they are. How they seem to defy gravity.”

      She let out a wicked giggle. “Good. Here’s your next question, to see if you’ve been paying attention. What’s the only way that you can impregnate a shifter girl?”

      I practically blurted out the answer as my cock flexed. “You’d have to be in heat first. And I’d need to cum inside you, Miss Lewis.”

      “Oh, you naughty boy,” she cooed. “Cum inside my pussy? You shouldn’t be saying that to your teacher, Nick.”

      Fuck, this was really getting me going. Fiona knew just the right thing to say, and this role play was pushing all the right buttons. It seemed to be doing the trick for her too because I could tell her nipples were hard as rocks under her bikini top.

      “Even though your answer was completely vulgar, it was still the correct one,” said Fiona, as she tapped her lips with her finger. “Now, what kind of reward should I give you?”

      “What about your top, Miss Lewis?” I asked. “Would you consider taking your top off?”

      She grinned as she slipped her hands under her top but over her breasts. “This top? You’d like me to take my top off inside my classroom?”

      I nodded, too turned on to speak.

      “My nipples are so hard right now,” she purred. “Is that what you want to see?”

      I nodded again. “Let me see them, Miss Lewis?”

      “You’ve been a very good student so far, so I think that can be arranged,” she said, slipping her hands out. She then grabbed the cups and slowly pulled them to the side. It was just enough to tease the pink nipple underneath. She made sure I was watching every moment of it before pulling them all the way back.

      It was one thing to see her hard nipples under the fabric, but another to see them fully exposed. The nubs were so hard that they looked like little pencil erasers. I loved it when a woman had thick nipples, big enough that they could squeeze between your fingers and feel the flesh underneath. I started to reach over to grab them, but Fiona shook her head.

      “You can’t touch before you answer another question,” she said teasingly, still stroking my cock under the water. “Here it is—what is your favorite sexual position?”

      “With you, I think I could enjoy all of them,” I said.

      She raised her finger out of the water and swung it back and forth. “You get points for creativity, but I want you to really answer the question.”

      “There’s something about doggy that just hits really nice,” I said. “And who can sleep on good old-fashioned missionary? Or cowgirl?”

      “You know, it’s not considered polite to tell a catgirl you want to mount her like a dog,” teased Fiona. “But I’ll accept it in this case. Do you want to know what my favorite position is?”

      “Tell me, Miss Lewis.”

      Fiona winked at me as she moved closer to the wall. She was now in the shallow part of the water, where she could stand and rest her arms against the edge. I saw her reach underneath the water, and seconds later her hand reappeared with her bikini bottoms in tow. She placed them on the edge and looked back over her shoulder again.

      “My favorite position is when I get taken from behind, especially in the pool,” she said, finishing off the statement by blowing me a kiss.

      Fuck, this little seductress was driving me crazy. I was about to do anything she wanted, but right now, all I could think about was getting inside her. I moved closer to the wall, not stopping until I could rest my hand on her stomach. Fiona sucked in air hard when I touched her, and I felt her tail wrap around my leg.

      My cock slipped into the space between her thighs. It wasn’t in the right spot, but I was close enough that I could make it work if I just angled my hips the right way. I did so, feeling the tip slide against her labia, but Fiona grabbed it with her hand, stopping my progress.

      “One more question,” she said, coming out as a needy mewl. “Answer it correctly, and I’ll remove my hand.”

      “What’s your question, Miss Lewis?” I asked.

      I could feel her pressing her ass back against me. Turning her head slightly, Fiona spoke again.

      “When you have your orgasm, where do you put all that hot, creamy cum?” she said, her voice in a low whisper.

      I didn’t think there was a way I could get that answer wrong. Either way, I answered with the only thing I could think about at that moment.

      “Inside you, Miss Lewis,” I growled. “I’ll put all my cum inside your tight, wet pussy.”

      Her reaction was like nothing I’d ever seen. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear that she had first orgasm just from my words alone. She shuddered slightly, and her hands wrapped around her tits, squeezing her nipples. I listened to her whimper several times as her tail squeezed my leg. Finally, she turned around again.

      “Put it in me, Nick. Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

      That was all the green light that I needed. I rubbed my cock against her sex several times before slipping the tip inside her body. Fiona moaned as soon as I did, and she started pushing back against me, driving my cock deeper inside her.

      She was so fucking tight. I couldn’t get over how she squeezed my shaft as I barreled my way inside her. To make it even better, Fiona started rocking her hips from the start, which was only sliding me deeper.

      When I couldn’t go anymore, I reached up and grabbed both tits, squeezing them in my hands.

      “Mmm, that’s what I fucking needed,” said Fiona, reaching her hand back to rest on the back of my head. “How does it feel to be inside a pussycat’s pussy?”

      “Fucking amazing,” I growled.

      “Mmm, be a good boy and fuck Miss Lewis, okay? And don’t forget—this material will be on the final exam, so make sure you’re thorough.”

      I relaxed my grip on her tits but only slightly as I started to pound into her. I could see why this was her favorite position. I had all the leverage that I needed and more to really get a great rhythm going. It only helped that she was able to push back to meet my timed thrusts, the water not much of a hindrance to us as our hips moved in unison.

      “Just like that,” whimpered Fiona, pushing her ass hard back against me. “So fucking good. So good, I can’t stand it. Fuck that pussy. Give it to me. Harder. Harder, please.”

      If she wanted harder, I was going to fucking give it to her. With one hand squeezing her breast and the other grabbing her stomach, there was no place that Fiona could go. She was completely at my mercy now, being pounded on the side of the pool.

      Which was exactly where she wanted to be.

      “Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuckkkkkkk,” she moaned, giving a full-body shudder as her body was wracked with orgasm. “I’m cumming so hard, baby. I’m cumming so hard on your perfect fucking cock!”

      She actually backed off me at that point, going limp against the side of the pool. I could tell that she’d taken too much, so I slowed the pace down, but I kept my arms around her. I planted a few kisses against the back of her neck while she recovered. Finally, Fiona turned around and grinned at me.

      “Follow me, okay?” she said, reaching over to caress my face.

      Fiona pushed herself up on the ledge, raising her cute little butt in my face. I resisted the urge to kiss it while she turned around, sitting on the ledge. A quick gesture of her head was all it took for me to follow her while she grabbed a towel and set it down on the edge of the pool.

      “Lay down,” she said. “I’m going to show you how you can earn some extra credit.”

      I grinned. “Yes, Miss Lewis.”

      As soon as I was laying down on the towel, Fiona stepped over me and crouched down. My cock had been standing up proudly, aching to get back into the sultry catgirl. With feet firmly planted next to my hips, Fiona grabbed my cock and sank down on it.

      “Oh, fuck, that’s deep,” she said, her eyes rolling upward in pleasure. She then focused on me and started to grin. “There’s no way you’re not an omega. The only thing I can think about is being filled by you.”

      “Then I guess it’s time for me to complete my assignment, Miss Lewis,” I said.

      She leaned down and kissed me hungrily. “Yes, you fucking better.”

      I didn’t have the best leverage in this position, but that didn’t seem to be a problem. This was Fiona’s game now, and she started to rock her hips, swallowing my cock completely as she started to ride me.

      It allowed us to set a pretty furious pace from the start, but when I noticed that her body started to slow down as she tired, I put my hands under her ass to support her.

      The end result was nothing short of sheer bliss.

      “Holy fuck, I’m going to cum again,” she moaned. “I’m going to cum on this perfect, throbbing, meaty cock. Mmm, yes! Right there! Right fucking there! I’m cumming! I’m cumming, baby!”

      Fiona sat down hard, driving me as deep as I could go while she spasmed on top of me. I couldn’t get over just how sexy she looked right now, her body limp and her eyes closed while she savored the pleasure.

      I was getting really close too. Watching her repeatedly cum for me was driving me to the limits of crazy. More than any other time in my life, every instinct I had was pleading with me to fill her with my seed. The only way it made sense was on a primal level, but I was too far gone to contemplate it.

      Instead, I did the only thing I wanted to do. I pulled Fiona’s ass down hard the moment I started to cum, filling her to the brim with my seed.

      Fiona captured my lips and kissed me while I continued to pump into her body. She stroked the side of my face as my orgasm ran its course, kissing me lovingly until the moment subsided.

      I felt like I just shot a gallon in her. The pumping just didn’t stop, making her giggle after a few moments.

      “How are you still going?” she said, grinning at me before kissing me again. “Nick, you’re still cumming. Do you always cum this much?”

      “Seems to be a bit more than usual,” I said, once I could talk again.

      Fiona sat up and gently eased herself off of me. As soon as she did, I could see a small torrent rush down her thighs, hitting the tiled platform around the pool with a small, audible plop.

      “It’s a good thing I’m not in heat, or I’d be pregnant for sure,” she said, covering her mouth as she laughed.

      I was glad she said that, mostly because I was having that post-sex panic about whether or not I should have cum inside her. I relaxed once I heard it, and I felt Fiona lay down next to me while propping her head up with her hand.

      “That was wonderful,” she said, still breathing heavily as she smiled at me. “I can honestly say that I’ve never had sex as great as that was. Seriously, where did you come from?”

      “It was really great for me too,” I said. “Even the role play.”

      For the first time since I met her, Fiona blushed. “It wasn’t too much for you, right? I was trying hard not to overdo it.”

      “It was hot, Miss Lewis,” I said, leaning over and kissing her bare shoulder. “I’ve never done the student-teacher thing before.”

      “I like that it adds a little spice,” she said. “I figured you would tell me if it was too much. I’m really glad you liked it though.”

      I couldn’t get over how sexy she looked right now. The soft overhead light was hitting her in just the right way, making her wet body glisten. My eyes followed her curves all the way down, over the mound of her breasts, down to her tight tummy, and back up again over the swell of her hips. Fiona was like a sexual goddess to me, and now she was my mate.

      So did that mean what I really thought it did?

      “Now that we’ve . . . you know, had sex,” I said, trying to pick the right words. “Does that mean I can take on your cat form?”

      Fiona nodded. “You’ve cum inside me, so yes. You can do it anytime you like.”

      “How do I do it?” I asked, chuckling nervously. “First timer here. Not with sex, but shifting.”

      She rolled her eyes and laughed at me. “I wouldn’t believe you if you told me that was your first time with sex. But here, this is how I do it. It’s harder in the beginning when you’ve never done it before. Close your eyes and envision what you want to become. Take a deep breath, and focus on turning into a cat. Push the image out of your head and see your limbs changing. That’s the easiest way I can describe it. Don’t be upset if it doesn’t happen the first time. It’s a common problem with shifter girls to struggle to make that first shift.”

      I digested her words and closed my eyes, forming a picture of a cat in my mind. The cat that I saw was Fiona’s cat, of course, even down to the same coloring. I could see her yellow eyes and her tail thumping against the ground.

      Once the image was firm in my mind, I wrapped the image into a bubble and started to push outward. This was the most difficult part. I felt like I had nothing to truly “push” against, so it was more an effort of seeing the image wash over my body, making the transformation as it did.

      I didn’t think I was doing it right. I was waiting to feel the changes, but they never came. When I finally decided to open my eyes, ready to accept defeat, I found quite a different vision coming out of them instead.

      The world around me had greatly expanded. The best way that I could describe it was like putting on a pair of glasses that didn’t belong to you. The whole world looked blurry, and it took some getting used to as I looked around. Most things were in shades of black and white, a gray scale that still made it easy to distinguish what I was looking at. The blue color of the water and the yellowish light overhead could be made out, but other colors were still firmly ranged in gray.

      I wasn’t the only one that shifted either. Fiona had done so too, and she was sitting in front of me, staring back at me with her cat eyes. She meowed at me, and I felt like I could understand what she was saying. It was like an excited meow, and Fiona wasted no time nuzzling my face with hers.

      Walking on four legs wasn’t as hard to do as I might have expected. I picked it remarkably easy as we walked around the pool, using my new tail for balance as I did. I felt . . . limber, maybe even more athletic than my human body. I could have climbed up that wall next to the pool if I wanted to, though my instinct was telling me not to do it.

      Funnily enough, the biggest problem I had was shifting back. It occurred to me that Fiona had only told me how to become a cat, but not how to come back to my human form. Panic gripped me for a moment, and I was sure Fiona sensed it because she shifted back.

      “It’s okay,” she said, petting my head (which felt fucking amazing by the way). “Just do the same thing. Picture your human body and push it outwards.”

      It was harder to do when you were on the brink of panicking, but I did it anyway. Picturing my normal self, I tried to wash the image over my body. Before I knew it, I was back.

      Fiona couldn’t have looked more excited. She actually clapped her hands together.

      “That was amazing, Nick! Almost nobody gets it on their first shift! You’re a natural.”

      “I didn’t think I was getting anywhere at first,” I said. “When I opened my eyes, I was prepared to still see my human body.”

      “It must be the omega part of you,” she said. “You alone have access to all these different shifter forms. It must make it easier for you to transform. I know people that struggled for years to make their first shift.”

      I chuckled. “I never thought I’d come to Oyster Cove just to find out I can turn into a cat.”

      Fiona winked at me. “Trust me, it gets much better. Wait until you take other mates. There’s a whole wider world of shifter creatures out there, Nick. You just have to find them. And then you have to fill them with your cum.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” I joked.

      “Trust me, it won’t be that hard for you,” she said, rubbing my thigh. “So, how do you feel about starting your next lesson, hmm?”
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      By the time I went back to my place, we’d had sex two more times. The second time, Fiona dragged me into the shower, and I pressed her against the wall while I took her. The final time, she rested on all fours on the bed, arching her back so that her little butt was held high in the air while her tail practically invited me to come closer.

      It was a sight that I just couldn’t ignore. I slid in from behind as Fiona moaned, and I filled her with cum for a third time. Needless to say, I had an amazing night, though I would have liked it more if Fiona hadn’t been a little weird about cuddling afterward.

      “You should probably get some sleep,” she said once we were finished. “I’ll stop by tomorrow morning before we go to work.”

      I groaned when I figured out her insinuation. “Don’t you want to sleep together tonight?”

      Fiona shook her head slowly. “Not really my thing, sorry.”

      There was something there that I couldn’t decipher, a look of pain that was strangely distant, but my instincts told me not to pry. Not wanting to cause an incident between us, I gave her a goodnight kiss and headed back to my place. I didn’t think I’d done anything wrong, so I figured that Fiona just wasn’t the cuddling/aftercare type. I put that thought on the back burner for now.

      Fiona was very chipper the next morning when she stopped by my place, confirming my suspicions from last night. She commandeered my kitchen, making me a plate of eggs and toast while she sipped her coffee. When the time came to get dressed, she watched me as I disrobed completely before putting on more appropriate work clothes.

      For my first day on the job, Fiona wore a black shirt that exposed most of her tanned stomach. She’d also put on a short, pleated blue skirt. I thought it looked really short, and Fiona must have noticed me staring at it.

      Giving me a naughty look, Fiona flipped her skirt up, showing me her bare pussy. “Just so I can tease you throughout the day.”

      “You’re bad,” I said, biting my lip as my eyes feasted on that hairless mound, as well as her clit poking out from just under it.

      “So bad that I’m good,” she finished.

      We left not long after ten-thirty, and the boardwalk was as busy as it got. I could hear music coming from some kids positioned in the sand, and right now, there were two groups parasailing just off shore.

      It was another gorgeous day in Oyster Cove, without a single cloud to mar that endless blue sky. And unlike all the other days I’d spent here, it was now time for me to earn some money.

      As it turned out, running an ice cream shop wasn’t that hard, at least at first.

      “For now, I want you to get comfortable running the register and scooping up the flavors for any customers,” she said, pointing to the cold container that was front and center under the counter. “Just let me know if anything starts to run too low. Remember that there are two sizes—a cup and a cone. Cups get three scoops of ice cream, and cones get two unless they pay for more. You can give out samples to anyone that asks, but just make sure to make the sample less than a single scoop. You can’t be giving away the farm.”

      “Doesn’t sound that hard to remember,” I said.

      “The bigger thing is running the register,” she said. “It’s old and dated, and you have to press some buttons twice to get them to work. Sometimes, you press too hard and it doubles everything up. It takes some getting used to. Here, let’s practice a few times.”

      Fiona showed me the ins and outs of working with the register, and sure enough, it could be as finicky as she said. The button for a single scoop cup had to be pressed three times for one serving, and it was very sticky. I growled a few times, mostly making Fiona laugh.

      “Welcome to my world,” she joked. “Now, picture it happening when you have a line out the door.”

      “How come we don’t just get a new register?” I asked. “Judging by the way this one looks, it’s older than both of us.”

      “Mr. Zane can be stingy at times,” said Fiona, shrugging. “We just make do with what we have.”

      After I got the hang of it, I understood why it wasn’t replaced. It still worked, and it required a certain finesse to get it the right way, but it wasn’t that much of a hindrance.

      We spent the next few hours working the day shift. I got a break around two, and I spent it by walking down to Da Mayor’s to get a quick slice of pizza. When I got back, I saw that we had a line formed, but Fiona and I had it down in no time.

      “I could really get used to this,” said Fiona, putting a rag over her shoulder and her hands on her hips. “It definitely helps to have an extra person in here.”

      I grinned. “Nick Genaro, at your service.”

      “Oh, I can think of a few ways you could be at my service,” said Fiona, giving me a sultry look. The store was empty, so she wasted no time in putting her arms on the counter and sticking her ass out.

      I was too busy admiring her form when Fiona’s head whipped around. “Are you going to keep me waiting or what?”

      Reaching my hands down, I started on her thighs before moving up under her skirt. When I reached her bare pussy, Fiona shuddered.

      “God, even your touch is electrifying,” she said with a moan. “Feel how wet I am?”

      She truly was drenched already. I really wanted to explore that a little more, but I noticed that I had a new message from Ember.

      Ember: Can you keep a secret?

      Nick: Kind of a bad time to be asking me that now, after you’ve told me what you are, right?

      Ember: Lol. Can you keep another secret then?

      “Who is it?” asked Fiona, her expression curious as she saw me smile.

      “It’s Ember,” I replied.

      “Oh, I see,” joked the catgirl. “I’m already boring you and you’re wanting to get back to that adorable kitsune?”

      I put the phone down as a frown appeared on my face. “You’re not boring me at all.”

      “I’m totally messing with you,” she said, taking the rag off her shoulder, winding it up, and smacking it against my side.

      “Hey, now, I’m trying to type,” I said.

      Nick: Sure. Does this secret involve seeing you in some way?

      Ember: You better believe it. Meet me outside the Juice Shack tonight at 9, okay? Dress casual.

      Nick: You’re not planning on taking advantage of me, are you? Because I have a strict three-date rule.

      Ember: Lol, you wish. See you tonight.

      When I looked up, I noticed that Fiona was reading over my shoulder. And she was grinning at me.

      “That’s so cute,” she said. “I’m going to have a lot of fun watching you seduce her.”

      “I’m not seducing her,” I said. “You make it sound like I have bad intentions.”

      “Are your intentions not to get her in bed and bring her to as many orgasms as you brought me to last night?” asked Fiona, raising an eyebrow.

      “No . . . I mean, yes, but not like that. I like Ember. I really like her. And before you jump me on it, I like you too, but Ember needs a little more time.”

      “You mean she’s not going to invite you over tonight to fuck in the pool?” quipped Fiona.

      Somehow, I felt like that was a test.

      “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

      Fiona started laughing so hard that tears formed at the corners of her eyes.

      “I promise you that I’m just giving you a hard time,” she said. “I’m not the jealous type at all. And honestly, I really do think you two are cute together. And I’m really looking forward to finding out what kind of noises kitsunes make when they orgasm.”

      I scoffed. “I’m not going to tell you that.”

      “Why would you have to tell me?” she asked, bouncing her eyebrows. “I’m going to be there for them.”

      I started to laugh, not having any doubt that she would find some way to watch.

      “Just don’t scare Ember away,” I said. “I really like her.”

      “Don’t worry, cats and foxes will always play nice together,” she said, winking at me.

      I had to deal with Fiona’s subtle teasing for the rest of the shift, but it didn’t bother me that much. For one, I knew Fiona was just having fun, but for two, I was really excited about seeing Ember again. Fiona and I walked home, saying goodbye once we arrived at the bungalow. I had about two hours before I was due to meet Ember, and I wanted to grab something to eat. I went to the kitchen, prepared to make myself a sandwich when I noticed what was on the fridge.

      It was the same picture of my brother and me that I’d hung up on the day I moved in. It was from four years ago, on the day that I graduated high school. I was in my cap and gown while my brother had his arm around my shoulder. This was long before his battle with addiction, and he looked strong, like a big brother always should.

      I didn’t know why, but I found myself staring at it longer than normal. I hadn’t thought much about Dan in the last few days because of everything that was going on, and I felt a little ashamed, like I’d forgotten about him.

      I knew that wasn’t really the case, but it did make me feel guilty. I swallowed the lump in my throat as tears stung my eyes, finding that the wound was still just as raw as I remembered.

      It affected me harder than I thought it would. Even after I left to go see Ember, I noticed that my mood was lower than it should have been. When I showed up outside the Juice Shack right before nine, Ember noticed it right away.

      “Nick?” she asked, giving me a concerned look as she touched my arm. “You okay? What’s wrong?”

      It was the last thing I wanted to get into right now. I could tell that Ember wanted to have fun tonight, and she looked beautiful as always. She was wearing a red top that was pretty similar to a sports bra. I suspected that she was probably practicing before this because of her look, but that didn’t bother me one bit. I loved the way her breasts pushed against the tight fabric, threatening to spill out if she leaned forward just a little too far.

      She was also wearing a tight pair of blue gym shorts, once again showing off those tanned legs that I was liking just a little too much. Her red hair was loose again, having this messy quality to it that really worked on her. I could tell it was because she’d been practicing, but it made me think about what it might look like after being in bed together.

      “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Just a little too far into my thoughts tonight.”

      It was a lame excuse, and I expected her to call me out on it. She didn’t though.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, frowning at me. “Did you still want to hang out? I don’t want to do anything if you’re not feeling it.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “Don’t say sorry, you didn’t do anything. I just need a moment to get my head on straight.” I took a deep breath and put on a smile. “There, hopefully it’s gone.”

      She returned my smile. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been waiting to see you again anyway.”

      Ember giggled. “You just saw me two days ago.”

      “Two days too long,” I said, which only made her beam. She reached over to grab my hand, squeezing it.

      “Yeah, it was two days too long, wasn’t it?” she said.

      “So, what’s this all about?” I asked, hearing a commotion in the distance. “It’s pretty quiet out for this time of night.”

      “It’s quiet except for one spot,” said Ember. “But it’s kind of a secret. I’m really trusting you here, so I hope you don’t make me look foolish.”

      She bumped into me playfully to show she wasn’t being that serious.

      “I’ll do my best,” I promised. “What is it?”

      “Come this way.”

      I followed Ember down the boardwalk. The Juice Shack was one of the farther places from the bungalow that I went, being toward the end of the boardwalk. This was a more quiet section of the beach, where the sand was a little rockier and the waves weren’t as good thanks to a long stone jetty.

      Well, it was usually more quiet. Tonight though, I could hear music. We arrived at a place that was blocked off from the rest of the beach, occupying a small stretch of sand that was secluded from just about anything else. There were several tiki torches that were positioned around to give us light, as well as a speaker going that was blasting all the usual summer hits.

      What I noticed the most though was that all the faces I saw were locals. Mama May was here, and she was drinking a beer while talking to Sal, at least the third-generation Sal from the restaurant. I saw familiar faces from the Da Mayor’s, the Juice Shack, and even the local grocery store. I even saw a few faces that I didn’t recognize, but everyone looked to be having a very chill and relaxed time tonight.

      “As you might have figured out already, this is where the locals come to hang out,” said Ember. “During the day, the beach is for all the tourists, but at night, this is where everyone that actually lives in Oyster Cove comes to unwind.”

      Ember wasn’t joking. There were probably about fifty people here altogether, including Fiona, who I spotted talking to some other girls nearby. She waved at us, and I leaned against Ember.

      “This is really cool,” I said. “Thanks for inviting me.”

      She grinned. “You’re practically a local, at least for the summer. So, if I was good enough to get an invitation, I figured you could too. Plus, I wanted to hang out with you.”

      “You don’t need an excuse to hang out with me,” I said. “Any time you’re willing, just let me know.”

      She smiled. “How about now?”

      “Perfect.”

      There was a keg that was parked into an ice bucket nearby. Ember and I grabbed a cup each and made our rounds, saying hi to the familiar faces that we knew. Mama May’s reaction was particularly memorable when we greeted her. She waited until Ember looked away to bounce her eyebrows at me, in a way that would have made Fiona proud.

      After grabbing our beer, Ember took my hand and pulled me closer to the water, away from everyone else. We sat down on the sand, looking out into the dark waves.

      “This is just perfect,” I said, listening to the peaceful sound of water crashing on the shore. “I’m really glad you brought me here.”

      “Yeah, me too,” she said, putting her hands against her arms. “Though, it is a little chilly out here tonight.”

      “Here, I can fix that.”

      I scooped out a spot for my beer and then laid back, gesturing for Ember to come closer to me. She came willingly, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. She rested her hand against my stomach as our gaze shifted from the water to the stars.

      “Mmm, that’s better,” she said. “Thanks for keeping me warm.”

      “You know, there are other ways we could keep warm too,” I said.

      Ember giggled and smacked my stomach. “That didn’t take you long. Been thinking about me then, huh?”

      “Day and night,” I said with a little too much honesty.

      Ember craned her head to look at me. “I like that, you charmer you. So, tell me about your day. How was your first day at work?”

      “It was great,” I said. “Fiona helped me adjust to it quickly.”

      “Adjust to it quickly, hmm?” repeated Ember, giving me a knowing look. “How long did it take her to sleep with you?”

      My mouth fell open, and for a moment, I didn’t know what to say. I knew that Ember told me not to hold back, but it was still a different thing altogether when she was right next to me wanting to know.

      Ember’s eyes went wide when I stammered on my words. “That little minx! She got to you already, didn’t she?”

      I winced. “Yeah, last night. I thought it was cool, and it wasn’t going to affect us⁠—”

      Ember held up a hand as she stuck out her lower lip. “You actually slept with her? Really, Nick?”

      I started to panic right before Ember burst out into a fit of giggles. Resting her head against my chest, she smirked at me.

      “Just kidding!” she said. “Nick, it’s cool, remember?”

      “It’s still a weird place for me to be in,” I said. “I’m not used to this.”

      “It must be so hard to adjust to having multiple women interested in you,” she teased. “I feel so bad for you.”

      I poked her, which made her squirm and attempt to get away. Tightening my grip on her, I tickled her sides as Ember laughed.

      “Okay, okay, no more teasing!” she said, breathing heavily and making her breasts heave. “Well, I’m glad you had a good time already with Fiona. Really, I am. With you being an omega, it’s part of the territory.” Ember tilted her head to the side. “But I’m even more glad I get to spend some time with you now.”

      “It’s really hard to forget about you,” I said quite honestly, before becoming playful. “Especially when you’re sending me memes throughout the day constantly.”

      Ember snorted. “Hey, now. You like my memes! I mean, who wouldn’t like my memes? They’re carefully cultivated to stimulate your funny bone in a way that nothing else does.”

      “You’re a bona fide meme queen,” I said, which Ember wore like a badge of honor.

      “Yeah,” she said, letting out a sigh and running her fingers through her auburn hair. “I am pretty amazing, right?”

      I tickled her again, which made her squirm until she was laying directly on top of me. I had the best view in the world. Not only did I have her lovely green eyes and pert lips right in front of me, but I also had a lovely view of her boobs pressed against my chest.

      “Hey now, eyes up here, mister,” said Ember. “I didn’t say anything about you ogling my boobs.”

      “But they’re just so wonderful,” I said. “You can’t blame me for looking.”

      “Maybe not,” she said softly. “But I’ll blame you if you don’t kiss me right now.”

      I was all too happy to do that. I grabbed Ember’s face with both hands and kissed her with a healthy amount of passion. Her lips opened, and I felt her tongue dart into my mouth briefly but it returned for a more lengthy stay.

      “Mmm, I really needed that,” she said, sighing happily before resting her head back on my chest. “Practice was torture today. Samantha and I were just not in our usual grove, and we got smoked. I’m hoping it’s just a fluke, but I’m a little worried about it.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have it all worked out by the day of the tournament,” I said. “Everyone has a bad day every once in a while.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, but I really want to kick some ass,” she said. “I want to win the whole thing. I know it’s just a local amateur beach volleyball tournament, but I’m competitive. I like to win, and I want to win.”

      “Winning comes to those that want it the most,” I said, which made Ember lift her head and smirk at me.

      “That sounds like something you read in a fortune cookie.”

      “It was either that, or it came from the Mighty Ducks, which I was watching yesterday,” I joked.

      Ember laughed so hard she snorted. “What kind of movies do you like? Besides cult classics like Mighty Ducks?”

      “I’m pretty open in that I could watch just about anything,” I said. “I’m not picky, nor am I a cinema snob. Although, I take a pretty harsh view on anyone who doesn’t appreciate the greatest trilogy of all time.”

      “Which would be?” she asked.

      “The Lord of the Rings, duh,” I said.

      “Okay, I was on the fence a little bit about you, but you just firmly cemented your spot with that comment,” said Ember, grinning at me. “And I thought you said you weren’t a cinema snob.”

      “I think one of our dates should be a whole day where we watch the trilogy from start to finish,” I suggested.

      Ember nodded her head emphatically. “I’m so there. I’ll bring the popcorn.”

      I chuckled. “Is there anything about you that’s not cool? I keep waiting for you to say something weird or lame, but it never comes.”

      “And it will never come,” said Ember, giving me a sultry look. “I was just born way too cool. No its, ands, or buts about it.”

      “No arguments here,” I said. “Though if I’m being honest, I could use a few more kisses.”

      She smiled. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      We were happy just to lay there in the sand, kissing and exploring each other while the music played from the party behind us. It was about as close to perfect as it got, but in typical Ember fashion, she found a way to make it better.

      “So, I’ve been thinking,” she said, tucking her auburn locks behind her ear. “What do you think about getting out of here and maybe going back to your place?”

      I gulped hard when I saw the fire in her eyes. “Yeah. Yeah, I think we should do that.”
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      Our walk back to the bungalow was really quiet compared to our earlier conversation. It wasn’t a bad thing at all, and Ember and I kept sneaking little glances at each other. They were the kind of looks that buzzed with excitement and the promise about what was to come.

      I didn’t know how far she planned to go tonight, but my heart was pounding as we turned onto my street for the final stretch.

      Ironically enough, it was seeing Fiona’s house that reminded me about something I hadn’t told Ember yet.

      “I can’t believe I forgot to tell you this, but I managed to shift into Fiona’s cat form last night,” I said. “You know, after we did the . . . the thing.”

      She snickered. “Did the thing, huh? That’s a funny way of putting it. But that’s amazing. You really got it on your first day?”

      “Basically on my first try,” I said. “Fiona said that doesn’t happen often among the shifter girls.”

      “It took me a good two weeks once I found out it was possible,” said Ember. “And from what I understand, two weeks is actually pretty good.”

      “How did you find out?” I asked, once we reached the front door. “That you were different?”

      “Would you believe it came from volleyball?”

      “I would believe that,” I said, chuckling as we entered the bungalow. We walked into the kitchen, where Ember actually went after that bottle of wine that I had lying around.

      “This seems like a great night for wine,” she said. “Where are your glasses?”

      “I’ll grab them.”

      I knew where the wine glasses were stored and put them on the front counter. Uncorking the bottle, I poured two even glasses and handed one to her. Before Ember could sit down on the couch though, I gestured for her to follow me out back.

      “I figure it’s the perfect night to be out here,” I said, sitting on my grandparents’ bench. Ember smiled and snuggled into my side, allowing us to look up at the stars. “Okay, so tell me the rest of your story.”

      “Well, no surprises that it came from volleyball,” said Ember. “When I was a freshman in high school, I played on the JV volleyball team. I was decent enough that I got promoted to the varsity team before the end of the year. Most of the girls there were older than me, but there was one that I became friends with pretty fast. Looking back, I think she sensed what I was because she was always asking questions that I thought were weird in hindsight.”

      “What kind of questions?” I asked. “Whether you’d ever just randomly sprouted a tail?”

      She giggled. “Basically. There were some that were more detailed than that, but when I finally confronted her about it, she told me that she could feel me. I now know what she’s talking about. Shifters can always feel the presence of another, even if they haven’t achieved that first shift yet. She knew it was me, and she helped me with getting to my fox form. She was an amazing friend of mine, and we still talk on occasion. She’s actually already married to someone who’s not a shifter.”

      “She didn’t want to find an omega?” I asked.

      Ember shook her head. “It’s not important for every shifter girl. And there are so few of them that you can go your entire life without seeing one. If you meet one, and one that you can connect with, it’s definitely a plus.” Ember started stroking my face as she said it. “It can be really special.”

      “I guess I still have a lot to learn about being an omega,” I said.

      “No, I think it will come with time,” she replied softly. “Just keep following your instincts. You have really good ones from what I can see.”

      “Probably a lot of that came from my grandparents,” I said. “Sometimes, it really sucks to think they’ve been gone for this long.”

      “You told me they lived in this house for nearly all of your life,” she said. “What were they really like?”

      “Amazing,” I said, grinning from ear to ear. “You would have loved them. And they would have loved you. Grandma was so happy, all the time she was smiling. I rarely saw her sad. She was bubbly and fun. So many grandmas are too serious or maybe that fake kind of nice that everyone can see through. She wasn’t. She just wanted everyone to be happy, and that included me. Grandpa though, he was a troublemaker.”

      “I see it runs in the family,” said Ember, poking me gently.

      “Oh, you should have seen it. He would rile her up, or attempt to get her riled up. He knew what buttons to push, but it was always in good fun,” I said. “He was like an overgrown kid. And even when I knew Grandma was getting frustrated with him, he would just pull her into his arms and kiss her, and everything would be just fine. She was back to her happy place.”

      “Mmm, that sounds a lot like true love,” said Ember.

      “Yeah, it’s the closest thing that I have to know what it looks like,” I said. “When I think about what relationships should be, they’re the best role models I can come up with. They just fit together, like two peas in a pod. You only had to look at them once to know they belonged together. That’s why they were married for fifty-one years.”

      “I wish I could have met them,” said Ember, stroking my leg idly. “But it sounds like all of their good traits definitely got passed down.”

      “I think they might have skipped a generation,” I said, making Ember giggle. “But if I could be half of what they were, I think I’d be pretty happy.”

      Ember took a sip of her wine and turned toward me. “Do you think they would be happy that we are sitting in their spot?”

      The moment felt heavy with tension as I turned toward her. She just looked so lovely right now, and it was all I could do not to get lost in those gorgeous green eyes.

      “I think they would be pretty satisfied seeing us here,” I said. “Especially if they knew what I thought about you.”

      She gave me a small smile and leaned in to kiss me. It wasn’t the deepest kiss in the world, but it was full of emotion. I could feel Ember pouring herself into me through that kiss, and I returned it with just as much zeal.

      “Tell me,” she whispered, once the kiss broke.

      “I can’t think of anything else when I’m with you,” I said. “I don’t want to. My mind goes blank every time I see your smile. If that doesn’t mean something, then I don’t know what does.”

      I was about to keep going but Ember kissed me so passionately that I couldn’t get anything else out. She moved quickly, so quickly that we spilled the wine out of my glass, landing on my shorts. It wasn’t even noticed though, especially whenever Ember stood up and pulled me inside.

      Our lips locked together frantically as we made our way to my bedroom. I flipped on the side lamp just before falling into bed with her, straddling her body and kissing my way down her lips to her neck. She moaned when I started tracing a line down her collarbone. I loved the way her skin tasted, a mix of vanilla and sunscreen that only reminded me about where we were.

      Ember wrapped her leg around mine and rolled, switching spots so that now she was on top of me. She kissed me hungrily, and I noticed that somewhere in our passion, her ears and tail had emerged. I loved seeing them, mostly because it was like seeing the real Ember. And I loved that she was that open with me.

      “I want to be with you . . . so bad,” she said in between kisses. “You have . . . no idea.”

      “Then be with me,” I said. “Stay here tonight. Don’t go.”

      Her next kiss was so frantic that I felt like my lips were going to burst. When I opened my eyes, she looked so incredibly nervous that I had to say something.

      “Are you okay? Ember?”

      “I want you,” she said, closing her eyes like she was in pain. “I’m just not there . . . yet. God, you’re going to fucking hate me.”

      “What?” I asked, confused. “You mean sex?”

      She nodded while keeping her eyes closed.

      “Is that it?” I said. “I thought you were going to say something serious.”

      “It is serious,” she said. “I don’t want you to think I’m some girl who’s never going to put out, or something like that.”

      “Ember, I just want you here with me,” I said. “And if that means we’re just sleeping in the same bed, I don’t care.”

      I saw a sliver of mischief in her eyes. “I don’t just want to sleep, Nick. I want to do . . . things with you. Maybe not all the way, but I want you to show me how good things can be.”

      I became hard within seconds of hearing that. Okay, maybe I was half-hard already from her kissing me, but it had definitely deflated a little when we hit the brakes. Now, I was primed and ready, and I flipped Ember back onto her back, kissing down her jawline once more. She had her fingers running through my hair, holding my head until I looked up at her again.

      “No sex tonight,” I said. “But do you trust me?”

      I could see the apprehension in her eyes. I knew she wanted to ask what that meant, or why I needed her trust, but I could also tell that she was willing to give it to me freely. Ember nodded.

      I kissed her tenderly, and then I started retracing my last path, working down her jawline until I reached her neck. I kissed hard along one spot on her neck—the result of my more primitive side wanting to mark Ember as mine. I didn’t stop there, working my way south until I reached her collarbone.

      Kissing the upper part of her chest, I could see her breasts heaving in her sports bra. For now, I decided to pass over them, dragging my lips over the fabric in the center until I was able to find her skin on the other side.

      “Mmm, that feels so good,” she said, watching me carefully as I made my way south. “I love how your lips feel on me.”

      She hadn’t seen anything yet either. This was the part where I needed her trust. Glancing up at her while I hooked my thumbs in her little shorts, I asked the question with my eyes. Ember stared back at me, not responding until I felt her subtly lift her hips off the bed.

      It was the green light I was looking for. Pulling down softly, I captured her thong with the rest of her shorts. I didn’t stop until I was able to pull them down her legs and around her feet, depositing them on the floor next to me.

      Using my hands, I gently spread her legs apart, feasting on the sight in front of me.

      Ember was absolutely beautiful. I followed my line of sight all the way up her creamy thighs, seeing where her tan naturally ended. Moving further still, I came to her labia, which was already partially parted and slick with wetness. Just above it rested her clit, right below a red dusting of pubic hair. I could see her eyes watching me, wanting to know if I liked what I saw.

      “You’re perfect,” I said, which allowed the tension to leave her body. “Fucking perfect, Ember.”

      Now, it was my turn to do what I’ve been wanting to do for a while. Lowering my head, I extended my tongue and slid it along her clit.

      “Oh, fuck,” said Ember suddenly. I opened an eye to see her looking at me with flaming cheeks. “That was really nice.”

      I held back my chuckle at seeing her innocence when it came to oral sex. Doing it again, I felt Ember’s leg shake next to me. I kept my tongue against her clit, lapping against the nub while Ember made the most exquisite noises above me.

      “Mmm, so good. So . . . sensitive. Feels nice. Feels incredible. You’re . . . really licking me,” she said, gripping the sheets with her hands.

      As if that wasn’t enough, I lowered myself even further, sliding my tongue along her open slit. Ember was practically gushing now, and I feasted on that sweet nectar like my life depended on it. Just above me, she was trying her best to keep it together, but I could see that she was breathing heavily now, and her grip on my sheets hadn’t relaxed in the slightest.

      “What are you doing to me?” she said, her head turning back and forth. “I can’t take it. Too good. Mhmm. Too sensitive. Feels like I’m warm. Or something. I don’t know. I like it too much. N-Nick? You might want to. Ugh, you might want to . . .”

      She never got a chance to finish what she was saying because her body stiffened and her back arched as she came. My tongue buried itself inside her sex as she came, loving the taste of her body’s sweet cream.

      I could have stayed there for hours. In all, it just took me another ten minutes to give her two more orgasms. The last of which, I swore that Ember’s shriek of pleasure could have been heard down the street. Neither of us cared though. This was about one thing and one thing only—showing Ember how much I enjoyed her body.

      “No more,” she said, waving her hand after her third crushing orgasm. “Too sensitive. I’m dead. You’re amazing. Never felt . . . that before. Oh god, I loved it. So good. Mhmm. So freaking good.”

      I grinned as I started to kiss my way up her body. She was still breathing heavily by the time I got back to her mouth, kissing her lips tenderly before resting next to her.

      “You taste funny now,” she said, opening one eye.

      “Yeah, I taste like you.”

      “Then I guess I taste funny,” she said.

      “You taste amazing.”

      Ember pivoted so that she was on her side, staring back at me. “That was so much better than what I pictured. I never thought I’d enjoy something like that, but wow.” Ember ran her fingers through her hair. “I definitely want to do that again.”

      “Whenever you want,” I said. “Though if we do it too long, it starts to hurt my jaw.”

      Ember giggled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I saw her eyes fall down my chest, resting on the bulge in my shorts. She bit her lip and reached over to take it with her hand.

      “What can I do to make you feel good?” she asked. “I’m not going to leave you hanging like this. There’s no way I’m going to leave my boyfriend with blue balls.”

      “I’m your boyfriend now?” I asked, teasing her.

      Ember nodded emphatically. “As long as you want it, the job’s yours.”

      “I didn’t even have to interview,” I joked.

      “Trust me, what you just did sealed your interview.”

      I laughed, but then stopped whenever Ember started to rub me on the outside of my shorts. She kept going, eventually fishing out my cock just so she could stare at it.

      “Wow,” she said, stroking it softly. “This is a lot better than the internet.”

      “Been watching internet porn, have we?”

      “Just for science,” she said, grinning coyly. “But mostly so I had some idea of what to do when I had a real live one right in front of me.”

      “You’re doing great so far,” I said.

      “Let’s see if I can do better.”

      Ember shifted her position so that she was leaning against my lower half. Her body was upright, but her legs were resting next to my chest, letting me stroke her thighs while she worked. I had to give her some credit—Ember didn’t need much instruction on what to do. She picked up the basic gist of stroking, and I only had to guide her a little bit.

      “Just like that,” I said, watching her increase the pace. “We might need a little lube though.”

      To my utter surprise, Ember stopped stroking, opened her hand, and spit in it. She then placed it around my cock and started stroking again. “Like that?”

      I groaned. “I’m going to marry you one day.”

      She giggled. “Who said I’d marry you? Maybe I’ll have other options.”

      I arched an eyebrow, and her grin only deepened while her stroking pace increased. “I’m totally teasing. How am I doing by the way?”

      “Just like that,” I murmured. “You’re doing great.”

      “Are you going to cum for me?” she asked, which made me groan in approval. “I want you to cum for me. No, I need you to cum for me.”

      Things were getting intense. I was getting close to blowing, but I wasn’t quite there yet. Fortunately for me, Ember’s mouth helped push me over in a big way.

      “Please give me your cum,” she begged, lowering her head so that I could see it as the backdrop to my cock. “You can cum anywhere you want. You can cum on my tits if you want. Or you can cum on my face if you’d like that?”

      I didn’t say anything, but what Ember said next sealed the deal.

      “I know what you’d like,” she said. “Just tell me when you’re about to cum.”

      With those words, she extended her tongue and licked the tip before resuming her stroking.

      That fucking did it. Feeling her tongue against the head, even if only briefly, sent me spiraling out of control.

      “Gonna cum,” I hissed.

      Suddenly, my gorgeous kitsune did the unthinkable. She lowered her head again, but this time I didn’t just get the tongue. Instead, I got both lips wrapping around the tip right as my orgasm hit home.

      I swore that I saw stars as I came, filling Ember’s mouth with my seed. It shot out quickly, drowning the gorgeous redhead until I fell out of her mouth, having taken too much. I was still cumming after that as she grinned at me, my seed still dripping down her cheek.

      “That’s a fucking lot of cum!” she said, which would have made me laugh if I wasn’t in the middle of an orgasm.

      “Holy fuck,” I said, taking a moment to catch my breath. “Why did you, I mean what made you do that thing at the end?”

      “What?” she asked coyly. “Catching it with my mouth?”

      I nodded.

      “I just felt like it would be a sexy thing to do,” she said, lowering her eyelashes. “I thought you’d like it. Did you?”

      “Oh, hell yes,” I said. “It was unbelievably hot.”

      “Good,” said Ember. “But I definitely need a towel to clean us up now.”

      I was able to get her one, and we cleaned up the excess cum before returning to bed. I turned out the light and Ember crawled into my arms, resting her head against my chest.

      I could feel her tail playfully batting against my stomach, so I started to rub it with my free hand, brushing it with my hand with as much as I could reach.

      “Oh, that’s really nice,” purred Ember. “I love having my tail brushed.”

      “I’m a little surprised it’s only one tail,” I said as I brushed. “I’ve always heard that kitsune have multiple tails.”

      “They do as they get older,” said Ember. “I’m still young for a kitsune. It’s said that major life events will cause an extra tail to appear. I don’t really know for sure though. The only other kitsune I knew only had one, and she was my age.”

      For the next twenty minutes or so, I brushed Ember’s tail while she stroked my chest. I was getting tired, but I also liked talking to her. And talk we did, covering a wide range of topics in that time.

      In hindsight, I suppose it’s only natural that one topic managed to come up. I should have seen it coming, and maybe if I did, I would have been better prepared for it.

      “Nick?” whispered Ember. “Will you tell me about your brother? What happened to him? Why did he pass away so young?”

      Suddenly, the lump was back in my throat. It was amazing how quickly the wrong topic could jerk me out of my good mood. My heart started pounding again, but for once it wasn’t because of Ember. I struggled to find the right words, and in that time, she turned her head to look at me through the moonlit room.

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to,” she said. “Sorry, I was just curious.”

      “It’s hard for me, Ember,” I said. “That wound is still very raw, and it hurts to talk about it.”

      “You can tell me though,” she said. “I’m a good listener, Nick.”

      She wasn’t pushing, but in a way she was nudging. No matter what it was, I still wasn’t ready for it.

      “I’m just not there yet.”

      You would think I just called her ugly or something.

      “I understand,” she said quietly, her voice surprisingly neutral. “I’m sorry for bringing it up.”

      I could feel her pulling back from me, and I mentally chastised myself for not being able to open up about it.

      “You don’t need to be sorry,” I said. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      It was ironic how one little interaction could change the tone of the rest of the evening. It wasn’t like Ember and I took a big step back or anything, but it was more like we came up on the first wall that was stopping further intimacy. We were like a wave on the water, constantly surging forward only to meet the endless sand.

      And we didn’t yet have enough strength to crest over it.

      A short while later, Ember fell asleep. I wish I could have said that I joined her, but it took me a long time to be able to drift off.

      When I finally did, I swore that it was already starting to get lighter on the horizon.
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      The next morning, I woke up to the smell of coffee. My bed was empty, but the smell coming from the kitchen told me that my visitor was still here. Slipping my shorts back on, I made my way over to find my foxy redheaded girlfriend sipping a tall mug of coffee, warming her hands with it.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” she said, smiling at me. “I was wondering if I was going to have to come in to wake you.”

      I wiped the sleep out of my eyes. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sleep in so late. I just had a hard time letting go last night, you know?”

      Ember gave me a knowing look and nodded. It was weird that there seemed to be tension between us now. After everything that happened last night, I felt a little further away from her.

      “Here, let me make you a cup,” she said, springing out of her chair to work the coffeemaker. I smiled as I saw her replace the k-cup and start a new brew. At some point in the night, she’d grabbed one of my shirts and put it on. It was a navy shirt, and it fell down well past her ass. She looked adorable in it, and part of me wanted to grab her and kiss her until the coffeemaker dinged.

      I didn’t get the chance to do just that, mostly because I was still in my head. I thought about having that conversation we should have had last night, but for some reason, I just couldn’t come out with it.

      “Well, I really should get back to my place,” she said, looking at the time after her mug was finished.

      “Practice today?” I asked.

      She shook her head, sending her auburn locks flying. “No, a new job actually. Something just for the summer, but Aunt Mildred made it very clear she wasn’t going to be funding everything down here for me. So, I better start earning some money on my own. So you’re looking at the next cashier at the local grocery store.”

      “What’s with Aunt Mildred interrupting your practice time?” I said, managing a joke.

      “I know, right?” replied Ember, giggling. “The audacity.”

      “Well, you can wear that shirt home if you like,” I said. “It looks a lot better on you than it does me. Just so it’s not a true walk of shame, you know?”

      “Thanks,” said Ember, lowering her eyes. “I was going to take it anyway, but I’m glad that I have your permission now.”

      I grinned while Ember collected her things. When it came time for her to go, she slipped into my arms as her expression turned serious.

      “About last night, I’m sorry,” she said. “I wasn’t trying to pressure you.”

      “I know,” I said. “Believe me, I know it was me.”

      “It’s just I don’t want things to be weird between us,” she said. “And I don’t want you to be upset with me.”

      “I promise you that I’m not. And things will be just fine between us, I promise,” I said, before trying to be lighthearted. “And I hope you can still text me your memes even when you’re working.”

      Ember smiled. “Just let them try to stop me.”

      We kissed a few times, and it felt like whatever had happened between us last night was just a blip on the radar. The wound that my brother left was still raw, but I was feeling a lot better about Ember, especially when I stood at the door and waved her off as she made her way back into town.

      I didn’t have to work today, so my plan was to go back to bed to catch up on the sleep I didn’t get. The funny thing was as soon as I got back into my room, I saw a very sexy catgirl waiting on my bed, with her head propped up with her hand.

      “Somebody had a very interesting evening yesterday,” said Fiona, grinning at me as she traced a line up her body with her finger.

      “How did you get in here?” I asked, more confused about where she came from than I was mad.

      “You know you really should pay better attention to what happens when you leave the door open,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “I snuck right in when you were still ogling Ember.”

      “I wasn’t ogling her,” I said defensively.

      “Then what would you call it?”

      “An enthusiastic goodbye?” I suggested.

      Fiona smirked. “Right, so ogling it is.”

      “Did you come here today just to mess with me, or did you want something?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips.

      Fiona looked hurt for a moment before she started to pull at her cleavage. She was only wearing a white tank top today, and the moment she started to pull at the material, I could see just about every part of her tits.

      “I guess I know when I’m not wanted,” she said, letting the fabric snap shut as soon as she pulled her finger out.

      “Fiona.”

      She grinned. “I’m just having some fun. And seeing Ember leave, I wanted to know if you had fun last night?”

      “It was a great time,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “Ember and I had a blast.”

      Of course, I left out the part about my brother. If I wasn’t ready to have that talk with Ember yet, then I also wouldn’t be ready to talk about it with Fiona.

      “Good, I’m glad to see you’re adjusting nicely to the shifter girl community here,” said Fiona. “The word about your arrival is starting to get out too. Mama May said she had two more girls show up yesterday asking about you specifically. I think you’re going to be beating them away with sticks soon.”

      “I’m not trying to go from zero to harem in the course of the week though,” I said, chewing on my lower lip.

      “I know, and that’s why Mama May is keeping them at arm’s length for now,” said Fiona. “At least until you’re ready for them. Now that we have our omega, we can’t see him get put into a sex coma, now can we?”

      My eyes flickered toward her hips. “Not that I bet you couldn’t give me a run for my money.”

      Fiona let out a sultry laugh. “See? This is what I like about you.”

      “Well, I’m glad I can please you.”

      “Actually, I was hoping you might do me a favor?” asked Fiona, fluttering her eyelashes.

      “Uh oh, this doesn’t look good.”

      “Well, depending on your outlook, it could be very good for you,” she said. “But I need your help. And I think it’s something that you’re uniquely suited to help with.”

      I pursed my lips. “Okay, shoot. What is it?”

      “Do you remember me telling you that shifting for the first time can be very challenging?” she asked. “And some shifter girls can take up to a year to make that first shift?”

      I nodded. “Do you know someone that’s having a hard time?”

      “Oh, yeah,” said Fiona, wearing a look of sympathy. “Someone I’ve known for a while now. I’ve tried to help her, but I don’t know what it is. She just can’t get all the way there. She’s very frustrated by it, and she doesn’t have any other relatives that can help her. Mama May wants to send her to one of the bigger cities where there might be other shifters like her, but I was thinking with you being here, it’s worth trying one more thing before we have to resort to that.”

      “What would I do?” I asked.

      “You’re an omega,” said Fiona simply. “Remember, you’re like catnip to shifter girls. Just you being near, with all your pheromones, makes it easier to shift into our forms. And if the pheromones don’t work, well, there’s always intercourse.”

      “Wait just a second,” I said, putting my hand up. “Am I hearing this right? You want me to have sex with your friend just so she can achieve her final shifter form?”

      “Why do you have to make it sound so vulgar?” asked Fiona, making an O face. “Sex is so natural, Nick. I just want you to show her a good time in the hopes that it can make her shift.”

      “Absolutely not,” I said. “I’m not a whore that you can just pimp out.”

      Fiona sighed. “That’s totally not what I’m insinuating. Not at all.”

      “What would you call it then?” I asked, crossing my arms.

      I didn’t know if I was overreacting or not, but the request just sounded weird to me. It’s like I was nothing more than a cock with legs. I didn’t mind doing anything sexual with Ember or Fiona, but that was because I knew them.

      Showing up to some random girls house and telling her to that I was there to fuck the shifter out of her just seemed crude.

      “Do you have any idea what it’s like to not be able to fully be who you are?” asked Fiona quietly, sitting upright and moving beside me. “Nick, it’s really awful. We all share this same bond since we’re part of the shifter community, and I remember what it was like before I could shift. You managed it really easy the other night, but for those girls that are stuck in the in-between phase, it really sucks. You don’t feel like a full shifter nor do you feel fully human. You’re in this weird middle state, and if you stay there too long, it can do a lot of damage to your psyche.”

      I mulled that over for a few moments before I replied. “How bad is it with this girl? Is she cracking under the pressure?”

      “You wouldn’t know it by talking to her,” said Fiona, putting on a sad smile. “But I know it’s getting to her. It doesn’t help that her home life sucks either, so there’s no respite there. She’s getting desperate, and this could be our last chance to help her.”

      “What kind of shifter is she?” I asked.

      “We don’t know that either,” admitted Fiona. “My guess is some kind of fish. She can’t get very far in her shift.” Fiona paused and looked over at me. “I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think you had a great chance of being able to help. The sooner we can help, the better it will be for all of us.”

      It took me a while to decide what I was going to do. I could tell that Fiona was telling me the truth, and I could only imagine what it must feel like to be stuck between both communities without fully being part of one. Still, I didn’t want to sign up as the resident stud cock though, and I wanted it to be known that I wasn’t going to just fuck anyone that came asking.

      “I’ll meet with her,” I said, making Fiona look excited. “I’m not making any promises about anything else. But I will meet her.”

      “And meeting you might be all it takes,” said Fiona. “Maybe once she shakes your hand, she’ll find that she has everything she needs.”

      “Hopefully,” I said, right before Fiona flung her arms around my neck and squeezed me tight.

      “Thank you,” she said into my ear. “I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t important. She’s a friend of mine, and I want her to be able to finally shift.”

      I rubbed her back as Fiona pressed into me. I liked seeing this personal side to her, especially when I questioned whether it really existed in the first place. When she pulled away, she stopped for a moment to kiss me a few times.

      “So, when do I get to meet her?” I asked.

      “Tonight,” said Fiona. “I’ll send you all the details, including her address. Just stop by her house and let’s see what happens. Cool?”

      “Cool,” I said. “But only because you made the request, got it?”

      Fiona smiled. “Got it. Thanks a million, Nick.”

      As soon as she said that, she slid down to the floor, getting on her knees in front of me as she started to grab the waist of my gym shorts.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when she exposed my cock.

      Fiona gave me a heated look. “Saying thank you, duh.”

      Okay, maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, I made my way to the other side of Oyster Cove. Not the Swamp side, but the one that was closer to the highway that I took to get here. I was still within walking distance from the bungalow, but only barely as I made my way down a street with very small houses. I was looking for a specific number, and I found it occupying the corner lot at the very end of the street.

      It wasn’t the best looking house, and I winced when I saw the missing siding and the grass, which was way too long for my liking. I was beginning to wonder just what I said yes to when I started walking up to the front door. There was a sign on the front door saying to go around to the back door, which I found to be just as strange as the rest of the experience so far. So, I followed the path around until I came to the back door and knocked on it.

      As soon as I did it, I panicked because I hadn’t given much thought to what I was going to say when the door opened.

      Hey, I’m Nick, and I’m an omega, so touch my hand so you can shift into your fish form or whatever. And if that doesn’t work, why don’t you lay on your back and let me go to work?

      Okay, I could definitely come up with something better than that, but as I waited at the door, I searched Fiona’s text for a name.

      And it was then that I realized that she didn’t give me a name. I could hear footsteps approaching the door on the other side, but I didn’t have the name of the girl I was supposed to meet.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I mumbled, not knowing what to do when I heard the door pull open.

      “Nick! Gosh, it’s so nice to see you again!”

      To my utter amazement, I already knew her name. It was none other than Cora, the waitress from Sal’s Seafood Bonanza standing in front of me. She looked just as great as I remembered too, with her blonde hair straight and flowing and her brown eyes glistening with excitement.

      “Cora!” I said. “Wow, I didn’t know you lived here.”

      Cora giggled. “Well, who else did you think it was going to be? Not too many Coras in this town.”

      “Cora with a C,” I said, making her snap her fingers.

      “You remembered!”

      She looked positively thrilled about that, so much so that she pulled me inside. “Come in, come in! It’s way too sticky hot to be standing outside right now! Thanks for coming to the back door by the way. The front one is busted right now!”

      I followed her inside, where I could get the first look at what she was wearing. The temperature wasn’t the only thing that was hot today. Cora was downright steaming. She had on a black pair of yoga pants that showed just about every inch and curve of her legs, including her magnificent ass. She was wearing a light blue top with spaghetti straps, but I could see she was wearing a yellow bikini top underneath it because the straps kept sticking out over her sun-kissed shoulders.

      “You look great!” she said, checking me out from head to toe before giving me a nervous look. “I have to say that I was a little nervous when Fiona told me about this. I should have guessed that you were an omega though. It just makes sense. The first time we met, I was so drawn to you. And now to think that we’re eventually going to have sex, it’s just crazy!”

      I was glad I wasn’t drinking anything because I probably would have spit it out.

      Cora pressed in really close to me, practically pushing her tits against my chest. “I really hope you like having sex with me! I’ve been told that I’m really enthusiastic! And I’ll do just about anything to make an omega happy!”

      “Cora, just wait a second,” I said, making her frown almost immediately. “I don’t know what Fiona told you but⁠—”

      “She said that you’ll be the one to help me with my shifting, so I can figure out what my form is,” said Cora. “Which, I’ve been waiting so long to find out! That’s why I think it’ll come down to sex. I’m personally hoping I’m a dolphin though! They’re so majestic after all, but I would be okay with most things. Sometimes, you just have to find the silver lining.”

      “We’re going to try a few things,” I said. “But we’re not going to jump right into bed together, okay?”

      “Oh, of course!” said Cora. “Golly, I didn’t want you to think I’m just a needy cock slut or something. I love sex, but I’m willing to let you lead on this one!”

      I wasn’t sure just what I’d gotten myself into with this. Cora was so bubbly and enthusiastic that I thought there was a chance that she might actually spread her legs right in front of me in the hopes that it would get the job done.

      “Are you always so happy, Cora?” I asked, trying to keep things lighthearted.

      “I always look on the bright side,” she said. “It makes life so much easier if you stop and smell the roses along the way. I don’t like being the kind of person that’s always bringing others down. It’s just so much easier to be happy and to spread joy when you can.”

      “That’s an admirable way to look at life,” I said. It was also kind of unrealistic, at least for me.

      “Yeah, well, I do what I can,” said Cora, as her smile faded. “Because sometimes life can just hand you a turd sandwich and your only option is to eat it. Like with this shifting thing. It’s almost been a year to the day since Mama May found me and let me know that I could shift. And yet here I am, stuck not being able to do anything but show a few little scales. Want to see?”

      She didn’t wait for me to say yes before rolling up her yoga pants. Cora closed her eyes and within seconds she had a small patch of greenish scales about two inches long on her legs.

      “That’s what I saw back at Sal’s,” I said, jogging my memory. “I saw that on the day we met! In the kitchens.”

      Cora looked horrified for a moment. “You actually saw that? Holy tamale, I’m so glad you didn’t say anything. We try really hard not to let our secret get out to regular humans. Mama May said if it got out, the government would probably take all of us and do some creepy experimentation on us.” Cora wiggled her fingers in my face. “They might even give us an anal probe! I like a finger up my butt, but I definitely don’t want a whole probe up there!”

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or be horrified.

      “I don’t think it’s going to come to that, Cora,” I said. “Don’t worry. I’m part of the community now too, so no harm or foul. Your secret’s safe with me.”

      She puffed her cheeks out and let out a big sigh. “That could have been really bad! By the way, are you hungry? Come to the kitchen, I’ll make you something!”

      “Um, sure, I could eat,” I said.

      Cora grabbed my hand and led me through the hallway. I noticed that the house wasn’t in the best shape, and there was peeling wallpaper just hanging over the wall. There were some yellow spots there too, as well as a distinct smell that seemed to come with it.

      “Cora, do you smoke by any chance?” I asked as we walked, wanting to plug my nose.

      “Oh, heavens no,” she said, shaking her head emphatically. “It’s actually my mom. Um, you’ll see.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant by that until we arrived in the kitchen. Sitting at the table was an older woman that I guessed was Cora’s mom. She had blonde hair too, but that was where the similarities stopped. It wasn’t polite to say this out loud, but Cora’s mom was just kind of . . . rough looking.

      I could tell she was a heavy smoker with just one glance at her face. Her skin looked weathered, like a desert patch that hadn’t seen rain in years. There were a bit too many wrinkles around the corners of her mouth, and her entire complexion seemed off. Not the golden tan that Cora had but instead this grayish appearance that was off-putting.

      I would have been able to look past all of that if there was any warmth in her eyes, but she took one look at me, fired up another cigarette, and turned her attention back to a small-screen tv set that was sitting on the counter.

      “Mom, this is my lovely new friend, Nick!” said Cora, with her usual bubbly enthusiasm. “He just arrived at Oyster Cove this week, and I met him at Sal’s while I was⁠—”

      “Did you take the garbage out?” interrupted her mother, taking a long puff before exhaling.

      Cora shook her head. “No, not yet. I was waiting until I emptied the other can in the bathroom before I did⁠—”

      “Well, get to it,” said her mother, snapping her fingers. “I don’t like it when you don’t pull your weight around here.”

      “Oh, sure!” said Cora, not showing any dismay at the treatment. As for me, I was shocked by how her mother appeared to be treating her.

      “Nick, you sit right here,” said Cora, indicating for me to sit down across from her mother. “I’ll be back in two shakes of cat’s tail, and then I’ll make you a sandwich, okay?”

      She was gone before I could say anything, but it amazed me that someone so bubbly and joyful could come out of an environment like this.

      After what I just witnessed, I was hoping that her mother would keep watching tv and not try to talk to me. I had high hopes for it, seeing that she seemed pretty engrossed in whatever Jerry Springer-like show she was watching, but she leaned back in her chair and stared at me.

      “So, you’re a tourist?” she asked, exhaling smoke again.

      “No, I actually live here,” I said. “For the summer at least.”

      Her cheek pinched. “Still kind of a tourist then.”

      I shrugged. “If you say so.”

      I’d already decided that I didn’t like her, and this was one approval that I wasn’t going to seek. She didn’t say anything else until Cora returned a few seconds later.

      “The garbage is done!” she said, with a sing-song tone. “Now, let me get you that sandwich. I have roast beef, turkey, and ham, Nick. Which would you prefer?”

      “Oh, really, Cora, you don’t have to do that,” I said, putting up my hands.

      Her eyes sparkled. “But I want to! Oh, come on, everyone has to eat. And it’s all fresh, I bought them today when I heard you were coming.”

      “You bought three different kinds of meat just for me?” I asked.

      Cora smiled and nodded her head.

      Her mother sighed loudly. “She’s a giver.”

      It was probably the most on-target thing she’d said since I arrived, but that wasn’t saying much.

      “How about the roast beef?” I asked Cora. “It’s my favorite.”

      She looked so happy that I said that. “Mine too!”
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      It took Cora about five minutes before she had two sandwiches ready to go. Setting the plate down in front of me, she couldn’t have looked more pleased by my reaction.

      “Before you ask, I get really good bread for my sandwiches,” she said. “I don’t like the ordinary loafs that you get in the bread aisle, so I get the artisan bread straight from the deli. It makes it taste like a real sandwich, you know, the kind that you buy from one of the chains.”

      I took my first bite and my eyes rolled back. Cora’s sandwich could have put Subway out of business. “Cora, this is so good! What’s the dressing you have on there?”

      “Thousand island!” she said, perking up. “You really like it?”

      My eyes rolled upward. “It’s fantastic!”

      She put her hands together and squeezed them. It was such an adorable reaction, but I could have done without the next part.

      “Why are you eating so much?” her mother asked Cora. “That’s a big sandwich for someone so small. It’s going to make you fat.”

      “Oh, I can cut it in half then!” said Cora, ever the pleaser. “I just didn’t because I didn’t eat lunch and I’m really starving.”

      Her mother grunted in response. “No one likes a fat girl, Cora.”

      “Cora, eat what you want to eat,” I said, glaring at her mother while I did it. “I think Cora looks stunning. She’s gorgeous.”

      Her mother shrugged and went back to her show. I would have left already if not for Cora, but at least she looked happy that I stood up for her. Her hand reached over to grab mine.

      “You really think I’m gorgeous?” she asked, her eyes shimmering. “Golly, that’s so sweet of you, Nick.”

      Up until this point, I’d been willing to help Cora, but I drew a line at sex, if only because I didn’t want to feel like I was being pimped out or something like that. But coming here and seeing how sweet and genuine Cora was, in spite of her mother being a total sour bitch, inspired me to say what came out next.

      “Cora, I’m going to help you with that little problem,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Whatever it takes, we’re going to come up with a resolution, okay?”

      “Really?” she asked, looking like a kid that just took their first glance under the Christmas tree. “That’s really swell, Nick! You don’t know what that means to me!”

      It didn’t matter that we were sitting. Cora still reached over and threw her arms around my neck, hugging me tight. My nose buried itself in her straight blonde locks, picking up the distinct smell of honey that I found to be intoxicating.

      We ate the rest of our sandwiches, making small talk until they were both gone. At that point, I realized that I didn’t know much about how to help her shift. Fiona said it could be as simple as touching her, but we’d already touched multiple times and I wasn’t sure if it had worked.

      “So, how do you want to do this?” I asked her, once we stepped away from the smoky kitchen. “Sorry, you’re the first girl I’ve tried to help, so I don’t really have much of a game plan.”

      “Let’s go to the beach!” said Cora. “I really believe that I’m some kind of fish or sea creature, so I think if we try to experiment in the water, it might be for the best.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      I was right about Cora having a bikini on under her clothes. For myself, I’d worn trunks just because I thought we might eventually end up in the water, so neither of us had to change before we left the house.

      It wasn’t until we were outside that I asked the question that was most on my mind.

      “Um, Cora, were you adopted or something?” I asked.

      She shook her head and looked at me with questioning eyes. “No, not at all. Why do you ask?”

      I thumbed my finger back at her house. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but your mom is kind of a bitch. You don’t seem anything like her.”

      Cora’s shoulders rolled forward and her head fell down. “Yeah, I was afraid you might say that. She has some really great qualities when she wants to! I don’t know anyone who can coupon and save like she does!”

      It was like she was struggling just to name one good trait. The fact that her mother was a coupon queen was hardly something to hang her hat on.

      “Cora, it’s okay, you can tell me how you really feel,” I said. “Listen, I know what it’s like to have parents who can best be described as disinterested. It sucks.”

      Cora took a deep breath. “Okay, yeah it does suck. It sucks old moldy asshole, it does.” Cora grabbed my arm suddenly. “I try so hard to be a good daughter and to make sure I’m not making her upset, but it’s like no matter what I do, nothing’s good enough. Sometimes, I wonder if it’s me.”

      “I can tell you that it’s definitely not you,” I said, shaking my head. “Cora, you’re amazing. You’re bubbly, sweet, and beautiful. I don’t know what your mother’s problem is, but you’re nothing like her.”

      “Gosh, I just can’t believe you really think I’m beautiful?” asked Cora, blushing furiously as she touched my arm again. “That’s so incredibly nice of you!”

      “It’s the truth. It really is, Cora.”

      “Wow,” she said. “I appreciate everything you said. I don’t get a lot of nice people in my life. I like to think that my dad was more like me. I wish I still knew him. One of these days, I think he’s going to come back. He said he’d be right back, the last time he left. But eleven years later, and I’m still waiting.”

      Hearing that broke my heart a little. I glanced over at Cora, and I could see that her jaw was set. Her eyes definitely didn’t believe the words that just came out. I reached over to grab her hand.

      “I’m sorry, Cora,” I said. “You wouldn’t happen to have any siblings, do you?”

      “Nope, I’m an only child,” she said. “But that’s probably for the best. Not sure that my mother could handle another mouth to feed. Money is tight as it is, even with the good money I’m bringing in from Sal’s. But, I’ve learned that you always got to look on the bright side. If I didn’t have Sal’s, things would be a lot worse!”

      I smiled at her. “Do you ever get truly upset by things, Cora?”

      She thought about it for a moment before her mouth dropped open. “I saw a dead squirrel on the side of the road two days ago. It was terrible! The poor fella!”

      “You’re adorable,” I said, chuckling as he hit the boardwalk.

      “You really think so?” she asked. “That’s really great to hear! If we end up having sex, at least I know you’ll like me!”

      “Listen, about that,” I said, lowering my voice since I swore a group of teenagers heard her say that last part. “What does sex have to do with shifting? Fiona didn’t really give me many details other than it might be necessary to help you.”

      “Oh, I can tell you then,” said Cora brightly. “There are some things that really help a girl when she’s shifting for the first time. Being relaxed and having a good image of what you are, especially if you know what you’re supposed to be shifting into, can help for those in the beginning, but if those don’t work, you have to get more creative. I’ve heard many shifter girls are able to shift the first time they have an orgasm, so for those that have a hard time, they’re usually told to lock the door and masturbate and see what happens.”

      That was . . . interesting, but I could have suspected it was going that way.

      “And I take it that you’ve gone down that path already?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Cora giggled. “Oh, totally! With enthusiasm too! I’ve spent a whole evening getting myself off before, using my fingers in every which way. I’ve even bought a few toys, but nothing worked!”

      I could feel some activity in my trunks as my mind tried to picture Cora laying on her back with her fingers between her legs. In my mind, I could even totally hear it.

      “Gee golly gosh, I’m cumming like a freaking fire hose!” she shouted in my internal picture.

      I was still enjoying the mental image while Cora kept talking.

      “After it became obvious that this wasn’t going to work, I tried a few other tricks,” she admitted. “Some shifter girls swear that fear can help you make that first shift, so one girl suggested I jump into shark-infested waters and see if they could scare it out of me. Oh, I was scared alright, but nothing happened.”

      “That sounds really short-sighted and dangerous,” I said.

      “Well, it has to be real fear or else it might not work,” said Cora, rubbing her shoulder. “But either way, no results. I tried a few herbal remedies, but didn’t have any luck there either. I was about to give up, but then when I found out about you, I wanted to give it one last go! Fiona really believes that sex with an omega will do the trick.”

      “I’m still figuring out how shifter girls respond to an omega,” I said. “So I don’t have a lot of experience with that.”

      “I figured we could start with touch,” she said, once we stepped into the sand on a quiet part of the beach. “We’ve already touched each other a few times, so maybe I’ve taken in enough of your pheromones that it might help! At least, I’m trying to think positive that this is all that it takes! I’m waiting until we get in the water though before I try again.”

      I was pretty sure I knew the answer already, but I asked it anyway.

      “And if touch doesn’t work?” I asked.

      “There are different levels of touch,” said Cora, who blushed after I asked. “We’ve only touched our hands so far, but what would happen if multiple parts of us were touching? Or if we were hugging? Or kissing? Or fucking like bunnies?”

      I started to laugh. “You really have a way with words.”

      “I had a teacher that used to say I was a really special and bright girl,” said Cora, smiling at me. “Mrs. Shetterly—ugh, I miss school sometimes. All my teachers were so wonderful.”

      We found a quiet spot on the beach and put down our things. I took off my shirt, tossing it against a beach towel that Cora brought along. I was glad to see that she was looking at me once I did it, her eyes glancing over my chest and my arms.

      “Gosh, you really have a wonderful body,” said Cora, covering her mouth with her hand as she stared at my chest. “It’s so manly. Can I . . . um, can I do something?”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      Cora grinned nervously and took a step forward. She brushed her hand against my chest, sliding her fingers along my chest hair.

      “Mmm, I love how that feels,” she said, blushing furiously. “I hope you don’t think this is weird, but I really like chest hair.”

      I glanced down at the patch on my chest. “I certainly have enough of it here.”

      For a brief moment, Cora let out a guttural growl. “Freaking right you do.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to be related to Mama May by any chance, would you?” I asked on a whim.

      Cora blinked. “No, I’m not. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason.”

      It would have been amusing if there wasn’t so much heat in her eyes. I was thinking she might just attack me right then and there, but Cora restrained herself and took a step backwards. She kicked off her yoga pants next, revealing a bright yellow pair of bikini bottoms underneath, the kind with strings on the side. Her tank top went next, letting out her matching bikini top.

      It was my turn to stare. Fucking hell, Cora looked sexy in that bikini. Seeing all that sun-kissed skin was like seeing the most beautiful piece of art for the first time. I might as well be staring at the Pietà, because there was no way to improve upon that perfection.

      “Nick? Hello, Nick?”

      I had to be snapped out of my reverie by Cora, making me realize that I’d been staring.

      “Gosh, there’s not a problem, is there?” she asked, running her hands over her soft stomach. “You don’t think I’m fat, do you?”

      “Are you fucking crazy?” I asked, shaking my head from side to side. “You are fucking perfect, Cora. I just can’t get over how gorgeous you are.”

      She brightened considerably once I said that. “Sometimes, I wonder if my mom is right. Like I might be getting a little fat right here.”

      She poked at her stomach, where there wasn’t so much as an ounce of excess fat. It wasn’t that she was a stick, but Cora fell right into that middle phase of having too much and not having any at all.

      I wouldn’t have changed a thing about her.

      “I don’t want you to pay any attention to the delusional things your mother tells you,” I said, making her giggle. “Trust me when I say that you’re perfect just the way that you are.”

      She sighed happily and grabbed my arm, linking it with hers. “I’m so happy that I met you. You’re such an amazing person, and you always have nice things to say. I’ve heard before that some omegas can be real assholes, but you’re nothing like that.”

      “Your mom might not agree with you,” I joked.

      “Who cares what she thinks right now?” said Cora. “So, should we go into the water? I’m dying to get a little wet.”

      I was too, and I was looking forward to helping Cora with her shift. From what she described, this was going to involve a lot of touching, and I was all too happy to get started.

      The water was just perfect once we got into it. Cora and I spent a few moments playing in the surf, jumping into the waves, or attempting to jump over them.

      She took a face full of water on one attempt, spitting it all back out as she gave me an embarrassed look.

      “Oh, I know you can get higher than that!” I said teasingly. “You’re supposed to go over the water, not right into it.”

      Cora planted her hands on her slender hips. “Show me how it’s done then, big talker!”

      I waited for the right wave and set my feet as best as I could. At the last moment, I jumped, timing it perfectly with the wave as it crested right in front of my position.

      I’d love to say I sailed over it, but I splashed right through the top, also taking a shot to the face before coming down awkwardly in the surf.

      When I rose again, Cora was laughing at me. “Gee, I think you need more practice!”

      “What gave it away, huh?”

      We splashed around for a little longer before heading out for deeper waters. The ocean at Oyster Cove was remarkably shallow, even a good distance out from the beach. We were probably a good hundred yards out and the water was only up to my chest.

      “Right here looks like a good spot, right?” asked Cora, who’d suddenly gotten more nervous now that the time had come.

      “I’d say we won’t attract much attention right here,” I said, looking around. There was only one other couple that was out this far, and they were closer to the pier. The water was really calm today, so there was no chance that anyone would think we were too far out, and thus pay more attention to us.

      We reached a spot where we were both able to stand, with the water up to my shoulders. Cora was pretty tall for a girl, and the water was up to her neck at this spot.

      “Okay, well, let’s try this out,” I said. “Do you want to try shifting? Like you said earlier, we’ve touched enough already that you might be able to do it.”

      Cora looked really nervous, and I could tell she was breathing rapidly. Even the limited knowledge that I had about shifting told me that she wasn’t going to be able to do anything until she calmed down a little.

      “Sorry, my nerves are stretched about as far as they can go,” she admitted. “I just keep thinking about what happens if this doesn’t work.”

      “Try not to dwell on it,” I said. “It will work. We’ll find a way, but the best thing you can do right now is take a deep breath. Don’t get yourself worked up over nothing, okay?”

      Cora nodded and closed her eyes. She was still breathing hard, but I could tell she was concentrating on getting herself under control. After a few minutes, her breathing was much more calm.

      “Okay, I’m going to try to shift now,” she said. “This might be easier if I knew just what the heck I was supposed to be.”

      “Just do your best,” I said. “I’m right here if you need me.”

      A few more minutes went by, and nothing happened. I kept my eyes trained on hers the entire time, but not entirely because I wanted to see if she would shift. Cora was just that beautiful that I enjoyed looking at her, even when her eyes were closed.

      After enough time went by, Cora opened her eyes again. “Nothing. Nothing’s happening.” She then reached down to rub her leg. “Not even the patch on my leg. I think I’m too anxious right now.”

      “Let’s try it again,” I said, holding out my hand. “Maybe it’ll help if we’re actually touching when you do it.”

      Cora nodded and tried to center herself again. This time, I felt her hand slip into mine. I gave it a gentle squeeze as she tried again. A few minutes went by until she said something.

      “Well, that worked a little bit,” she said, moving my hand under the water. She placed it against her leg, where I could feel something scaly against my fingers.

      “That’s the part that I saw that first night at Sal’s,” I said. “We’re making progress!”

      Cora gave me a small, dimpled smile. “That night at Sal’s was the first time I had any progress at all. Personally, I think it was because of you. You just brought it out in me.”

      “Let’s see if I can bring out more. Try again.”

      For the next five minutes, Cora tried twice more. On the second attempt, she was able to double the size of the patch, but it was still not much bigger than the size of a baseball.

      “Why is this so freaking hard?” she said, pursing her lips together. “Some people get it within their first week too!”

      I didn’t want to tell her that I got it on my first attempt, knowing she would take it badly, so I put on a brave face for her.

      “We’ll get there, but why don’t we try something a little closer?” I said. “Come here.”

      I saw Cora bite her lip when I reached around her waist and placed my hand against her bare back. I pulled her closer, all the way until her breasts were pushing against my chest.

      “Like this,” I said quietly, my mouth only inches from hers.

      “Gosh, I like this a lot better,” admitted Cora.

      It was so hard not to kiss her right then. I had to keep myself focused on the task at hand, but judging by the way I could feel her nipples pressing into my chest, she was finding it difficult too.

      I just wished our embrace would have yielded better results. After another couple minutes, Cora sighed. “Still nothing.”

      “Hmm, what to try next?” I said, thinking out loud. We were already practically hugging, so there weren’t that many options left. Cora was the one that thought of an interesting middle ground though.

      “What if I wrap my legs around your waist?” she said, demonstrating it before she finished speaking. “Hold me upright just like that.”

      I stumbled for a second until my footing was more secure, but when it was, we were in a very interesting position. Cora’s tits weren’t just touching my chest now—they were now very squished into me. Her arms were resting on my shoulders and with her legs wrapped around me, I was having a really hard time containing my hardness.

      So much so that my trunks were pressed against her bottoms.

      “Mmm, that feels kind of nice,” said Cora, closing her eyes as she sighed wistfully.

      I couldn’t have agreed more, and I was definitely rethinking my stance about no sex, especially when even this position didn’t yield any results.

      “Shoot!” said Cora, looking upset as she let go of my shoulders. “Why isn’t it working? What more is it going to take—Mmmph!”

      I surprised her by kissing her. It was the next logical step, not that I was taking a purely clinical approach to this. I wanted to kiss Cora, and seeing that all this touching hadn’t given us much to work with, it was time to up the ante.

      Cora got over her shock pretty quickly, and within seconds her arms were back around my neck as she kissed me back. We stayed like that for nearly a minute until I had to wonder if she was still trying to shift.

      “Cora?” I asked against her lips.

      “Hmm?”

      “Are you trying to shift?”

      “No. Should I have been?”

      I chuckled. “Yes. That’s part of the reason why I was kissing you.”

      She flashed me those dimples. “Oh! Okay, let me try.”

      We started kissing again, getting a little more passionate as we did. Nothing was changing on Cora except for a little more expansion of her scales. At one point, she jumped into my arms again and started to grind her hips against mine while we made out, but it was just not happening.

      “Do you think it’s just a matter of time?” I asked. “Should we stay locked together like that for half an hour or something?”

      Cora, who was blushing after our kiss, looked at my lips. “I’m willing to try that if you are.”

      I was all too ready to keep going, but the problem we had now was we were getting an audience. There was a boat that had drifted not far from us, and when I looked over there, I saw two older guys watching Cora and me. One of them even flashed me a sleazy thumbs-up, which was enough for me to want to move.

      “I’m not doing this for their benefit,” I told Cora, gesturing to the boat. “We should go somewhere else. Especially if this keeps escalating.”

      Cora looked horrified when she glanced at the boat. She crossed her arms and put on her best pout as they motored by. “Get a life!”

      “It’s probably for the best all the same,” I said, as we swam back to shore. “There’s not many more steps that we can try before we would need to be more . . . alone.”

      “Are you okay with that, by the way?” asked Cora, looking surprisingly vulnerable. “You didn’t seem too thrilled when we talked about it earlier. I don’t want to force myself on you or anything like that. It would be wrong.”

      The fact that this hundred-pound blonde woman thought she could force anything on me was funny. If anything, I’d be a willing participant now that I had a glimpse into Cora’s life.

      “The only problem I really had with all this was the idea of being just . . . a stud cock,” I said, chuckling after the words came out. “I didn’t want to be pimped out to anyone in the shifter girl community.”

      “Oh, no, no, no,” said Cora, shaking her head. “Golly, I really don’t want you to feel like that. It’s not like that, Nick, I swear.”

      She took a step closer to me. “I like you. You were so sweet to me that night we met, and even now, seeing how much of a help you’ve been to me, I can tell you’re the kind of person that I really want in my life.”

      “I feel like I haven’t done much for you, Cora,” I said sheepishly. “Apart from a tiny green patch.”

      It was gone now that we were practically back on the shore. With so many people around, Cora had pushed it back underneath.

      “But a tiny green patch in a week is a lot better progress than I’ve had in the whole last year,” she said quietly. “You really are helping. I know it.”

      We reached the spot where Cora’s towel was. She dried off quickly before tossing it to me. It was while I was drying my legs that Cora fished into her purse and pulled out her phone.

      “Oh, crud!” she said. “Ugh, of all nights!”

      “What’s wrong, Cora?”

      She showed me her phone. “It’s Sal. We had one of the girls call out sick and we already had someone taking time off, so he’s really short-staffed. He needs me to get there as soon as I can to finish out the dinner service.”

      I glanced at the time. It was already pushing seven, so I knew this would be prime time for any restaurant.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “The restaurant needs you. This can wait.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “I’m willing to tell him no.”

      “We have all the time in the world,” I said. “One night isn’t going to break us.”

      “Okay,” said Cora, giving me a toothy smile. “I just don’t want you to be upset with me. Or think I am a world-class cock tease or something.”

      “I promise I don’t think you’re a cock tease,” I said, making Cora giggle.

      “Okay, well, you have my number still right?” she said. “Call me or text me whenever.”

      “I will,” I said, right as I thought of something else. “Actually, I’m going to text you my address.”

      “Oh?” asked Cora, looking at me brightly.

      “Yeah, not just for, you know, that,” I said. “But more for when you’re at your house and you need to get away. If your mom’s ever driving you crazy, I want you to know you always have a place to go.”

      Cora looked like she didn’t know what to say. She lowered her head. “Oh, well, it’s not that bad, Nick. Really, I can handle it. You just have to know how to deal with her, especially when she’s in one of her moods.”

      “You shouldn’t have to be taking that kind of crap,” I said. “So the offer stands. If you ever just need to get away, let me know.”

      Cora beamed with a smile and came in for a hug. She pressed in tight, squishing her perfect tits against my chest again. “You’re like a knight in shining armor. Do you know that?”

      “I don’t know about all that,” I said with a chuckle once our hug ended. “But I don’t want to see you upset for any reason. You’re too sweet for that.”

      It was her turn to surprise me. Cora’s lips met mine in a very tender kiss that lasted just a few seconds before it broke.

      “Just something to remember me by,” she said, giving me a shy wave. “Talk to you soon!”

      I waved back. “See you, Cora.”
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      By the time that I got back to the bungalow, I was in a good mood. Yes, I might have had a slight case of blue balls, but that was okay. I felt better about helping Cora, and seeing the hope in her eyes about finally being able to shift was worth it.

      It had only been a few days, but I was already starting to digest what it meant to be an omega. And I found that I had three very striking women on my mind at all times, even though all three of them were different in their own way.

      Sexy and confident Fiona would never be misconstrued for the genial and upbeat Cora, but I found that I still liked them both the same. And competitive and cool Ember brought her own spin on this too. I’d barely walked into the house before my phone was chirping, showing a meme that Ember had sent me about completing her first day at her new job.

      It was the one with the little kid making a fist, looking at the viewer with a face of determination.

      I chuckled and texted her back, telling her congratulations on getting through the first day. I was wondering what to do for the rest of the evening when I swore that I heard my shower running. Thinking that it was odd, I walked toward the bathroom and could confirm that it was indeed on.

      And there was someone in it. A woman with a long, black tail and a pair of fluffy cat ears. I shook my head as I moved toward the curtain, pulling it open.

      There was Fiona in all her glory. My sultry catgirl had her leg lifted up, resting on the side while she rubbed body wash into her smooth, perfect skin. The sight of water dripping off her hanging breasts quickly reminded me of where I left things with Cora.

      “I was wondering when you might get back,” said Fiona, grinning even though she didn’t look over at me.

      “Is the shower broken in your house?” I asked playfully.

      Fiona’s head tilted to the side. “Why shower alone when you can shower with . . .” Her eyes looked up at me finally. “Friends.”

      “Is that all we are? Friends?”

      “Friends with serious benefits,” she said, grinning at me. “And maybe more, who knows?”

      “You’re not really the clingy type, are you, Fiona?”

      She shrugged. “I guess it takes me a little while to truly warm up to someone. Now, are you going to keep talking, or are you going to get in here and wash my tail?”

      It was hard to say no to that, especially whenever her tail started to rub at the bulge in my trunks. A few moments later, I was naked and jumping in with her, and a few more minutes after that, we were making enough steam of our own.

      It was after we both came that we left the shower to dry off. Fiona was running a brush through her hair while trying to get the fur to stick down on her ears. “Stupid ears. I swear the fur back here has a mind of its own.”

      “Here, let me help you,” I said, taking the brush from her. I was taller than Fiona by a great deal, so I was able to see the top of her head. Brushing her ears, I heard her purr against me.

      “Mmm, that’s really nice,” she said, closing her eyes. “We’ll have to do this a lot more.”

      “As long as you don’t promise the entire Oyster Cove shifter community that I can do the same for them,” I joked.

      Fiona’s eyes opened. “Very funny. Speaking of which, how did things go with Cora? Was she able to shift?”

      “Not quite, but we’re not finished yet,” I said. “We still have to try a few things, but I’m optimistic.”

      “What kind of things?” asked Fiona, grinning at me impishly.

      I reached for her ass, giving it a healthy smack. Fiona moaned loudly. “Ooo! Do it again, Daddy.”

      Grinning, I slapped it a few more times, all the while Fiona looked like she was ready to go for round two.

      “Okay, that’s enough for now,” I said, handing the brush back. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” she said sweetly. “So, when are you going to see Cora again?”

      “It would probably still be with her right now if she didn’t have to cover a shift at Sal’s,” I said. “By the way, have you ever met Cora’s mom?”

      Fiona’s eyes went wide, and she opened her mouth and pointed in it. “Disgusting woman. There are few people that I really don’t like, but Cora’s mom is one of them. My personal theory is that Cora was switched at birth. Someone out there, there’s a twenty-something chain smoker who probably has the best parents in the world.”

      “It kind of breaks my heart to see it,” I said. “And to see how Cora turned out with that as her role model.”

      Once we were dried and clothed, we moved out to the living room. I pulled two beers out of the fridge and moved toward the tv. I put on a classic movie and laid down, waiting for Fiona to join me. When she didn’t, I could tell she looked like she was ready to leave.

      It reminded me of our earlier trouble with affection. Somehow, I wanted to change that.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, as she slipped on her sandals.

      “I was just going to go back to my place,” she said. “Why?”

      I acted offended as I pointed to her beer, which was resting right next to mine. “I just put a movie on too. Come here. Stay with me.”

      “Really?” asked Fiona, giving me a strange look.

      I scoffed. “There’s no way I’d ask you to just fuck and run.”

      Fiona laughed, but then that strange look returned. “You actually want me to stick around?”

      “Uh, Fiona, the last time I checked, you’re not a hooker,” I said jokingly. “Unless there’s something you need to tell me, I like hanging out with you.”

      She looked unsure of herself, which for someone as sexually confident as Fiona, was definitely jarring. That’s when it hit me.

      I figured out why Fiona wasn’t the cuddling type. It just wasn’t what she was used to. Fiona had all the confidence in the world when it came to anything related to sex, but I suspected she’d had a couple relationships in the past that were strangely transactional in nature, and it showed in how she behaved.

      I decided to test that a little further to see if I was right.

      “You like hanging out with me, right?” I asked her, sitting upright.

      Fiona nodded, and I could tell she was on uncertain ground. “But I always thought guys liked space after sex.”

      “Maybe when it’s just sex,” I said. “But I like you. You were the first person I met in Oyster Cove. You’re my introduction to the shifter girl community. You mean something to me.”

      There it was—vulnerability. I could see it in her eyes plain as day, the same vulnerability that I’d just seen on the face of Cora. I was getting somewhere.

      “Now, if you make me miss any more of this movie that I’ve seen a thousand times, I’m going to be mad,” I joked. “Come here, the couch is more than big enough for the both of us.”

      Fiona set her purse down and kicked off her shoes. I turned around on my back and held out my arms. She came down slowly, her knee sinking into the couch before she rested her body against mine. Fiona laid her head against my chest, but she felt weirdly stiff as she did so.

      “Is this okay?” she asked. “It’s not too close, right?”

      I wrapped my arm around her back. “It’s perfect. I like being close to you.”

      That was all I needed to say to get the tension to leave her body. Fiona sighed happily, and for the next thirty minutes or so, the only time we moved was to take a swig of beer. Finally, during a lull in the movie, I asked the question that had been on my mind.

      “It’s not that you don’t like to cuddle after sex, is it?” I said. “It’s the fact that no one has ever asked you before?”

      I could tell she was struggling to hold back the tears when she looked up at me. “I’ve been told a few times that cuddling is for girls. Some of the partners I’ve been with before only wanted sex and that was it.”

      “That’s insane,” I said, shaking my head.

      “For the longest time, I thought it was me,” admitted Fiona. “I thought that maybe I just wasn’t sexy enough. Maybe if I tried harder, they’d want to stick around. After all that, I thought it was just how guys were.”

      “Not all of us,” I said quietly. “The ones that matter aren’t going to treat you like just an object, Fiona.”

      She gulped heavily, and smiled at me. “I’m starting to see that now.”

      From that point forward, the mood changed. Fiona was still my sexy and sultry catgirl, but she started to make an effort to be more affectionate. I realized it as she stroked my arm while we watched the movie, and when she leaned up for the occasional kiss.

      What really sealed the deal was when she asked if she could stay over.

      “You can say no if you want to,” she said quickly, making me chuckle. “Really, I don’t know why I asked. We can totally have sex again if you want to as well.”

      “Listen, I’ve had my fill today,” I said. “Not that I don’t really love having sex with you, but I’m getting sleepy. How about we go to bed, and we can spoon until we fall asleep?”

      For the briefest of moments, I saw enough excitement in her eyes to make me think I was looking at Cora.

      “I’d like that,” admitted Fiona.
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        * * *

      

      We did not end up having sex at all during the night, but that was okay with me. Instead, I woke up with Fiona’s leg draped over me, and her hair tickling my lips. It was one of the best ways to wake up, and it made me invigorated to start the day.

      While Fiona slept, I made some coffee and fired up my laptop just to do some idle surfing before she woke. I answered a few messages that I hadn’t gotten back to yet, and then I went to go check out the social media page for Oyster Cove. I was looking for something in particular, something for Ember, when I saw something interesting posted about midway down the page.

      “Jackpot,” I said, clicking on an outside link.

      I came to a local website and found a number. Five minutes later, I had plans for Ember and I on Saturday night, which was the night before her tournament kicked off. I booked it and made a mental note to tell Ember later, hoping she would be thrilled.

      If anything, I wanted to send her to the tournament ready to kick some ass.

      Fiona woke up a short while later, and we ended up taking a shower together. This time, we did get a little frisky again, with Fiona taking my entire length down her mouth and keeping it there until I exploded. The sexy catgirl made a big show of swallowing my seed, showing me that just because she was ready to turn over a new leaf, she hadn’t forgotten how to turn me on.

      We were both scheduled to work at the Golden Spoon that day and headed into work. It was a pretty normal day all things considered, with several spikes throughout the afternoon, mostly as people got too hot from laying in the sand. I was just about to make a cone for myself when my phone rang.

      It was Ember, and I picked up as soon as I saw it.

      “I was just about to get some ice cream, so this better be good,” I said jokingly.

      “Nick, can you come here?” asked Ember, though I could tell that her tone was one of panic.

      “What’s wrong, Ember?”

      “It’s Samantha,” she said. “I think she broke her leg. Nick, I’m so screwed right now.”

      “Where are you?” I asked, looking at Fiona, who seemed just as worried now that she could hear what I was saying.

      “At the volleyball courts,” said Ember. “I know you’re working, but is there any way you can come over here?”

      “My shift is just about over,” I said. “I’ll be there shortly.”

      “Thank you. See you soon.”

      I hung up with Ember and gave Fiona a quick rundown. She didn’t mind me leaving early at all.

      “I’ll punch you out when your shift formally ends,” she said. “That way, Mr. Zane won’t know.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Fiona, thank you!”

      “Yeah, yeah, but you owe me!”

      I practically ran out of the shop, heading down the boardwalk in the direction of the volleyball courts. It took me a few minutes to get there, but when I did, I could see Ember sitting in the sand. Her hand was keeping her head up, and she was clutching her volleyball in her lap. I jogged over to her and sat down in the sand next to her.

      “Oh, Nick, it’s awful,” said Ember, wiping away her tears. “And it’s all my fault too.”

      “What happened? Talk to me, Ember.”

      “We were practicing, just like we’ve been doing,” she explained. “I’d been having a bad day, and I knew Samantha was getting frustrated with me.” Ember started shaking her head. “Kim spiked it hard to the back. I knew it should have been mine, but I think Samantha doubted me. She tried to go for it and stepped wrong.”

      Ember clutched my arm. “I never heard her yell like that. Her ankle was the size of a freaking apple by the time the medic got here.”

      “Where is she now?” I asked.

      “Went to the hospital to get an x-ray,” said Ember, wincing. “The medic thought it was just sprained, but wanted to be sure. She was in so much pain too. And now she’s not going to be able to compete.”

      “A sprain is probably most likely,” I said, relying on what little medical knowledge I had. “There’s a chance it might not be too bad.”

      Ember kicked the sand with her feet. “It’s all my fault too. If I was on my game, she wouldn’t have felt the need to compensate for my bad performance. She got hurt because of me.”

      “You can’t do that to yourself,” I said, wrapping my arm around her bare shoulder. “Ember, she made that call on her own. You can’t be blamed for that.”

      “I still feel like I’m to blame,” she muttered.

      “What did Kim and Veronica have to say?” I asked. “What did Samantha have to say for that matter?”

      “That it was her own fault for tripping over her big-ass feet,” said Ember, leaving no doubt that it was probably a direct quote.

      “Accidents happen, Ember,” I said. “I’m sure that Samantha’s not taking it personally.”

      “I feel terrible though,” she said. “The tournament’s on Sunday, and my only partner is in the hospital because of me.”

      “She’s just getting an x-ray,” I said. “You didn’t put her in the hospital.”

      “Still,” she muttered.

      “Let’s see what happens with the x-ray,” I said. “Maybe with a little rest and some ice, she’ll be okay to return before the tournament?”

      As it turned out, that was wishful thinking. I stayed with Ember for another hour until she got a call from Samantha. Ember put the call on speaker so I could listen to it. Samantha definitely sprained her ankle, and it was a grade two sprain, which meant she had to rest for one or two weeks before she could be active again.

      “I’m sorry, Ember,” said Samantha over the phone. “There’s no way they’ll clear me to play in the tournament. I can’t play.”

      “No, are you kidding? I’m the one that’s sorry for being so sloppy today,” said Ember, holding her head up with her hand. I was still stroking her back, trying to keep her calm.

      “You were fine,” said Samantha. “I shouldn’t have gone for that spike, and I should have left it to you. I’m sorry that this was the result.”

      “So what do we do now?” asked Ember. “Wait until the next tournament?”

      She said the words like it was the equivalent of flunking out of college. I knew just how much she’d been looking forward to this, and it pained me to see her get this close but not close enough.

      “There’s one at the end of summer,” said Samantha, her voice becoming temporarily hopeful. “Though, that’s a really long time from now.”

      “Ugh, this really sucks,” said Ember, covering her eyes.

      “Do you know anyone else that might want to play?” I asked Samantha. “Any of your friends good?”

      “Not really,” said Samantha. “All the girls that I know are back home. Kim and Veronica play as a team, and they can’t play twice. It’s against the rules.” Samantha was quiet for a moment. “What about Nick?”

      “Huh? What about me?”

      “Can you play?”

      I didn’t know if she was being serious, but then I felt the weight of Ember’s eyes on me. She was waiting for an answer too.

      “I’ve played a little bit, but not enough that I would put myself at your level,” I said.

      “Would you try though?” asked Ember hopefully. “What if you joined me for practice for the next two days? Between me and the other girls, we can at least make sure you have the basics.”

      “Not to mention, Ember is really good,” said Samantha. “Everyone has a bad day sometimes, but Ember’s so light on her feet. Half the time I swear she’s like part cat or fox or something.”

      That was the first time I saw a smile on Ember’s face. Samantha must not have known, but I knew the exact reason why that was the case.

      Still, it didn’t make me feel very good about our odds for success.

      “Please?” asked Ember. “I don’t want to wait until the end of summer. Not when I’ve been training this hard. Will you please consider it?”

      All it took was a look from those green eyes to change everything.

      “Okay,” I said, making Ember smile. “I’ll do it.”

      She clapped her hands and kissed me hard. “Yay! You are seriously the best.”

      “Wait until you see me play,” I said with a chuckle. “You might not feel the same way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I was really glad that I didn’t oversell my ability to play beach volleyball.

      From my very first serve the next morning, when we practiced together with Veronica and Kim, it was obvious that I would need a little tutelage.

      “Okay, first things first,” said Ember, giving me a patient smile. “You have to be behind the line to serve. Not on it. Otherwise, that’s a point for their team.”

      “Oops,” I said, looking down at my feet. “I’ll do better on my next one.”

      On the next volley, I tried to set it up for Ember so that she could spike it but she caught the ball instead and giggled at me.

      “A couple of things,” she said. “We’re aiming for three touches, not two. Usually, the first person who bumps it is the one that will spike it, with the second touch setting up the spike. So if you touch it first, just be prepared that you’re going to be the one to spike it. Also, it’s better to bump their attack with your forearms, like this.” She put her forearms together, palms up. “It takes some practice, but you’ll get used to it.”

      So many of these little nuances I was only going to learn by playing. The biggest problem we faced was that Kim and Veronica were definitely a well-oiled machine, and they knew I was the weak spot in the team, so they were constantly attacking just about any place I was standing.

      It wasn’t that I couldn’t defend, but more so the case that they wore me out with the constant activity. We broke after the fifth set of twenty-one, getting crushed in all of them.

      “I have a ton of respect for those that play beach volleyball now,” I said, squirting some water on my face. My calves burned from moving through the sand, and my ego had just taken a little bruising.

      Ember laughed. “It’s harder than it looks, right? I’m going to have Kim and Veronica spread the love around a little more, but don’t be surprised if people target you during the tournament. They’ll take any advantage they can get.”

      “At least I think I have the basics down now,” I said. “Maybe we’ll actually make the next set a close one.”

      That turned out to be wishful thinking. We got cleaned so hard that even Ember was starting to get frustrated. By that time, I started to identify our problem. Ember and Samantha had a natural cadence because they’d been playing together for some time now. I even saw it when I watched Kim and Veronica. There was an unspoken bond there about who covered what, especially when it came to their respective ranges.

      Ember and I, despite our romantic connection, didn’t have that kind of trust in each other yet. And it might take some time before she trusted me like she did Samantha.

      We played for most of the morning, breaking around lunch to grab a slice of pizza from Da Mayor’s. Returning in the afternoon, Kim and Veronica had to jet, which was probably a good thing because we were both getting tired of getting creamed by them.

      “No, no, no,” said Ember, right after I spiked the ball. “You can’t use your fingers. You have to use your palm when you spike it.”

      “I thought that’s what I was doing,” I said defensively.

      “It’s against the rules,” she explained. “When you use your fingers on a spike, it’s too easy to control where it goes. You have to hit with the flat of your palm. And please stop touching the net. You’re going to give them points every time you do.”

      I knew she was just trying to help, but I was downright frustrated. I was beginning to rethink my desire to help, especially if we were the first team to lose in the tournament. Then it would be like we shouldn’t even have shown up in the first place.

      With Veronica and Kim leaving, I took a drink of water and plopped my butt in the sand. I must have looked irritated because Ember came to sit next to me.

      “I’m sorry if I’m being too hard on you,” she said. “There’s just a lot of things that I have to help you learn in a short period of time. And if it comes out in frustration, I don’t mean it personally, I promise.”

      “I don’t know how this is going to work, Ember,” I said. “It’s Friday. The tournament is on Sunday. I’m the weak link on our team, and every other team is going to do what Kim and Veronica did—exploit it.”

      “We have time,” she said, though her tone was unconvincing. “We can still improve.”

      “Maybe it’s just wishful thinking,” I said under my breath. “And we’re just wasting our time.”

      She didn’t say anything to that, and part of me wondered if she was silently agreeing with me. We resumed our play in a few minutes, but without anyone to play with, it mostly revolved around Ember trying to set me up while I worked on my spikes. I wasn’t bad in this regard, especially after I learned to use my palm. If it was just a spiking competition, I might have a chance.

      The problem was that after we did a few drills, a man and a woman came off the beach and challenged us. I guessed they weren’t as competitive as Kim and Veronica were, so I saw it as an opportunity to build some confidence.

      The only problem was that it served us the worst ass kicking that we had all day.

      “We’re going to be in the tournament on Sunday,” said the woman, clearly bragging after their victory. “It’s good for us to play against amateurs so we can stay on our toes.”

      The man that was with her, clearly her boyfriend, mostly just laughed as they walked away.

      “Forget them,” said Ember. “For the record, I thought you showed a lot of improvement.”

      “All the good that’s going to do us on Sunday,” I grumbled. “Ember, I need a break. Not that I’m tired, but if we keep going, I’m going to end up in a really bad mood. I’m kinda regretting my decision to help.”

      I had a feeling she was too, even if she wouldn’t admit it. Still, I couldn’t help the fact that Ember looked pretty disappointed as soon as I said it.

      “Tomorrow then?” she asked hopefully. “Meet at the courts bright and early for more practice?”

      “Sure, but I doubt it will help,” I said, shrugging.

      Ember’s shoulders rolled forward. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’re in over our heads.”

      “Too late to back out now?” I asked.

      “Already paid for our entry into the tournament,” she said.

      I raised my water bottle. “Here’s to hoping a small miracle happens before then.”

      I was not very happy as I separated from Ember and made my way back to the bungalow. By the time I got close, the only thing I wanted to do was crack open a few beers and chill out for a little while. The house would be empty since Fiona was working my shift at the Golden Spoon, all so that we could have the extra time to practice.

      Still, I didn’t think there was ever going to be enough time to make me worthy of playing in that tournament.

      After about an hour of drinking, my mood started to come around. I felt like I’d been pushing myself too hard, and I was taking it out on Ember, who was already stressed about it. I was just about to text her when I heard my doorbell ring.

      Expecting it to be some pesky salesman, I answered the door to a sight I wouldn’t soon forget.

      “H-Hey, Nick,” said Cora, with tears dripping down her face. “Mind if we talk?”

      “Cora!” I said, pulling her inside quickly. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      She just shook her head and walked into the house. It didn’t take long before the words came tumbling out, and of course, it had something to do with her mother.

      “So, she didn’t like me at all then?” I asked, once I got the gist of the story.

      Cora shook her head, making her blonde hair fly. “Not at all. I told her how wonderful you were and that you were helping me with something so important to me. She s-said you looked like some kind of gigolo that was going to lie to me about loving me and then leave me like my dad did to her.”

      Jesus. I knew we hadn’t started off on the right foot, but I wasn’t expecting that.

      “I told her that you were nice and kind and sweet, but she just laughed in my face and called me too stupid to see what was right in front of me,” continued Cora, sniffling. “After that, it didn’t matter what I said. She kept saying that you were the devil and couldn’t be trusted.”

      “She really has some strong feelings about me already,” I said, chuckling while I stroked Cora’s back.

      Cora was only wearing a pink V-neck top today. Pink was really her color, and the lack of sleeves on the top showed off her amazing tan. It was paired with a denim jean skirt. She was wearing flip-flops, and even her toes were colored to match the top she had on. As always, she looked immaculate and didn’t deserve to be crying over something so trivial.

      “I just remembered what you said about coming over whenever I needed it,” said Cora, wiping away the tears from her cheek. “I didn’t expect I’d need it the very next day though.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “I made the offer for a reason because I wanted you to take me up on it. I just wish I was better company for you right now.”

      Cora looked alarmed. “Why? Are you busy or something? Gosh, I didn’t mean to intrude if you’re in the middle of something!”

      “It’s not that,” I said. “I got subbed in to play in a volleyball tournament on Sunday, and I spent all morning practicing and basically getting destroyed. Let’s just say I’m still a little sour about it.”

      “I don’t know much about volleyball,” said Cora, shaking her head. “Or sports in general. Is that the one where you have to shoot it into the net?”

      “That’s basketball, Cora,” I said, holding back a smile. “Volleyball is going over the net.”

      She winced. “Oh, right. Sorry, I’m not much help.”

      “It’s probably a good thing you’re here,” I said. “We could both use someone to talk to.”

      Cora smiled at that. “What are you doing now? Just watching tv?”

      “Yeah, but we don’t have to do this,” I said. “We can go out and do something if you like?” I looked over at my nearly-empty beer. “I just have to take care of that and we can go.”

      “Is there anything you haven’t done yet since you got here?” asked Cora. “I’d love to go do something if you’re willing to go out with me? It will help to take my mind off my home situation. And it might even help you too!”

      “So many things,” I said with a laugh. “I’m open to whatever.”

      Cora got really excited, showing off her dimples. “Have you been to the carnival yet on the pier?”

      I knew exactly what she was talking about. Positioned near the entrance to the pier was something the locals called the carnival. It had a few rides on it, including a roller coaster that went out over the water. There were several carnival games there too, as well as a few shops for food, popcorn, or candy.

      “Not since I got here,” I said. “I haven’t been to that part of the pier since I was a kid.”

      Cora clapped her hands together. “Perfect, let’s go!”

      The carnival turned out to be exactly what we were needing. It was still early enough that it wasn’t overrun by teens, but not too early that there wasn’t anything going on. We took a ride on the roller coaster, and I was amazed at just how quickly Cora’s mood was able to go back to bright and bubbly.

      After the roller coaster, we got this giant funnel cake for us to share, sitting down right next to the railing to watch the people in the water below.

      “Oh my gosh, if I had to pick one food for the rest of my life, it would be funnel cake,” said Cora, taking a big chunk and dropping it into her mouth. “Why is it so perfect?”

      “Because most of it is sugar?” I joked.

      “Don’t care, I love it anyway,” she said. “I could totally eat a whole second plate of this stuff.”

      “Did you come here a lot growing up?” I asked. “To the carnival?”

      Cora nodded. “I used to come all the time when I was younger. Back then, I swore that my mom made more of an effort. I don’t know what was different, but it was like she actually tried to be a mom instead of just a crappy roommate. When I got old enough, I started going with my friends, but a lot of them have moved on or moved away. I still have a few nearby, but not like it used to be.”

      “How many of your friends are shifters?” I asked.

      “Just two of them,” said Cora, counting on her fingers. “Fiona being one. The other is a lamia, you know, a snake girl? Marissa is really seclusive though, and she mostly just hangs out near the Swamp these days.”

      “I had no idea there were so many different kinds of shifter girls,” I said.

      “Oh, totally. I know of at least twenty different kinds, most of which are still here in Oyster Cove,” said Cora brightly. “Just about everything you can think of, but I’m not anything that I know of though. At least, if I was, it would be easier to shift into it because I’ve tried to envision it. It just doesn’t happen.”

      “It seems that anyone who isn’t lucky enough to know what they can shift into beforehand gets screwed,” I said.

      Cora shrugged in a cute way. “That’s just how it is though. At least you’re here to help! And you’ve already helped me out so much. I don’t know what I would have done without you, especially after today.”

      Cora hugged my side as her voice became softer. “It can be hard keeping friends. Among the shifter girls at least. It’s like you have to hold back the biggest part of yourself from normal people so you feel like they don’t know the biggest thing about what makes you . . . you. That’s why we tend to gravitate toward other shifters. They know the burden that we have.”

      “It sounds like it’s really lonely at times,” I noted.

      “Yeah, lonely is a good way to put it,” she said. “That’s why when you find someone that makes you happy, you need to hold onto him.”

      It didn’t escape my notice that Cora said him and not them. If I was being honest with myself, I was really starting to feel the same way about her. I liked Cora now that she was in my life, and more than anything, I not only wanted to help her shift, but I wanted to keep seeing her.

      And I definitely wanted to keep kissing her. The funny thing was that if we did this right, I’d have a chance to have my cake and eat it too.

      After we finished off the funnel cake, Cora and I headed over to the games. It was here that she saw something hanging from one of the stalls that caused her to shake my arm repeatedly.

      “Look, Nick!” she said. “Look, it’s a baby hippo! I love it! Isn’t it adorable?”

      It was kind of cute, hanging there with its wide open mouth and stumpy legs. It was in a stall where the carnival game was Skee-Ball. Once I saw that, I knew I had to play.

      “I suck at Skee-Ball though,” said Cora with a pout. “Or else I’d totally try to get it. One time when I was sixteen, I threw a ball that ended up knocking out the attendant. Oops.”

      “I used to play Skee-Ball all the time as a kid,” I said. “I’ve even played at this stall before. Honestly, I’m pretty good at it.”

      I rested my hands on the counter, getting the attention of the older guy manning the stall.

      “How much to play?” I asked.

      “It’s five dollars for ten balls,” he said. “And ten for thirty.”

      “Really going for that upsell, huh?” I joked. “How much for the baby hippo up there?”

      “That thing? That’s a premium prize right there,” said the man. “You need to sink it in the highest hole twice. The highest hole is the one marked fifty. Get two of those and you get the hippo.”

      “Count me in,” I said, cracking my knuckles. I pulled out a five dollar bill and handed it to him.

      “You really think you can do it with just ten balls?” asked Cora.

      “I’m going to get you that hippo,” I promised, which made her beam. “No matter what happens.”

      I was a little worried about the game being fixed and being taken for an easy mark, but it really wasn’t that difficult. The first couple throws netted me a forty and a thirty. The points didn’t stack, which sucked when it came to getting the hippo, but I was confident that I could nail that fifty on my own.

      I knew I got the first one from the moment the ball released from my hand. Bouncing along the wooden platform, it took a big hop and then landed right on the rim of the fifty before falling in.

      “Oh, would you look at that!” said the old man. “We have a contender here, ladies and gentlemen!”

      I guessed he was just saying that for my benefit because the only lady around was Cora, and the only gentlemen were a group of ten-year-old boys who were getting their own balls to play.

      My next four throws weren’t getting it done. Success had jinxed me—so much so that I thought I was going to have to get another set of balls. It was the ninth throw that just came out right, sinking into the fifty hole like it was meant to be there.

      “You did it!” shouted Cora, jumping up and down. “You did it, Nick!”

      “Well done, my young friend,” said the old man, taking the baby hippo off the rack and holding it out. At the last second, he pulled it back. “Though would you like to try your luck by going double or nothing in a premium bonus round?”

      “No, just the hippo is enough,” I said with a laugh. “I only needed one anyway.”

      The old man shrugged and handed it over, allowing me to hand it directly to Cora. She took that little stuffed animal out of my hands and squeezed the life out of it.

      “It’s so adorable!” she said, wearing the biggest smile. “Oh my gosh, I love it. I love it so much!”

      Next, Cora threw her arms around me, and she kissed me soundly, which took me by surprise. “And thank you so much, Nick. Thank you for winning it for me. You’re so amazing!”

      I chuckled. “I’m glad you’re happy with it.”
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      In a weird way, my mood had turned around quickly too. No longer was I in the dumps about what happened earlier with volleyball. Spending the evening with Cora had helped to lift my spirits, and I still felt that way even after we left the carnival to go back to the bungalow.

      I had a feeling I knew what was going to happen when we arrived, and sure enough, I wasn’t surprised when Cora jumped into my arms the moment the door was shut. The force of her weight alone pushed me back against the wall as her lips pressed into mine.

      “I couldn’t wait any longer to get you alone,” moaned Cora between kisses. “I had such an amazing time with you, but I don’t want it to end.”

      “Who says it has to end now?” I asked, making her giggle.

      Cora gave me a very heated look. “You know that part where we should have sex to see if it helps me shift? I want to do that. Not because I want to shift, but because I like you so much, and the only thing I can think about is being naked with you.”

      Just hearing that coming out of her mouth was enough to make me hard. I kicked off my sandals in a hurry and carried her all the way back to my bed, depositing her on the comforter. Cora looked up at me, a ball of energy and excitement while I took off my shirt.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” she said, leaning up to run her fingers through my hair. “Holy frick, I love this. If you were a shifter, you’d be a big, furry bear.”

      I growled at her. “Does that turn you on? The idea of a big, bear shifter ravaging you?”

      “The idea of you ravaging me turns me on to no end,” admitted Cora, who pulled her pink top over her head, exposing a white bra underneath. Cora reached behind her and unsnapped it, letting her tits free.

      Holy motherfucking shit. Cora’s tits were sheer perfection. They were on the smaller side compared to the other girls, but damn did I love the way her lovely upturned nipples were already stiff with arousal. I wanted my face between them desperately.

      For now though, it was about pure animalistic need. Cora lowered her skirt, revealing a matching pair of white panties that were already soaked in the gusset. She went to lower them too, but I stopped her, wanting to do the honors myself.

      “Let me,” I said, watching as her hands slipped away. I hooked my thumbs in the fabric and pulled them down so I could see the treasure underneath.

      I was surprised that she was completely shaven. There wasn’t a single hair on her mound, and I kissed it right before dipping down to the source of heat below.

      “Holy capicola,” muttered Cora, trailing her fingers along her stomach. “Kiss me again. Please?”

      I wasn’t one to ignore such a polite request, but this time I aimed my kiss just a little lower, brushing my lips along her clit. Cora stiffened and moaned, but her legs spread open even wider.

      My next kiss came right between her parted labia, getting her wetness against my lips. I savored the taste of my sweet Cora, and it only made me want to dive in even further.

      She let out a little shriek as soon as my tongue slipped into her wet channel.

      “Oh, you’re so bad,” she said as her hips wiggled. “Oh gosh, I can’t believe you have your tongue in my pussy! Frick me, that feels good.”

      I was too far gone to chuckle at her choice of swear words. Instead, I attacked her sex with as much gusto as my tongue could manage. Part of me wondered if making her orgasm might allow her to shift, but I didn’t know what I would do if a dolphin or something just randomly appeared on my bed?

      Putting the thoughts aside for now, I started stroking myself as I licked Cora. It wasn’t long before she noticed what I was doing.

      “Oh, no, no, no!” she said, sounding hurt when we made eye contact. “Nick, you can’t be doing that right now!”

      I must have looked confused for a moment until Cora pointed to her mouth. “Why are you jacking that perfect cock when you could have it in my gosh-darned mouth? Come up here real quick.”

      Cora scooted upward while I joined her on the bed. She pushed me onto my back and then promptly turned around, backing her hips toward my face and then lowering them to my mouth.

      She let out a pleasurable giggle as soon as my hands wrapped around her thighs. “You really like my frickin’ pussy, don’t you, baby? Well, now it’s my turn to have a little fun.”

      In the next moment, I felt a warm, wet sensation wrap around my cock as Cora leaned down. I nearly lost my composure as Cora slipped deeper, not stopping until her lips were more than halfway down my shaft. The feel of it was so incredibly good, especially when she started to suction her lips together, creating a vacuum seal that was driving me crazy.

      With Cora working her magic, I was determined to make her orgasm before I did. Renewing my efforts on her pussy, I lapped at her wet entrance with my tongue, flicking across her labia before sliding it in as far in as I could go. I brought my finger up to help me, centering on her clit and applying just enough pressure to really make her hips start to buckle.

      Her mouth came off my cock with an audible pop. “Mmm, that feels so good! What are you doing to me? Heck, you’re going to ruin me, I swear.”

      Encouraged by her moans of pleasure, I didn’t stop until I felt her body start to ripple with tremors. Soon enough, Cora froze as she started to cum, and I tasted a small jet of wetness hit my chin.

      “I’m cumming! Oh frick, yes! I’m freaking cumming!”

      I kept my lips glued to her pussy as she came, helping to keep her riding that wave as long as possible. My cock was momentarily forgotten as she came, but once she was back down from her high, Cora lifted her leg and turned around.

      Now, it was her turn to attack my lips. Cora kissed me like she might never see me again, moaning into my mouth as her tongue frantically sought mine. She started to grind herself against my shaft, still wet with her saliva. My cock slipped between the natural gap between her legs as she slid all the way forward and then back while our lips remained locked together.

      It was an exquisite form of torture. I could feel the wetness of her labia brushing the entire length of my shaft as her hips moved forward and then backward. It wasn’t fucking, but it was about as close as we could get before we did the deal.

      When our kiss broke, Cora sat all the way upright and brushed her hair away from her face. She smiled down at me.

      “I’m so happy that I met you,” she said as her eyes shimmered. “There’s no one else in the whole world that I’d rather do this with than you.”

      I started to stroke her outer thigh. “You’re beautiful, Cora. And you turn me on so much. Even with your frickin’ words.”

      Cora turned red as soon as she heard that. “Sorry. I don’t like to use real swear words. They’re kinda naughty when you think about it.”

      I didn’t know how they were any naughtier than what we were doing right now, especially as Cora raised up on her feet. My cock shot up as soon as the pressure was lifted off it. Cora grabbed it and angled me to the perfect spot before lowering her hips.

      “Holy motherfrickin’ spaghetti!” she shrieked as she sank all the way to my balls on her first descent. Her eyes went wide as she stared at me. “You’re so big! You’re splitting me wide open!”

      She put her hand against my chest, pausing her movements until she adjusted to my size. Meanwhile, her tits were heaving just in front of me, so I leaned forward to capture her nipple between my lips.

      It was a feeling I wouldn’t soon forget. Rolling my tongue against Cora’s nipple while her pussy pulsed around my shaft was too amazing to ignore. Especially when she looked down at me and sighed happily.

      “I feel so complete now that you’re inside me!” she said, touching the side of her face. “I just had this feeling that you were going to be special that night we met. I’m so glad to see that I wasn’t wrong.”

      As soon as she said that, Cora lifted her hips and then lowered them. I could feel her sex stretching around my shaft, its tightness driving me mad with how good it felt. Soon enough, we were moving quickly, with Cora using her feet against the bed to control her movements.

      What made it even better was me supporting her weight with my hands against her ass. Once that happened, Cora truly let loose as her hips started to move at a lightning pace.

      “Sweet mother of mercy, I can feel you in my throat!” moaned Cora, gripping her tits and squeezing them as I lifted her up and down on my cock. “I love it, I love it so much! You’ll have to promise me that you’ll do this with me every day, okay? Oh, please? I need this frickin’ cock every day of my life.”

      My bubbly blonde was letting loose. Between her moans and squeals of pleasure, she was staring at me like she never wanted to stop having sex ever.

      “Oh, I can feel it! Gosh-darnit, I can feel it already,” she said, closing her eyes. “It’s never happened this quickly before. Mhmmm! There it is. Ugh, oh shoot! It’s coming. It’s coming. Mhmm, motherfricker, it’s coming!”

      I knew she was talking about her orgasm, but I had no idea how intense it was going to be. When Cora came, it felt like my cock and balls just got blasted with a stream of wet water. It took me a moment to figure out what it was, but as Cora lifted herself off me, I could still see a stream of cum leaking out of her pussy.

      Her face went red immediately once she looked at me again. “Okay, so there’s something you should know about me.”

      I couldn’t hold back my smile. “You squirt whenever you cum, Cora?”

      She winced and nodded. “I hope that’s okay! If it’s not, I can try to hold it back. I don’t want to disappoint you ever, or put you through something that you think is gross. Please tell me if it's okay? Oh gosh, you hate it, don’t you?”

      “I don’t hate it at all,” I said, which was when she stopped panicking. “Honestly, it’s . . . hot.”

      “Really?” she said, giving me a shy smile.

      I nodded. “Does it always happen for you?”

      She shook her head. “I have to be really turned on for it to happen. Like ready to hump the pillow. Otherwise, it just doesn’t come out. And sometimes I hold it back because I don’t want to make a mess or embarrass myself.”

      “Don’t hold back for me then,” I said. “Keep doing it, as much as you can. Does your orgasm feel better when you squirt?”

      Her eyes rolled upward as a dreamy smile appeared on her face. “So much better.”

      “Then squirt for me again,” I said, pulling her hips back down. My cock sank right back into her tight hole, and Cora repositioned her feet so that we could start moving in unison again.

      “Mmm, you feel so frickin’ good,” she moaned, bouncing her perfect ass up and down. “I’m totally going to squirt for you again. We’re gonna change your sheets . . . when this is all done. Oh, gosh. Oh, right there. Right there. Yes, right freaking there! Yes, yes, yes, YES!”

      Cora shuddered again as I felt that gushing warmth slip down my shaft, balls, and finally my ass, soaking into the bed. I could feel the dampness under me now, but I couldn’t have cared less. My only goal was to see how many times I could make Cora cum before it was my turn.

      And seeing her squirt had pushed new life into me. It was such a novel experience that I wanted to see it more. After her next orgasm, I flipped Cora so that she was on her hands and knees. I entered her from behind while she kept her ass raised into the air. Holding onto her hips, I pounded her with all my might, making the bed squeak as we rocked back and forth. Cora came again one more time, and I had the pleasure of watching it leak down her legs before it stained my bed sheets.

      I was unable to hold it back after I saw that. Just the memory of seeing Cora’s squirt drip down her legs had me primed and ready to go. Right before I came, Cora grabbed onto my thigh.

      “Cum in me, baby!” she yelled. “Cum in my wet, tight pussy! Don’t you dare frickin’ pull out!”

      It was the only thing I needed to hear. I plunged into her sopping wet pussy and unloaded. Squeezing her ass until my knuckles turned white, I pumped jet after jet of my seed into the gorgeous blonde under me.

      It was such an exquisite feeling, being sweaty, tired, but very satisfied as I pulled out and watched our mixed cum follow out behind me. I fell against the bed, not wanting to move while Cora lowered her hips and closed her eyes.

      I was still trying to get my breathing under control when I heard Cora giggle slightly. Her eyes were still closed, but she spoke anyway. “You’re a dream come true, Nick.”

      I turned to look at her, and I almost lost it when I saw what happened. Somewhere between me cumming and dismounting, Cora had begun to change.

      Those green scales that I witnessed before had come back, but this time, they were all over her entire lower half. Her legs had morphed too, becoming smaller and more amphibian-like, but what really sealed it was the tail. Strong, broad, and powerful, it gave me the final clue on what she was supposed to be.

      “Cora, look at you!” I said. “You’re an alligator!”

      Cora’s eyes popped open as she whipped her head around. She looked completely shocked as she reached down to touch her scaled legs. “I did it? I shifted?”

      “You did it!” I said with excitement. “Look at your scales! They’re so cool.”

      I brushed my hands along the hard surface, feeling the rough exterior of her body. It was such a novel experience, but I could tell Cora wasn’t done yet.

      “I want some water,” she said suddenly, giving me a strange look. “Not to drink, but to be in. I have this really strong desire to be in the water.”

      It was the last thing she said before she started to shift again. Within a few seconds, I had a full gator resting on my bed. Maybe she wasn’t the size of a real alligator, but instead was like a five-foot miniature version of one.

      At that point, I was a little apprehensive about Cora’s shifted form, especially whenever she opened her mouth and showed me all those sharp teeth. But, I remembered it was still Cora in there somewhere, and I didn’t think she would hurt me.

      “Oh wait, you wanted water,” I said out loud. “I need to get you some water, but not to drink.”

      I could have sworn I saw the gator’s head bob in acknowledgment.

      The closest source of water was the ocean, but I knew that even at this time of night, I couldn’t get away with carrying an alligator toward the water without some serious questions being raised by anyone we encountered. I also doubted whether they could handle the saltwater, but didn’t want to spend the time looking it up. That meant I only had one more choice for right now.

      “The pond!” I said with excitement. “Let me get you to the pond in the backyard!”

      The pond was really our best option right now, but first I had to get her there. Carrying was probably the best way, though I never thought I’d be carrying a live alligator in my arms like a blushing bride-to-be.

      “Cora, I really hope you don’t bite me” I said, as I positioned myself near the bed. “But I’m going to carry you to the pond, okay?”

      Cora closed her mouth, which helped put me at ease (well, a little bit). Hoisting her into my arms, I was amazed that she wasn’t heavier. I would have guessed that she probably gained twenty or thirty pounds from her human weight. Not that it was easy to lift that much weight, but it was still within the realm of possible.

      Getting her to the backyard was the easy part, but getting her into the pond without hurting either one of us was more challenging. I was finally able to set her in, standing up while she managed to submerge herself in the small pond.

      “There we go,” I said. “Perfect. I’m betting you wish the water was more swampy, but this is going to have to do for now.”

      Cora looked entirely peaceful in the pond, and I sank down right next to the edge. I was suddenly aware how naked I was, so I slipped back inside and put on a pair of gym shorts before returning.

      When I did, I saw that Cora had managed to shift back to her hybrid form. And she couldn’t have looked any more excited.

      “Nick, we did it!” she shouted before singing the next part. “We did it, we did it, we fucked and now I shifted!”

      I started laughing. “Look at you now! You’re an alligator. How cool is that?”

      “I can’t believe it!” she said. “It makes so much sense now too. I would have never pictured an alligator when I was trying to shift before. I guess I should have paid closer attention to the scales, but it doesn’t matter anymore. I’m really a shifter girl now!”

      “You were always a shifter girl,” I said. “You just needed a little extra help to get there.”

      Cora pushed herself upright and then threw her arms around my neck, almost pulling me into the pond in the process.

      “We did it,” she said, kissing me after. “You helped me. Thank you, Nick. Thank you so, so, so much!”

      We kissed a few more times. “Maybe I’m getting the hang of this omega thing after all?”

      Cora giggled. “I’d say so. You’re the perfect omega, and honestly, I’m kind of turned on that you were able to make me shift.”

      Before I could respond, Cora’s mouth dropped open. “Do you think I still have a vagina in this form?”

      Suddenly, she reached between her legs as water splashed around me. I was more amused than horny as I watched her search her half-gator body.

      “Found it!” said Cora excitedly. “I still have a vagina in my hybrid form too!”

      It was kind of adorable to see her exploring her new form. She shifted into a full gator again and then back a few minutes later, and for the rest of the night, she was on cloud nine.

      We ended up having sex one more time before Cora spent the night. She was back to full human form whenever I turned out the light, and she became the little spoon to my big.

      “I’m never going to forget today as long as I live,” she said, as I rested my hand against her stomach. “It started off so shitty, but you turned it amazing, Nick. You’re amazing—that’s all I can say.”

      “I don’t even feel like I did that much,” I said. “You know, besides making you cum a few times.”

      Cora giggled. “That’s all you needed to do. You were here for me when I needed you the most. That’s all I needed. That’s all anyone really needs. Just someone to be there when their world is falling apart.”

      Cora sighed happily and drifted off to sleep not long after. I was still awake though, and I couldn’t help but replay those last words she said through my head. I hadn’t done much for her besides being there in her moment of need.

      In a way, it was what Ember needed too. It was what I tried to do earlier, but I got so frustrated at getting our asses kicked on the courts that I forgot what I was supposed to be there for.

      It was a light bulb moment for me. At that moment, I resolved to turn everything around with Ember in the morning.

      No matter what happened, I was going to be there for her for this tournament. And we were not going to lose our first game.
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      The next morning, I woke up reinvigorated and ready to kick some ass. I let Cora sleep since it was still really early, placing a kiss against her bare shoulder while I made my way to the kitchen. I brewed some coffee and sat down with my laptop, putting some headphones in while I searched the net for any video I could find about beach volleyball.

      I wasn’t naive enough to think that I could watch a few videos and turn into a volleyball stud, but I knew that knowledge was power, and the more I could soak in this morning, the more it would help me on the courts later.

      Making several notes for myself, it was almost eight when Cora finally stirred, walking into my kitchen completely naked and yawning. I couldn’t get over how perfect her body was, from her smaller breasts with her perky nipples to her hourglass shape.

      “Now, that’s a sight that a man would never get tired of,” I said, admiring the view.

      Cora smiled and wrapped her arms around me, kissing me with passion. “Whatcha doing?”

      “Just watching some videos on beach volleyball,” I said. “I’m trying to learn as much as I can so that I don’t suck as Ember’s partner for the tournament.”

      “Oh, fun!” said Cora. “You’re going to give it another shot today?”

      I nodded. “All day. Fiona is going to cover my shift today at the Golden Spoon, so we’ll have all the time we need for practice.”

      I really owed one to Fiona. I’d barely started working there before needing the time off. Thankfully, Mr. Zane was a pretty understanding guy, and the ice cream business wasn’t life or death anyway. I also had plans for Ember tonight, something that I knew she was going to like.

      But first, I wanted to start the day off right. That’s why I texted Ember and asked her to meet me at Mama May’s for a pancake breakfast.

      “You sure you don’t want to come to breakfast with us?” I asked Cora, once she’d gotten dressed again.

      “That’s okay, I really should get back,” said Cora, putting her arms around my neck. “But I’ll come say hi later. I hope you two have a great time on the volleyball court!”

      Cora left a few minutes later, and I followed her not long after that. It didn’t take long for me to get to Mama May’s, but when I arrived, I saw that Ember had already beaten me there.

      My gorgeous kitsune girlfriend looked just perfect this morning. She looked ready to compete too, wearing a tiny pair of black gym shorts that ended right below her butt. Her toned midsection was on display underneath a purple sports bra with black straps. Her auburn hair was a little on the wild side today, but I loved the way it made her look.

      I especially enjoyed how perky and soft her tits looked nestled in the tight confines of her sports bra.

      Ember was talking to Mama May, who noticed me coming before she did. Mama May put her hand on her hip as she beamed at me.

      “Well, if it isn’t Mr. O himself,” she teased. “How are you this morning, darlin’?”

      “Ready to kick some serious ass in that volleyball tournament tomorrow,” I said, grinning at Ember.

      Mama put her hands up. “Well, don’t let me stop yah now. Just do me a favor and load up on carbs. You’ll need it. Shall I put you both down for a stack of pancakes?”

      “Yes, please, Mama,” replied Ember.

      “Just make mine blueberry,” I added.

      “Sure thing,” said Mama. “I hope you two enjoy.”

      As soon as she was gone, I could tell Ember had a lot on her mind. She started rubbing her arm, and she seemed like she didn’t want to meet my eyes.

      “Well, here’s to another day of practicing, I guess,” she said, sounding robbed of her enthusiasm.

      “Not just any day,” I said, taking her hand and forcing her to look in my direction. “It’s the day we turn it all around, Ember. Today, we are going to dominate. And we’re going to beat Veronica and Kim as the first thing we do. After pancakes, of course.”

      Ember looked amused. “What has you so confident today, Nick?”

      “I’ve been doing my research,” I said. “I have a few ideas that can help us, but only if we practice them today. First thing we’re going to do is test my range. I know you weren’t that confident with it yesterday, so we’re going to experiment with the limits this morning so that we both know what I’m capable of. That’s going to help us when it comes to court control and dividing up areas of responsibility. I want you to have the same comfort with me as you had with Samantha.”

      “Next, we’re going to focus on my serving,” I said. “I was getting the hang of it yesterday, but I think if I start putting some topspin on it, we can keep our opponents guessing. My goal for today is trying to paint the sand by putting that ball where our opponents least expect it. We should really lean into our defensive roles too. If I’m more comfortable attacking and you on defense, we can optimize our play style by focusing on what we do best, even though we have to rotate. Either way, I want to maximize our strengths today while minimizing our vulnerabilities.”

      I took a breath to take a drink of my coffee, which had just arrived. Ember looked speechless for a moment until the biggest smile appeared on her face.

      “What?” I said once I noticed it. “I’m trying to bring something to the table today.”

      “This just might be the cutest thing I’ve ever seen,” she said, touching my thigh under the table. “What did you do since yesterday?”

      “I went on a YouTube video binge,” I said. “I know it’s cheesy as hell, but I had to start somewhere. I’m hoping that with some basic knowledge and your guidance, we can turn this thing around. I want gold tomorrow, Ember, and I’m not going to be satisfied until we get there⁠—”

      Ember kissed me so hard that I almost forgot where we were. I let out a small groan of approval as I felt her tits pressing into my chest. Momentary thoughts of pushing her onto the table and going down on her filled my mind, but what got us to stop was the sound of laughter.

      It was Mama May, who was returning with two plates of pancakes.

      “Oh, it just warms my southern heart to see a kitsune in love,” said Mama, still shaking her head as she put the plates down.

      Ember turned nearly as red as her hair. She looked down at the plate as it was put in front of her, but she didn’t dare say anything to Mama.

      “Mama, has anyone ever told you that you’re the best?” I said, looking at my healthy stack of pancakes. A normal stack usually had four, but I could see that Mama put a fifth one on there just for me.

      “Every day, sugar,” purred Mama. “And twice on Sundays. You two eat hearty now, yah hear? I’ll keep the coffee coming while you two resume whatever it was that you were doing.”

      “We should probably eat first,” I said, feeling sheepish.

      “Do whatever you want,” said Mama, pointing a finger at us. “But if the health inspector shuts me down because of you two canoodling here in the corner, we’re going to have words, okay?”

      “Yes, Mama, we’ll behave,” said Ember, giggling.

      Mama let us be while we ate our pancakes. I enjoyed every bite of mine, smothering it with blueberry syrup while Ember and I snuck coy looks at each other.

      “I can’t believe how much you did for this tournament tomorrow,” said Ember, bumping against my shoulder. “You really did all this just so we could win?”

      “Yes, and no,” I said. “I want to win tomorrow, but I did most of this because I wanted to see you happy. I hated how we left things yesterday, and I’m sorry that I got frustrated.”

      Ember lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry too. No matter what happens tomorrow, I’m just going to be happy that you’re the one there on the courts with me. You’re really special to me, Nick. More special than anyone I’ve met in a very long time.”

      “Wait until you see my game today,” I said. “Then I’m going to be even more special.”

      Ember laughed, and for the rest of breakfast, we talked strategy. She wanted to run some drills today focused on our defense and trying to standardize our process.

      “Every defense should look the same way ideally,” she said, putting her forearms together. “We bump toward the middle, set into position, and then spike into the opening. Everything we do should be following that formula. If we can get that settled, we’re going to take a major step forward.”

      “Put me in, coach,” I said jokingly. “I’m ready to work.”

      I paid for our breakfast once we were finished, and Ember and I left to walk to the courts. It was still early in the morning, and I could see several young kids and families out on the boardwalk. I could already smell the mix of sea salt and sunscreen in the air. The pier was bustling with fishermen at the end, and the cloudless sky promised another gorgeous day here in Oyster Cove.

      I grabbed Ember’s hand while we walked along the boardwalk. I did it for two reasons—the first was selfishly so that everyone would know that she was mine. The second was because I just wanted to. I wanted that closeness with her, and I didn’t want to keep her at arm’s length anymore.

      Ember looked ecstatic as we made our way to the volleyball courts. “What really changed since yesterday, Nick? I wasn’t entirely sure you were going to show up today after how we left things.”

      “I had a change in perspective,” I said. “Yesterday, I let my frustration get the best of me, but I know that you just needed me to be there for you. That was all you were asking for, and I kind of blew it.”

      “You didn’t,” she said. “It’s okay to get frustrated playing a sport you’ve never played before.”

      “Still, I didn’t want to go to that place,” I said, right before adding that last part. “Not again.”

      I didn’t tell her what I meant by that, and Ember didn’t ask. Though it made me think about someone else who needed me that I wasn’t there for.

      I shook the thoughts from my head. Today was about Ember, and once we arrived at the courts, we set about doing some drills. Ember showed me the proper way to put topspin on the ball, which involved hitting the ball high enough and then snapping your wrist to give it just enough spin. Once she demonstrated how to do it, she went to the other side of the court. I practiced doing a topspin serve, while she did the same back to me, letting me switch between attacking and defending.

      Putting topspin on the serve wasn’t as easy as it sounded. You had to hit the ball at just the right location and get your wrist to snap before it could leave your hand. We had to practice that for nearly thirty minutes before I felt like I had a decent hang on it. After that, we worked on accuracy, and Ember would stand on the portion of the court that she wanted my ball directed toward.

      “The biggest part of all of this is figuring out the range of your opponents,” said Ember. “You’ll be able to figure out what they’re most comfortable with if you watch them during their first few sets. The positions they move to will tell you what they can get to the quickest. If they are too far back on the court, it usually means they feel comfortable getting to the net quickly if they need to, and vice versa. If they’re too close, they are better at getting back to get the deep balls.”

      “Every team has to have a weakness though,” I said. “Say Kim and Veronica. What’s their weakness?”

      “Back right,” answered Ember immediately. “Veronica is fine with it, having better range than Kim, but if you can get her up closer to the net to block a spike, you can nail that back right corner, and she’ll miss it ninety percent of the time.”

      “I’m just going to file that away for later,” I said. “When they get here, let’s surprise them with what we know.”

      Ember laughed softly. “I’m loving this side of you for the record. Those two aren’t going to know what hit them.”

      We worked on ball control for another half hour before Veronica and Kim arrived. Once they did, we set about having a practice match, and I could feel the pressure almost right away. I didn’t want to get crushed like we did yesterday, and I wanted to prove to Ember that I could be a good partner for her.

      I had the very first serve to start the game. Putting a little topspin on the ball, I sent it deep across the court, where it fell much quicker than Veronica anticipated. She got her hands on it, but not fast enough for her to bump it in the right direction.

      “Good serve!” called out Veronica as she passed the ball back.

      On our next serve, Kim tried to spike it back to us, but I bumped it with my forearms, sending it just a little off center of our target. It was close enough that Ember was able to work with it, setting up the spike for me. Taking a vertical leap, I smashed my palm down on that ball, spiking it toward that back right corner that I knew was vulnerable. My aim was right on point, and Kim fell backwards trying to get the ball.

      “Damn, what a shot!” said Ember, flashing me the cutest grin. “I believe the point goes to the team with the cutest little butts ever.”

      Kim looked back behind her, where her ass was covered in sand. “I do not have a tiny butt.”

      Ember laughed. “I was referring to me and Nick, duh!”

      We all laughed at that and continued our practice match. This time, it went so much better than it did yesterday. Honestly, Ember and I felt like we were in sync. Whatever bad juju we had yesterday had gone away entirely, and it was like we’d been doing this for years. There was no question about who was going after a ball on defense. We just knew the limits of each other’s range, and it kept Veronica and Kim on their toes for the rest of the match.

      “What did you two do?” asked Veronica, crossing her arms as we arrived at the final point. It was 20-18, us, and as long as they didn’t score again, our next point would win the game. “Did you practice all night or something?”

      “I bet you they did something all night,” said Kim, giving us a saucy grin. “But practice volleyball, I don’t think so.”

      “They did something,” said Veronica. “What was it?”

      Ember gave me a coy smile before glancing at Veronica. “We just learned how to work together. That’s all it was. A little bit of teamwork goes a long way.”

      “I still think they slept together,” said Kim, causing Ember to snort and then give me a shy smile. “See! There it is, they’re doing stuff to each other!”

      “Doing stuff to each other?” repeated Ember. “Kim, seriously?”

      We all had a good laugh at that before buckling down for that last point. It was Ember’s serve, and she launched a missile that I still don’t know how Veronica was able to recover. She was set up by Kim and brought the spike back down right over the net. I jumped at the right time, tipping the ball and requiring Ember to dive into the sand just to save it.

      With two touches down, I knew this last one was on me. I ran to the far side of the court where the ball was due to land, pulled back my arm, and smacked it across my body. Based on Veronica and Kim’s movements, they were expecting me to just tap it over, but when I sent it in the opposite direction, they couldn’t get turned around fast enough.

      The ball fell just inside the line, throwing a little sand as it landed.

      “That’s game!” yelled Ember with excitement, running over to me and jumping into my arms. “We did it! We beat them!”

      Her happiness was like what I expected if we would have won the whole tournament. It was infectious, and I pulled Ember’s face to mine, kissing her with every ounce of passion I had. Her two friends made smooching noises as they watched us, but we couldn’t have cared less.

      Ember and I worked as a team, and this match proved it.

      We kept playing practice matches for the rest of the morning, and our performance continued to improve. That wasn’t to say that we won every game, but it was a far cry from yesterday, when we couldn’t get anything right.

      By midafternoon, Veronica and Kim had to leave, so Ember and I went back to running the same drills we were practicing this morning. It was during those drills that I realized we had an audience.

      “Wow, looking great, you two!” came a familiar voice. “Gosh, you’re going to kick some serious booty tomorrow!”

      I glanced over to see both Cora and Fiona standing just behind me. I waved at them, catching the ball the next time Ember sent it over the net.

      They both couldn’t have looked sexier. Fiona was wearing this little black bikini top that was struggling to contain her chest. She had it paired with these tiny booty shorts that were almost one size too tight (not that I was complaining).

      Cora was dressed a little more conservatively, wearing a white blouse with short sleeves and a blue coral pattern across the center. She had on a pair of jean shorts, and from the moment I saw her, those sexy dimples were on display.

      “Hey, great to see you both,” I said, waiting for Ember to come over with us. To my surprise, Ember came slowly, and she eyed both women with suspicion before she was near.

      It occurred to me that this was the first time all three of them were coming together at the same time, at least where it involved me. I knew Fiona and Cora knew the score, but Ember looked like she was about ready to start brawling.

      “Looking good out there, Ember!” said Cora brightly. “We’ll be rooting for you tomorrow! We’re going to get there nice and early so we can cheer the entire time.”

      “You two sluts better stay far away from my man,” snapped Ember, putting her finger in Cora’s face. “He’s mine, goddamnit! And I know you’re both sleeping with him!”

      Of all the ways that I pictured this going down, this was possibly the last way. My mouth fell open as I glanced over at Ember, and Cora looked like she was about to cry. The only one that didn’t look affected was Fiona, and one quick look at her face told me that she was struggling to hold back a smile.

      It hit me right at that moment as Fiona couldn’t hold back her laughter.

      “Why are you laughing?” hissed Cora, obviously not in on the joke. “You’re going to get us frickin’ killed here, Fiona!”

      “I’m so totally kidding,” said Ember, covering her mouth as she laughed. “Fiona texted me earlier and asked if I wanted to freak out Nick and Cora this afternoon. Of course, I couldn’t pass up the chance to do that.”

      “You are so devious,” I said, bumping shoulders into Ember, who only smirked at me.

      Cora stuck out her bottom lip. “You played a joke on me? That’s really kind of mean, guys.”

      Ember stopped laughing immediately as tears welled up in Cora’s eyes. “Cora, it was just a joke. No, no, don’t cry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Now, it was Cora’s turn to grin. She stuck her finger out. “Gotcha!”

      It was right at that moment that any fears I had about the three women not getting along evaporated from my thoughts. I knew they all knew each other, especially seeing how the shifter girl community in Oyster Cove was so tight, but I didn’t know how they were going to react now that they had something else in common—me.

      I let out a sigh of relief as they talked like old friends, and when Cora brought up what happened last night, it was barely a blip on the radar.

      “Did he tell you yet?” Cora asked Ember as she was practically jumping up and down with excitement. “I finally shifted last night! Full form and everything!”

      Ember’s mouth dropped open and the two women were hugging each other right after. “No way! What was it? What’s your final form?”

      Cora gave her a dimpled smile. “I’m a gator girl. An alligator girl actually, but I prefer gator girl. It’s so simple and cute.” She looked at me. “Wasn’t it cute last night, Nick?”

      “Very cute,” I said. “Especially as she moved around the pond in my backyard.”

      Cora giggled. “I’m so freaking happy. I’ve waited so long, and all it took was one visit by our new resident omega to make it all happen.”

      “Nick has a lot of special talents,” purred Fiona. “Don’t you, Nick?”

      Ember grabbed my arm and gave me a serious look. “He’s the gift that keeps on giving. And together, we’re going to win that tournament tomorrow, aren’t we?”

      I kissed Ember quickly. “You better believe it, babe.”

      Fiona and Cora stuck around for a while to watch us before they left, wanting to grab something to eat. Ember and I played around until my calves were positively burning from all that activity in the sand, and we left the beach to grab fish tacos at one of the local grills just off the boardwalk.

      It was still early in the evening, but even after spending all day with Ember, there was still one more thing we had to do today. It wasn’t until we finished our tacos that I told her about my plans.

      “You’re not planning to go right home after this, are you?” I asked her.

      Ember gave me a coy smile. “Why? Did you have something in mind?”

      “I do actually. And no, it’s not more practice. I think we’re as ready as we can be for tomorrow.”

      “Agreed,” she said.

      “I was thinking we might do something just the two of us,” I said. “I really try hard to pay attention when you tell me things that you like and what you don’t. And I found something for us to do tonight that I’m hoping you might love.”

      Now, she was looking at me with serious interest. She rested her hand on top of mine and started to trace her fingers across it. “What is it? Tell me.”

      I tilted my head to one side. “It’s a secret still, but I think you’re going to like it.”

      Her mouth fell open. “It’s a secret, but you’re not going to tell me what it is?”

      “Then it’s going to ruin the surprise!”

      Ember took a long sip of her soda, keeping the straw between her lips. It was a sexy look on her, especially with her face framed by her wild, red locks.

      “Hmm, I don’t know,” she said playfully, rubbing her chin. “It seems like a big leap of faith to just let you, of all people, take me anywhere.”

      “If that’s how you want to play it, I think you’ll end up disappointed.”

      Ember laughed and gently smacked my hand. “Okay, I’m in. Do I need to change first?”

      “Nope, what you’re wearing is perfect. We’ll be a little sweaty anyway, so this works out.”

      She looked shocked. “Sweaty? Where on earth are you taking me?”

      I just grinned at her. “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”
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      “You’re taking me into the Swamp, aren’t you?” asked Ember for like the fifth time as we walked through the town of Oyster Cove. It was already starting to get dark, and there just weren’t that many other people out right now. Still, Ember was brimming with excitement, even as she tried to guess just about every place she knew in the entire town.

      “No, we’re not going to the Swamp,” I said with a laugh. “Though I think Cora might like it over there now. I bet she would find some gator friends.”

      “Ick, I don’t know about that,” said Ember. “Cora doesn’t really have the right temperament for the Swamp.”

      I chuckled. “Good point.”

      “Are we almost there yet?” she asked.

      “Ask me one more time and I’m going to turn this car around, Ember!”

      She threw her head back and laughed so hard she snorted. “I’m out of guesses. I have no idea where you’re taking me.”

      “Almost there,” I said, seeing the shop that I wanted. It was placed on the corner of the road, so I knew that Ember wouldn’t see it until we were practically on top of it. Once we got there, I put my arm around her hips and had her turn around.

      “Surprise!” I said, gesturing to a little shop that was called Miss Daniela’s Dance Studio. Inside was a full wooden floor, alongside two main walls that were both covered in mirrors.

      “A dance studio?” repeated Ember.

      “I signed us up for tango lessons,” I said before holding up my hands. “Now, you have to be easy on me. I’m not much of a dancer. So if I step on your feet, you’ve had fair warning—Mmmph!”

      Ember was kissing me before I could finish my sentence. I could feel her hand around the back of my head, keeping my lips against hers. I wrapped my arms around her, resting them on her lower back as our lips pressed together. When it broke, she looked up at me with shimmering eyes.

      “You remembered about me liking the tango,” she said softly.

      “I haven’t missed a single thing you’ve told me,” I said. “Not since we met.”

      She kissed me again, more tenderly this time. “This was your big surprise?”

      “How’d I do?”

      “Nailed it,” she said. “Absolutely nailed it.”

      We grinned at each other, both so full of happiness that we might burst. Heading inside, we got our first glimpse of Miss Daniela, an older woman who claimed to have arrived at Oyster Cove five years ago directly from Argentina.

      “Today, you are learning a dance that’s all about passion,” she said, really emphasizing that last word. “It’s about grace, but mostly you showcase your passion through the movements that you make. The tango is a dance where there are well-defined roles for both partners. The male role is more dominant while the feminine role follows the lead of the male.” She then gave us a long look. “I hope you two are comfortable being close to each other because this isn’t the kind of dance that you do with your grandma.”

      “I think we can handle it,” said Ember right before shooting me a wink.

      Miss Daniela didn’t look so convinced. I saw her snap her fingers until a younger man came out of the back. I judged him to be around the age of twenty-five or so, which made it all the more comical to us when he gave an open-mouthed kiss to Miss Daniela, who was probably at least twenty years older than him.

      “Okay, Javi and I are going to teach you the basic steps,” said Miss Daniela, snapping at Javi again while he positioned himself in front of me. Miss Daniela did the same with Ember. Suddenly, both of them turned around, presenting their backs to us.

      “Now, follow the movements that we make with our feet,” said Miss Daniela. “The man always leads. Remember slow, slow, quick, quick, slow for this first part, okay?”

      I didn’t think it would be that hard, and the first part wasn’t. I just followed the steps that Javi was doing while Ember did the same. All of her steps were the reverse of mine, seeing as when we came together, she would be following my lead. Sure enough, the first time we came together, so too did Miss Daniela and Javi, and I could have sworn I heard Miss Daniela moan once their bodies were touching.

      I glanced over at Ember, and her innocent smile told me that she heard it too.

      “Back with the right, and now back with the left,” said Miss Daniela, narrating each step in what was still only a five-step move. “Keep your eyes trained on your partner. Make sure they can see the passion in your eyes.”

      “Can you see my passion, Nick?” asked Ember, putting the same emphasis on it that Miss Daniela did. I had to try hard not to laugh.

      “So much passion, Ember,” I replied.

      “Now, move, move, move!” snapped Miss Daniela. “Don’t just stand there staring at each other. Dance!”

      Ember and I laughed as we started the simple five moments, all the while Miss Daniela started the music and started to mimic our movements with Javi. We did the same few movements several times until Miss Daniela was happy enough to move on, showing us the next move, which involved Ember wrapping her leg around my waist while I dipped her.

      This was the tango that I’d always seen in movies, and I think we were both a little excited to do this part. Of course, the little “flourishes” from Miss Daniela made things a little more interesting.

      “Yes, watch her chest just like that when you dip her,” instructed Miss Daniela. “Here, watch Javi do it to me.”

      Javi dipped Miss Daniela, and then ogled the crap out of her cleavage to the point that Ember covered her eyes as she laughed.

      “You must feel the passion!” said Miss Daniela. “Without passion, there is no reason to do the tango. Again!”

      We repeated the moves this time, and when the time came to dip Ember, I gave her a fiery look as I took in the sweet swell of her cleavage. It was warm in this studio, not helped by the fact that we were dancing. I could see beads of sweat already glistening on her chest, and there was nothing that I wanted more than to kiss every inch of her.

      When I lifted her again, I saw Ember bite her lip. For a moment, her crotch pushed into mine. It wasn’t long enough to savor, but enough for me to recognize that we were thinking about the same thing.

      We weren’t the only ones getting turned on. The more that Javi and Miss Daniela danced, the more moans and whimpers I could hear when they came together. Soon enough, Ember pointed out to me that our teacher’s nipples were hard, which thankfully came at the end of the lesson.

      “Not bad,” said Miss Daniela, right before she dismissed us. “You have potential. I’d like you to come back for another lesson where we can go over some more intermediate techniques. This so far was the innocent stuff.”

      “This was the innocent stuff?” I asked, my eyes bouncing off of Javi and Miss Daniela while Ember laughed quietly.

      Miss Daniela raised her head slowly and lowered it. “The tango is for lovers, Nick. My lover understands how my body is supposed to react to his. In time, your bodies will become extensions of each other’s.” She then gave me a crooked smile. “As long as you return for more lessons.”

      “Uh, thanks,” I said. “We’ll keep that in mind.”

      Miss Daniela then lifted her chin and turned around, but not before grabbing Javi by the hand and dragging him toward the back. We left as soon as that happened, as I was sure they would be fucking within seconds anyway.

      As soon as we got outside, Ember and I let out all the laughter that we’d been holding inside.

      “Can you believe all that?” she said, clutching her stomach as she laughed. “Oh my god, that was so ridiculous. The guy was like half her age!”

      “Miss Daniela definitely robbed the cradle on that one,” I said.

      “Robbed the cradle? She stole the whole damn nursery,” joked Ember. “Can you imagine if you brought your sibling to something like this? Something innocent like just learning to tango?”

      I chuckled and did an imitation of Miss Daniela. “No siblings! Only someone with whom you have passion!”

      Ember was practically crying with laughter by the time I was done. It was a good thing we were having such fun with it, because a flash of lightning and the sound of thunder was enough to show us that a storm was moving in.

      “Think we can beat it back to your place?” asked Ember right as lightning flashed again.

      “We better start walking faster!”

      We were both wearing decent shoes, so we were able to jog through the empty streets of Oyster Cove, not stopping until we reached the boardwalk. By the time we crossed over the pier, the clouds that were rolling in finally started to open up, starting with a quick drizzle and morphing into a downpour within minutes.

      We were still running at that point, but we were still so far away that we were drenched in seconds. After we were both drenched, we slowed down because what was the point?

      We were already wet.

      “Nick, carry me!”

      Before I knew it, Ember jumped on my back, resting her legs around my sides. She was so light that it was nothing to carry her as we walked through the deserted, water-logged boardwalk.

      “Where to, ma’am?” I called up to her, proverbially tipping my hat.

      “My boyfriend’s house! And step on the gas!” she said, giggling in my ear.

      “Of course, madam!”

      I splashed through just about every puddle on the way back, even as Ember teased me that it was raining so hard that she could feel it down her butt crack. I knew that feeling already too, being so drenched that our clothes were clinging to us. By the time that I reached our street, even my shoes were soaked, and I let Ember down the moment I got to the front door.

      I was trying to fish my key out of my pocket, but Ember didn’t seem to care. She still grabbed my face with both hands and kissed me passionately, pulling me against the side of the house. Ember gave me a toothy grin when it was over, water still dripping down her face.

      “Don’t you want to get inside?” I said with a laugh.

      “Not before I kissed you!”

      I put my arms around her lower back and kissed her again. This time, Ember wrapped her legs around my waist, letting me push her against the house and kiss her without having to bend down. My body was already starting to respond to hers, pushing against the wet fabric of my clothes, right against her sex.

      Soon enough though, lightning flashed again, and we let go of each other and scampered inside. Our shoes squeaked as we stepped inside, kicking them off. I threw off my socks too, if only because I could hear them squishing across the tile.

      “It feels like we just went swimming fully clothed,” I joked.

      “There are worse things in the world!” said Ember, lifting her sports bra over her head. In just a matter of seconds, the gorgeous kitsune was now half-nude as she stood in my living room. Her nipples were so stiff that they could have cut glass, and I was getting even more aroused as I watched beads of water drip over her breasts and down her tight stomach.

      She caught my eyes after I was done checking her out, and she moved toward me, lifting my shirt over my head. It hit the floor with a sound, making us smile as Ember pressed her bare chest against mine.

      While I gazed into those green eyes, Ember took my hands and positioned them on her hips, right where her shorts were. I got the hint about what she wanted, using my fingers to pull them down over the swell of her ass, and dropping them at her feet. Ember’s look was sultry as she did the same to me, letting my cock spring forward once it was free from its drenched prison. The tip pressed against her mound, making Ember moan.

      “I don’t want to wait anymore,” she told me, stroking my cheek with her fingers. “I just want you. I only want you.”

      I put my hand around her neck and pulled her in, kissing Ember like it might be the last time I ever got the chance. She moaned into my mouth as her hand wrapped around my cock, stroking it gently but forcefully. I took a step backwards, bringing Ember with me as our lips remained locked together. I knew just how to get to my room without looking, make the steps carefully since I didn’t want to break our kiss.

      I might have bumped into the doorframe, but apart from a quick giggle from Ember, we started kissing again right as I fell onto the bed. Ember reached forward and stroked my cock several times before she crawled onto the bed with me, kissing the tip before she started dragging her lips all the way back up to me.

      Once she got back up to me, I rolled her on her back, slipping between her legs. I raised up, looking at my kitsune girlfriend underneath me. She looked nervous but happy, as if this was the culmination of so many things coming to fruition at once.

      “You make me so happy,” she whispered. “Happier than I’ve been in a very long time.”

      “Even when I suck at volleyball?” I asked.

      Ember shook her head at me. “Even then. Now, I have a very good question for you. Why did you stop kissing me?”

      “Oh, that’s my bad. Let me fix that.”

      “Mmm, you better.”

      I could feel my cock pressing against Ember’s thigh as our lips connected again. I was in a strange position right now, where her legs weren’t parted enough for anything to happen. I didn’t know if she was having second thoughts, but her legs started to open the more we kissed until finally, I was able to rest against her, with my cock placed right at her slick entrance.

      Ember whimpered against my lips as she felt me start to rub against her. I was only lightly thrusting my hips, driving the tip up and down her labia, in what was a tortuous exercise for both of us.

      Finally, she looked at me right between kisses.

      “Put it in,” she whispered. “I want it. I need it. I want you inside me, baby.”

      I don’t think anything could have stopped me at that moment. I pulled my hips back a little further than I did before, letting my cock drop down so that it was just at the right angle. Pushing forward slowly, the tip started to spread her open, sliding between her labia into her hot channel underneath.

      Ember took a deep breath at the moment that I slipped inside. Her eyes looked alive, wild with excitement and a dash of anxiety. I took my time, letting her get used to me and stopping whenever I thought I was going too fast. You only got one first time, and I wanted to make sure that Ember’s was one to remember for the rest of her life.

      “You feel so good,” she whispered, once I was about halfway inside her. “I can’t believe you’re really in me. That we’re really doing this.”

      “Is it as good as you pictured?” I asked.

      A dreamy smile appeared on her face. “Even better.”

      She pushed back against me now, rocking her hips against mine in an effort to drive me deeper still. I responded with my own thrusts, and soon enough, Ember and I were creating a slow but deliberate rhythm. When I was finally buried in her, she cried out with pleasure, hugging me tight against her body.

      It was at that moment that I noticed her fox ears emerging from her head. I felt her tail brush against my hip. Ember was letting her real self come out now, and it was exactly what I wanted.

      I was ready to embrace everything about who she was, tail and all.

      “Mmm, why’d we wait so long to do this?” whispered Ember, meeting my timely thrusts. “I can’t get over how good this feels.”

      “We don’t have to wait any longer now,” I said. “We can do this whenever we feel like it.”

      “Mmm, like a round two right after this,” said Ember, wiggling her eyebrows at me. “Or later on, doing it on the couch. Or in the ocean. Or even by the side of the pool.”

      The look she hit me with next told me exactly where she got that last part. “I see Fiona has been talking.”

      Ember giggled. “Just a little bit. She told me all about it. That sounds really hot though. Can we try that sometime?”

      “Ember, I will have sex with you all over Oyster Cove if you let me.”

      “Perfect,” she said, before she turned serious. “Just not at Miss Daniela’s studio though, please?”

      I couldn’t help myself—I started to laugh.

      “Don’t make me laugh while we’re having sex,” I said, shaking my head at her.

      Ember grinned and then started to moan. “Sorry, baby. Keep fucking me and don’t ever stop, okay? And when you’re done, I want to do it again, and again, and again. I want to spend the next ten years with your cock permanently inside me.”

      “What happens after ten years?”

      She fluttered her eyelashes. “We sign up for another ten-year term.”

      I liked her so much that I didn’t have words to explain how much I liked her. Ember was just . . . Ember. She was unlike any woman that I’d ever met, sweet but sassy, serious, but playful. Looking down at her now, there was no place I’d rather be.

      And as playful as we were, our sex was heating up. All talking was fading away in favor of moans. I picked up the pace, loving the sight of Ember’s breasts rippling as I pounded away at her. I leaned down, sucking on her nipple before switching to the other one, enjoying seeing them erect as I took her.

      Ember’s tail was thrashing against the bed now, and I could see that her hands were gripping the sheets. I knew what was coming next, so I focused on keeping up the pace as she peaked with her first orgasm.

      “Oh my god,” she said, going stiff while her mouth fell open. “Oh, right there. Oh, yes! Yes, yes, yes, keep fucking me, baby. Please don’t ever stop. Oh, fuck! You’re going to make me cum again!”

      I thought she might be exaggerating but Ember came within a minute of her first one, unleashing a second wave of motion. It was followed by a third and then a fourth, until the point that Ember was in a state of near continuous orgasm.

      I just couldn’t get over how sexy it was to watch. To see her body ripple with what I was doing to her was the ultimate ego boost. That it was happening to a woman that I cared about so very much was like the cherry on the world’s biggest sundae.

      Finally, I couldn’t hold it back anymore. I needed to cum, and I needed to cum hard. I wanted to fill her with every drop of my seed.

      “Gonna cum, Ember,” I said, groaning through the words. “Fuck, I’m gonna cum so hard for you.”

      My sweet kitsune girlfriend responded in a way that only hastened my orgasm. Wrapping her legs around my waist, she held me against her body as I rode the waves of pleasure. Finally, it happened. I buried myself inside the beautiful redhead as I came hard, spurting heavy jets inside her.

      Ember came with me one last time as I was cumming, and we held onto each other, enjoying a moment that I wished would never end.

      When I could move again, I fell against her chest while she gave me several long, needy kisses. Clutching her hair with one hand, I kissed her until my lips hurt, and then I kissed her some more.

      When I pulled away finally, I’d never seen Ember look happier than she did right now.

      “That was a dream, right?” she said. “We’re really dreaming right now, and that didn’t actually happen.”

      “I hate to burst your bubble, but we’re definitely awake,” I teased.

      Ember grinned. “I was really hoping you’d say that.”

      We were still wet, both from the rain and now sweat, but as sticky as it made things, I still managed to lay back on the bed and call Ember toward me. She leaned against my side, wrapping her leg around mine and stroking my chest with her hand. My nose was buried in her auburn locks just below her ear. When I felt like it, I reached over and scratched her behind the ears.

      “Oh, sweet Jesus, that feels good,” moaned Ember. “To the left just a little please.”

      “I’d do this for you any day you asked for it,” I said.

      “That’s one promise that I’m going to keep you to,” said Ember.

      We stayed like that for a while, just talking idly to each other and basking in the afterglow. It wasn’t until the conversation reached a natural lull that my hand drifted toward her back.

      “I can’t remember a time whenever I ever had more fun in Oyster Cove,” I said. “I used to look back on my time here so fondly, thinking that part of the magic was just being a kid and exploring the town for the first time. I thought I’d never be able to truly replicate the feelings that I had here. But now that I’m back, being here now dwarfs all those times in the past.”

      “Mmm, it’s pretty magical,” agreed Ember. “What was your favorite time being here before this one? What’s one of your best memories?”

      “So many to choose from,” I said.

      Ember poked me. “What about that summer with Natalie Barnes and your first kiss?”

      I chuckled. “That memory is up there, trust me. But I think one of the ones that really stands out was the sandcastle building competition that my brother and I won. It was the year before Natalie. I was thirteen and my brother was seventeen. He actually paid someone to teach us how to build the best sandcastle, and it was totally worth it. We entered into that competition, and we took first. I remember thinking to myself that the only reason it happened was because of my brother.”

      “That’s a nice memory,” said Ember. “I’m glad you had that closeness with him, especially after . . . you know, what happened.”

      I gulped and nodded. I didn’t know if it was just the night I was having, or if it was the fact that I felt truly ready to let Ember in, but the words just started tumbling out.

      “It was probably the last time when I felt like we were close,” I admitted. “After that summer, Dan never came back to Oyster Cove. The next year was after high school graduation, and he was too busy to come down. I knew he went to spring break a few times, but never at Oyster Cove. Things just started falling apart after that.”

      “It’s okay,” whispered Ember, stroking my chest. “You don’t have to tell me. I understand that it’s hard for you.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I want to tell you. I don’t want to hold anything back from you. And I feel like I can talk to you about anything.”

      “You can. You can tell me anything you want and I’ll be here for you,” she said quietly.

      “I don’t know what happened to my brother in college,” I said. “In high school, he was like the model student. Everyone liked him. Played baseball, and was this great pitcher. Always had a girlfriend. But after he went to school, I don’t know what changed. Maybe he got too used to being a big fish in a small pond, but college was the opposite. Suddenly, he wasn’t friends with all his baseball teammates anymore. In college, it was always the shady-looking ones. The ones that had all these little baggies full of pills.”

      “I remember confronting him about it one time,” I said. “This was roughly two years ago. He told me they were painkillers because his elbow still gave him problems from his pitching days. I remember it was the way that he said it though, like he knew that I knew he was lying, and he just didn’t care. I tried to have a serious conversation with him about it, but he just wouldn’t listen.”

      “It just kept getting worse from there,” I continued. “One time, he lost a job, but he told our parents it was because his boss was a raging lunatic. I found out after the fact that it was because he failed a random drug test. They found heroin in his system.”

      “Oh, no,” said Ember. “That’s awful, Nick.”

      “He had no money whatsoever, and he had to live with our parents for a while until he started seeing this girl who let him move in with her,” I said. “That wasn’t a good situation either. She was a druggie too, and it just put him in this vicious spiral.”

      “At one point, I seriously tried to get him out of there,” I said. “This was about six months ago. I showed up at their apartment with a couple friends and a whole lot of boxes. The girlfriend was passed the fuck out, but Dan was semi-comatose. I told him we were getting all his stuff and that he was going back to our parents house. I told him I was going to make sure he got help.”

      “Did he listen to you?” asked Ember quietly.

      I scoffed. “He called me a fucking narc and told me to mind my own business. He grabbed all the boxes and ripped them up, calling me and my friends everything under the sun. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to see him go to jail or dead or anything, but they say you have to hit rock bottom on your own before you can get help. I just didn’t know what to do. I felt helpless. Of course, our parents found out not long after that.”

      “Were they any help?” asked Ember.

      “Not really,” I said. “Beyond letting Dan stay there if he wanted to. In their defense, I don’t think they realized how serious it was. I knew how bad it was whenever I tried to see him two weeks after our attempted intervention. He looked like someone had beat the shit out of him. I offered to help him again, but he refused me. He told me he was very much in control of his life, and that he’d just hit a rough patch. I saw a lighter and a spoon on the counter as I left.”

      “I tried three more times to get him out of that fucking apartment,” I said. “I would have burned it down if I thought it would have given me my brother back. The first time, he actually admitted he had a problem. He told me he would meet me at a rehab center. I waited for three hours for him to show up. When he didn’t come, I went to the apartment to find him and his girlfriend higher than kites. He laughed his ass off at the idea of me being stood up.”

      Ember clutched me tighter. “I’m so sorry, Nick.”

      I wiped my eyes. “The last time I tried to help him was three months ago. After that, I knew he was too far gone.”

      “I don’t know if I even want to ask what happened,” whispered Ember.

      “He took a swing at me,” I said. “I told him that I was his brother and that I had a say in this too. Dan didn’t agree. I blamed the drugs for what happened next. He pulled a gun on me.”

      Ember jumped. “No, please tell me that didn’t happen.”

      “I wish it didn’t,” I said. “After that, he held up his phone and blocked my number. Told me that I was dead to him, and that he never wanted to see me again. All for just trying to help him. At that point, I was mad, Ember. I was beyond frustrated. I was so mad that I just swore him off. I told myself that if he was going to kill himself, that was his call. I did everything I could do and that was that.”

      “That was three months ago?” she asked.

      “He tried to call me right before he died,” I said. “I guess he didn’t keep me blocked for very long. One night, he called three times, leaving me a voicemail on the last one. He told me that he needed help and that it was real this time.”

      I blew out air hard. “Ember, I didn’t do anything with it. I deleted the voicemail, thinking it was just like every other time in the past. I had exams to study for anyway, and I didn’t want to jeopardize my grades if it was just an attempt to get pity. I didn’t think he was serious about it, or I thought I would show up and he’d take a swing at me again. I deleted it and I moved on. A week later, he was dead.”

      “You couldn’t have known though, Nick,” she said, looking into my eyes. “It’s not like you didn’t try everything possible to help him.”

      “Except for the time when it really mattered,” I said, baring my raw soul to her. “The only time it really mattered, I wasn’t there for him. And that’s what really destroys me about the whole thing. He’s dead now because of me.”
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      I think the only reason I didn’t break down was because I had Ember there with me. The pain was just as raw as it was the night I found out, and even though a lot had happened since then, it was still there, waiting just below the surface.

      “You can’t blame yourself for that,” she said, stroking my arm and forcing me to look at her. “Nick, how could you have known that? And maybe you’re right—if you did go back over there, who’s to say the call would have been genuine?”

      “It still hurts,” I muttered. “And it’s the reason why I needed to get away. Why I needed Oyster Cove this summer. I hate the idea of going back and being reminded of it.”

      She hugged me so tightly that she practically crushed me. When she let go, she gave me a sad smile.

      “I believe that you did everything you could have done,” she said. “And yes, sometimes bad things happen. And there are a lot of things that are outside of our control. But I don’t think this makes you a bad person, not at all. I think you just did the best thing you could do in a shitty situation.”

      She kissed me tenderly, stroking my cheek as she pulled away.

      “In a small way, it’s part of the reason why I came back today,” I said. “I didn’t want to abandon you after what happened. I wanted to give everything I had to help make us succeed tomorrow. I didn’t want to make the same mistake twice with people I care about.”

      “If you didn’t show up, I would have come here and dragged you to that court,” she said, giving me an impish smile. “I wouldn’t have let you go so easily.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I just wish it was always that easy.”

      “I think your brother would understand,” she whispered. “I don’t think he would blame you for what happened. I think if we could ask him, he would tell you as much. He had a role to play in this too. He didn’t seek help when he needed it the most. You can’t dwell on it, baby. You can’t let it hold you back. Not when there’s so much in front of you.”

      “Like what? What’s in front of me, Ember?”

      “Me, for one,” she said. “A kitsune that’s falling in love with you.”

      My breath caught in my chest as I heard that. It was dark in our room, but I could still see Ember’s flaming cheeks after she admitted that.

      “I don’t want you to stay stuck in the past,” she said. “I want you to embrace this future with me. And with everything about Oyster Cove—Fiona and Cora too. I know you still need healing from it all. Let me help you with that. Let me help you heal.”

      “How would you suppose that we start?” I asked.

      “Well, I wouldn’t be opposed to more sex,” she said, giggling softly. “But this is how we do it. Being close to one another. Talking about everything. Trusting each other.” Ember looked away for a moment before her eyes returned to my face. “Actually, I have an idea.”

      She crawled out of bed, pulling me with her by my hand. We were still as naked as could be, and that’s why when Ember opened the back door, I wondered what she was getting at.

      “Trust me,” she said. “And follow me, okay?”

      Before I could respond, Ember started to change. She started to shrink at the same time as more orangish-red fur appeared all over her body. Within a second or two, she was shifted into her full fox form, looking up at me with those same green eyes that I’d come to adore.

      It didn’t take me long to figure out what she wanted. Remembering Fiona’s advice, I closed my eyes and hoped that I could shift into my fox form as easily as the cat form. Seeing that image of Ember’s fox in front of me helped greatly, and the next time I opened my eyes, I was the same size as Ember.

      It took me a moment to get used to this new body, but I found that much of it came as instinct. The use of a tail really helped when it came to balance, and I swished it around, waving it through the air like I’d seen Ember do before.

      She came in closer, nuzzling me with her nose once I was shifted. Acting playful, her tail swished as if she wanted me to follow her again. Running across the garden and under my grandparent’s bench, Ember found a spot in the fence that we could squeeze under, and before I knew it, we were running through the quiet streets of Oyster Cove.

      At least the rain had stopped. Everything was still wet, making our paws splash through the puddles as we moved. At one point, Ember turned around and brushed against me again, nuzzling my face. Even though we didn’t have words to express what was going on, I was able to see it for the expression of love that it was.

      I wasn’t sure how I would feel about this whole thing, but I found that I loved it. It was a different way to see the world, especially from this angle. Everything just seemed so big, like the world was new and open to explore. I found myself going down streets that I’d walked down before, but seeing things that I never noticed in my human body.

      What made it truly special though was once we got out of Oyster Cove, slipping into a field on the other side of the main road. Ember knew the path well, winding through the grass until we entered a meadow that was far away from anything that looked like civilization. Here it was quiet, with only the sounds of the bullfrogs or the quiet chirping of the crickets to make our passage.

      It didn’t take us long to reach our destination. I started to hear the sounds of water again on the other side of the meadow. It was here that we found a small spring around a grove of trees. The waters here were crystal clear, having several stones that jutted into the spring and making it possible to see your reflection into the water. With the light of the moon, I was able to see my furry features looking back at me from the crystalline waters.

      Ember nuzzled me again, and she started to shift back into her hybrid form. I remembered not to panic as I thought about shifting back, calming myself before I was able to join her next to the spring. It had cooled off enough from all the rain that it was chilly against our nude bodies, but that wasn’t a problem for very long.

      Ember snuggled up against me, and I wrapped my arms around her as I looked around. We didn’t say a word for nearly twenty minutes until I finally spoke up.

      “This is a great place, Ember. Where are we?”

      “I’m not sure it has a name,” she said softly. “I found this place the night before I met you. In my head, I just call it the Spring. It’s so peaceful here, isn’t it?”

      It really was. From the sound of the water mixing with the crickets, it was a lovely place to be. It was made even better by having this gorgeous redhead in my arms.

      “The first time I came here, I loved it so much that I thought about keeping it my little secret,” admitted Ember. “It would be a place that I came to just to get away from everything, or when I was feeling tired or stressed or anything.”

      “It does seem like a great place to get away,” I said.

      “I came here to get away, kind of in the same way that you came to Oyster Cove to get away,” she said. “But something was missing. Do you know what it was?”

      I shook my head.

      “Us,” replied Ember. “This place was amazing to me, but now it’s even better that I get to share it with you. In a way, you’re my escape. You’re my safe place when I need one. In a very short amount of time, you managed to worm your way into my heart, and you help me to forget about all the things that cause me anxiety or upset me.”

      It was while she was talking that I felt something new wrap around me. Ember’s tail had been playfully brushing against my side, but then out of nowhere, a second orange tail had appeared, now slipping around my leg.

      It took me a moment to figure out what it was. “Ember, your tail. Your second tail?”

      It was like she already knew. She looked down and grabbed it, blushing as her fingers trailed over the fur. “Major life events, remember?”

      My mouth fell open. “You mean . . .”

      She nodded and hit me with a shy smile. “Nothing more major than the first time you fall in love.”

      I gulped and pulled her closer. At that moment, my life couldn’t have seemed more meaningful.

      Ember took my hands with hers. “And all these things you do for me, I want to do for you. I wanted to show you this place because it helps me heal. It’s how I’m going to help you heal too.”

      “It might take a while,” I warned her. “Not because you’re not amazing, but because that hole is pretty big. It’s going to take a long time to fill.”

      Ember smiled at me. “Good thing I have lots of time then. That’s the kind of thing you do when you love someone.”

      I kissed her tenderly. “Thank you. It was hard for me to come out with this. I couldn’t do it with just anyone.”

      “I’m glad that you felt you could share it with me,” she said. “That you trusted me enough to do it.”

      “Without a doubt,” I said, making her smile.

      We stayed there for another half hour or so, until the rain started up again. We shifted back to our full fox forms and ran back through the meadow, entering the town once again. Miraculously, I also had a second tail now, which took a moment to get used to as we ran. I found that I knew the way home just from the scent alone, cutting through the cracks between the buildings and slipping under the fence in record time.

      When we arrived in my backyard, we shifted back to our original forms, or at least my human form and her hybrid form. We didn’t bother to put clothes on as we snuck inside, drying off and getting back into bed. It was then that I realized we had a visitor.

      “Fiona!” said Ember with excitement, seeing the black cat waiting on the bed. “When did you get here?”

      Fiona meowed before shifting to her catgirl form, looking up at my naked body like she wanted to devour me.

      “I couldn’t resist,” said Fiona with a grin. “Especially when one of the local cats told me there were two foxes running around.”

      “Word does get around very fast here in the shifter community,” I said.

      “You have no idea,” said Ember, covering her mouth as she laughed.

      “Did you two have a good night?” asked Fiona.

      It was such an innocent question, and yet we could speak volumes in our response. Ember and I shared the same look together before turning back to Fiona.

      “The best,” said Ember.

      “Yeah, very good,” I added. “A lot of things that needed to be said got out tonight.”

      I grabbed Ember’s hand, making her beam with a smile.

      “I feel like there are a lot of words behind that response,” said Fiona, stroking her chin. “Do you want some privacy tonight? Should I go back to my place?”

      I was going to leave it up to Ember. I didn’t care one way or another, but this night had been so special that I didn’t want Ember to feel out of place.

      And yet, she still managed to surprise me. Hugging me tightly, Ember glanced over at Fiona. “Do you want the left or the right side of the bed?”

      “I was more thinking of crawling between Nick’s legs, but I really don’t mind,” joked Fiona.

      Ember shrugged and grinned at me. “I guess that settles it then!” I said.

      “Perfect, let me get ready for bed,” said Fiona, hopping off the mattress and going into the bathroom.

      Ember and I laid down right after that, and I took her into my arms as we nestled into the center of the bed, leaving plenty of space for Fiona. It was as Ember was closing her eyes that I had to tell her one more thing.

      “I’m falling for you too, Ember,” I whispered to her, making her tails brush against me. “And no matter what, I’m always going to be here for you.”

      She fell asleep with a smile on her face that night.
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      The next morning, I woke up with my arms around two very beautiful, but also two very different women. On my one side was Fiona, who still managed to look drop-dead sexy even when she was sleeping. She was the only one in our bed that was wearing clothes, although her little tank top and panties were hardly leaving much to the imagination.

      On my other side was Ember, her wild red hair obscuring part of her face. She looked angelic as she slept, with her lips tightly pursed together, and her freckles glowing in the soft light of the sun as it started to hit her face.

      The only one missing was Cora. I marveled at how quickly my life had changed, from having next to no one to suddenly having three gorgeous women that were just as into me as I was into them (or perhaps even more so).

      Being an omega had certainly turned my life upside down, but in a good way. It was the escape that I’d been looking for, and it gave me the purpose that I’d long since been missing.

      We didn’t need to get out of bed early since the tournament didn’t start until later in the day. We finally started moving around eleven, but I should have known there would be a little fun involved once we were out of bed.

      It all started when Ember hopped in the shower. Visions of my redheaded beauty washing her sensual, nude body filled my head, enough so that I had to join her. I pulled back the curtain just far enough to hop in, causing her to giggle as she was in the middle of soaping her hands.

      “Need someone to get those hard to reach places?” I asked.

      Ember purred. “I was hoping you’d ask!”

      We weren’t in there together for very long before I saw a pair of black cat ears on the other side of the screen. I was grateful that the shower was big enough for three when Fiona stepped in, looking like the cat that had caught the canary.

      “Room for one more?” she asked, as the water already started to spray and drip off her breasts.

      “The more the merrier!” replied Ember.

      It didn’t take long for the three of us to start something. Being in the shower with two very perfect women caused my cock to look like a steel rod in a matter of seconds. This was noticed by Fiona first, and she didn’t waste any time dropping to her knees and engulfing her mouth around my shaft.

      “Fuck, Fiona that feels amazing,” I groaned, watching her take it all down her throat. Her lips were kissing against my pubic bone as her hand massaged my balls. There were two things about it that elevated it to a new level. The first was having Fiona’s sultry eyes locked on mine as she swallowed me whole.

      The other was feeling Ember’s arms around me, crushing her tits against my back as she kissed the side of my neck.

      It wasn’t going to take me very long to cum like that, but as tempting as it was to cum down Fiona’s throat, I wanted to fuck first.

      Ember seemed to be on the same wavelength as me as she angled her ass toward me and stabilized herself by pressing against the wall.

      Seeing her perfect rear end waiting for me while her tails swished just above it was all that I needed. I positioned myself behind her, and slid all the way in from the first stroke.

      “Fuck, I love that,” moaned Ember, reaching back to touch my face. “I love how it feels when your cock is in me.”

      “Feels like heaven, doesn’t it?” asked Fiona.

      Ember nodded before turning to face the wall. “It’s so fucking good. Fuck me, baby. Don’t stop fucking me until you fill me with cum.”

      I took that for the challenge that it was. I wanted Ember’s first experience with shower sex to be just as memorable as losing her virginity, and so I didn’t hold anything back. It took everything I had to hold back my orgasm, especially as I felt her pussy squeezing me every time she came. I lasted for a respectable amount of time before I started to cum, announcing my intentions right before it happened.

      Fiona dropped to her knees as soon as she heard that. “Give me a taste too, please? Don’t neglect Miss Lewis now, okay?”

      I gritted my teeth right as I came, ensuring that the first few pumps went inside Ember’s body before pulling out and turning toward Fiona. Fiona latched onto my cock with enthusiasm, putting on a heavy amount of suction as she milked the last bits of cum out of me. When it was all done, she showed me a dollop of cum that had pooled at the end of her tongue, making a big display about swallowing it all.

      By the time we were done, there was only one question being asked, and it was by Ember.

      “So what’s the deal with Miss Lewis?” she asked, laughing at Fiona.

      Fiona wiggled her eyebrows. “I highly recommend role-playing whenever you get the chance. After all, Nick can be such a naughty student.”

      We had a good laugh about that, and we managed to dry off and get dressed for the tournament. Fiona hung behind, promising to meet us there when it started. For Ember and me though, we had to arrive early for check-in, as well as to have some time to warm up.

      “How many teams did you say are in this again?” I asked, as we walked along the boardwalk next to some joggers.

      “Sixteen,” replied Ember. “I believe that was the cutoff point. There will be a bracket, so we’ll have to play multiple matches. It will be the best of three sets, so we can afford a bad set if we have to and we can still come back and win the match.”

      “Do you know anyone else that will be playing in this besides Veronica and Kim?”

      Ember shook her head. “I’m guessing we’ll see some familiar faces from those that have been at the courts alongside us this week, but nobody that I know personally. So it should be interesting.” She shot me a sideways glance. “Are you ready for this?”

      “After last night, I feel like I can conquer the world,” I said.

      Ember giggled. “I know what you mean. No matter what happens, I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      There was a crowd of people there already by the time we arrived, at least thirty or so people. There were only four courts, so that meant that anyone who wanted to practice had to grab a court early, or else they would just have to practice in the sand.

      There was a platform that was positioned next to each court, as well as a table and several chairs. There were even a few referees dressed in visors, black shorts, and blue polos.

      “Looks like we got here just a little late to grab a court,” said Ember. “No worries, we can still practice without the net. Let’s go over here away from everyone else.”

      We moved a short distance away, commandeering part of the sand where we could run the same drills that we did yesterday. It wasn’t as easy to work on serving without the net, but we managed until we heard a whistle, and an announcer asked for anyone that was participating in the tournament to congregate at the second court.

      Sure enough, we saw Kim and Veronica already there, and we waved to them before going to stand next to them.

      “You ready to smoke these posers?” asked Veronica, elbowing me in the side once we joined them.

      “Ember and I are ready to take home the gold,” I said, making the redhead grin.

      “You’re going to have to go through us first,” said Veronica playfully. “And we’re not going to be easy.”

      “I would hope not,” I said. “I’m looking forward to the challenge!”

      The crowd quieted down at this point while an official started to speak. He was an older man with salt-and-pepper hair, and he was wearing the same blue polos as the referees. He had a kindly face though, and he introduced himself to us as he began to explain the rules.

      “Welcome, everyone! We’re pleased to have all you fine volleyball aficionados here this morning for the tenth annual Oyster Cove Summer Kickoff Beach Volleyball Tournament!” he said, being met with a round of applause. “Now, we’re going to get things started here soon enough. Just a couple housekeeping items. This is an amateur-level competition, but we will be following AVP regulations and rules during the matches. That’s why each court will have a referee to help make sure points are scored in the correct manner.”

      “Now, there are sixteen teams, and we’ll have all of you check in as soon as I’m done speaking so that we can set the brackets. You will play up to four matches today, depending on how well you perform. Each match will be composed of three sets at the most, with the winner taking the best of three. If you must use all three sets, the first two will be played to twenty-one, while the third will be played to fifteen. The winner must win by two points. This is a single elimination tournament, and there is no loser’s bracket, so once you lose your first match, you’re out. After the tournament is over, we’ll celebrate with fireworks off the pier once it gets dark enough, and trust me, you’ll definitely want to see these!”

      The official clapped his hands together. “If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to find me or a ref to ask what’s on your mind. Everyone form a line now, and we’ll start the check-in process. Have fun and good luck!”

      With that being over, we formed a line right away, getting a spot right behind Veronica and Kim. At the very front was one of the tables, which happened to be in front of the second court. Behind this table was a large white board, with a sixteen-spot bracket that had already been formed. As each team checked in, their name was put into a spot on the bracket.

      Because of our position, I was nervous that we might have to face Veronica and Kim first, but they were slotted into a bracket with another team while we took the next one. That still meant that if both of us won, we would have to face off against each other next.

      “You two better win your first match!” said Kim, winking at me. “That way, we get to be the ones to take you out of the tournament.”

      “In your dreams,” said Ember with a snort. “We’ll be the ones sending you home!”

      The girls had a good laugh about that, but before the games could begin, I noticed that I could hear my name being called. There was a section of spectator stands that had been erected on the other side of the tables, and it was already filling up with people. The first two that I noticed were Cora and Fiona. Ember and I made our way over to them.

      “I’m so frickin’ excited for you on your big day!” said Cora, beaming with her dimples as she wrapped her arms around me. “You guys are going to get all the touchdowns, I just know it!”

      “Touchdowns are footballs, Cora,” I said, chuckling. “But I’m loving the vote of confidence.”

      Cora stamped her foot. “Ugh, I’m never going to get this right.”

      “How are you two feeling?” asked Fiona. “Been checking out your competition?”

      “Not much to check out yet, but I’m sure that will change once the first round gets underway,” said Ember. “There’s only four courts, but eight games in the first round, so we’ll have a chance to check out some of the better teams. Hopefully, there are no ringers out there.”

      I elbowed Ember. “Besides you and me, right?”

      She smirked at me. “Right.”

      “We could always make a distraction if someone is too good!” offered Cora. “Like I might prance around the court with freshly-made funnel cake. Get those sweet fragrances wafting through the air. They’ll be distracted for sure!”

      “I think they would be more distracted if you pranced around in a bikini,” said Fiona as she elbowed the blonde. “Even the girls might like it, Cora.”

      “Gee, you really think so?” she asked.

      “No distractions,” I said, shaking my head. “Ember and I want to do this the right way. We don’t need to cheat to win.”

      “No, but it could be really helpful,” said Ember quickly. The other girls laughed when I gave her an incredulous stare. “I mean, you’re right, of course. No distractions.”

      “Oh, alright,” said Cora. “Well here, let me at least give you a good luck charm.”

      Cora then reached over to rub my chest hair. She grinned as she did it, but started blushing after the other girls started staring at her.

      “There, now you have good luck for today!”

      “I think that’s supposed to be the other way around,” said Fiona, shaking her head. “If you want to give him good luck, you’re supposed to let him rub something.”

      Cora looked down at her boobs. She stuck them out. “Here, Nick! Give them a rub for good luck!”

      That made me laugh, but what happened next really put me in the mood to win. We all turned when I heard Ember’s name being called. Sure enough, the person calling was none other than Samantha. Ember’s former partner had appeared on the other side of the stands, but she was using crutches to nurse her sprained ankle.

      “Sam! You made it!” shouted Ember, wrapping her arms around the other girl’s neck.

      “Well, yeah, I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” said Samantha as she waved at me. “Good to see you too, Nick.”

      “Great to see you, Samantha,” I said. “How’s the ankle?”

      “Really tender, but I’ve been worse,” she said. “But it wasn’t going to stop me from seeing you play today. How are you both feeling about playing?”

      “About as comfortable as if it were you and me stepping out there,” said Ember, putting her arm around my torso. “We’ve made so much progress, Sam. I feel like we really have a chance.”

      “Good, I’m so relieved to hear you say that,” said Sam, wiping her forehead. “I was afraid you might drop out of the tournament after what happened.”

      The thought had occurred to me too, especially seeing how upset Ember was when the accident happened. She blamed herself for it, and if I hadn’t tried to help, part of me thought she would have actually dropped out.

      It was just another way of how we were helping each other get over the past.

      “Well, good luck to both of you,” said Samantha as she took her seat. “And do me a favor—make Kim and Veronica eat sand?”

      “Count on it,” said Ember with a giggle.

      As soon as we left the stands, the referees were blowing the whistles to get the first matches started. They started at the top of the bracket, and since we had the sixth game, that meant that we were relegated toward the second group for that first round. I would have preferred that anyway, because it meant that we got a chance to really see what kind of competition we were up against.

      And for an amateur tournament, there were some really good teams here. There was a father/daughter pair that were really memorable, easily taking the first two sets of their match and winning their ticket to the next round. I also saw the young couple that battled Ember and me two days ago, the one that wiped the floor with us. They were putting up a great showing too.

      We were also paying attention to those that weren’t playing right now, knowing that they would go in the second round with us. I didn’t get a good look at the team that we were playing, but judging by the names, we were playing two guys.

      Sure enough, when the time came to start the second round, I saw two sandy-haired guys taking their positions opposite of us. I was hoping they might be good sports about it, but when they called me over to the net before the match started, they pointed at Ember.

      “Yo, bro, is that your girl there?” asked the one, who was the taller of the two. “She’s fine as a motherfucker.”

      “And if she’s not your girl, can you introduce us?” asked the other one, this one with jacked-up teeth.

      “She’s my girlfriend,” I said, feeling defensive about anyone ogling my Ember.

      “If we win, can we have her?” asked the tall one, making the other guy snicker.

      A low growl escaped my throat. “You’re lucky I don’t knock your fucking teeth out.”

      The tall one raised his hands and shook them. “Oh, we’re scared now. We’ve won a few beach volleyball tournaments. So if anyone is getting their teeth knocked out, it’s going to be you and her.”

      I was ready to cross the net and start something I was definitely going to regret when Ember came sauntering up. She pressed into my side and started to rub my chest.

      “Hey, handsome,” purred Ember, putting on a show. “After we beat these losers, how about we go back to my place and you make me cum my brains out again?”

      I figured out what she was doing, especially as the other two guys started to balk. I grinned.

      “I’m definitely game for that.”

      “So relieved to hear that,” she said. “I can’t get over how big your cock is.” She then looked at the other guys. “It’s like a fucking tree trunk.”

      “Dude, good for you,” said the jacked-up teeth guy, who was then immediately punched in the shoulder by his friend. “What? Was it something I said?”

      Ember and I laughed and returned to our side.

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “They made some comments about you, and I wasn’t going to let that stand.”

      Ember shrugged. “Who cares what those assholes think? This is just about me and you. And when this is all over, we’re really going back to your place to have sex until dawn.”

      I chuckled. “Love you, gorgeous.”

      “Love you too, handsome omega man.”

      The first set started in earnest right after that. It was kicked off with a whistle from the ref. Ember and I got the chance to attack first, with Ember’s very first serve landing in the back right corner just out of reach.

      It was a terrific start to the match, and it set the tone for much of that first set. Ember and I took an early lead, staying up by around four or five points until we got into the teens. At this point, our opponents started to get their shit together, hitting a series of spikes that were getting the better of us. The score narrowed to being tied at one point during that first set.

      “Okay, we need to adapt a little,” said Ember. “They’re getting those spikes in, and we need to do a better job blocking them. Let’s make sure to get our hands up and try to tip it. If we do, we’ll skip the traditional bump first step and go right into setting up our return volley. Got it?”

      “Let’s do it, babe,” I said.

      On the next serve, Ember and I lucked out, with the meatheads hitting the net, making the ball bounce back into their side. It was my serve after that, and I launched the ball back into their weak corner. The meatheads answered and managed to spike it down on Ember.

      “We gotta make sure we don’t spike it in her face,” said the tall one as he laughed. “I don’t want to take home a busted chick!”

      I was seeing red, and it took Ember touching my chest to get me to calm down. “Answer them by winning,” she said.

      I nodded, and on their next serve, Ember set me up beautifully for a spike. I saw the tall one coming up to block it. Maybe that was why I launched it with extra strength, but I spiked it right into his head.

      “Whoa, I think he scrambled my brains on that one,” said the tall one, a little loopy as he got up from that one.

      “You okay, Richie?” asked his friend.

      “My brain is like . . . mush,” said Richie.

      “I hate to tell you this, but it was like that before Nick spiked it,” said Ember.

      We gained a lot of momentum off that spike. Richie was a little slow on the uptake after that, allowing us to rack up points easily again. On the game-winning point, Richie and his friend seemed to recover their composure, dropping two spikes on us again, but it wasn’t enough as we scored the winning point after I out-jumped Richie on an attempted spike.

      “Dude, what the hell,” said the one with the teeth. “We lost to a fucking girl.”

      “Shut up, Vance!” replied Richie. “You try to stop that spike next time.”

      “Maybe I would have if I didn’t get hit in the head with a fucking volleyball, you idiot.”

      Ember and I could only laugh as their team started to fall apart. This only boded well for us in the next set. Richie and Vance just couldn’t get their team back together, and we dominated it the entire time, winning easily 21-10.

      “We did it!” yelled Ember, jumping into my arms. “We’re moving to the next round!”

      “There was nothing to it!” I said, hugging her. “I knew we could win. Now, we just need to do it a few more times.”

      Somehow, things looked less daunting now that we had one win under our belt. It was like we were supposed to be here, like we weren’t just posers who didn’t belong.

      It made me hopeful for the next match.

      Kim and Veronica ended up winning their next match too, taking three sets to do so. In the process, they set themselves up as our next opponent to kick off the second round.

      “I know we’re supposed to be enemies right now, but good luck anyway,” said Kim as she hugged Ember. “You’ve worked so hard that I know you’re going to do well.”

      “You too!” said Ember. “You’re the only team that I wouldn’t mind losing to. But just so you know, Nick and I are still going to win.”

      “Yeah, yeah, bring it,” said Kim playfully.

      The start of the second round brought more of a crowd. The majority of the eliminated teams stuck around (with the exception of Richie and Vance), watching the victors take on each other. Competition here was a little more stiff. The father/daughter pair looked to be pretty formidable, and there were a couple other teams that I knew would give us a run for our money.

      For now though, we had to beat Veronica and Kim. I knew it could be done after what happened yesterday, but it was different when all the marbles were on the line.

      During our first set, Veronica and Kim shot out to an early lead, dominating us 8-1 before we were able to get some kind of rhythm going. We started to concentrate on their weaknesses, aiming at that back corner that was just out of range. Ember and I tightened the gap between them, but they stayed out ahead of us, winning the set 21-18.

      It was disappointing, but we were still in this thing. We just had to win two more sets, and we could still take the match.

      “Okay, we have to get our heads back in this,” said Ember, right before the start of the second set. “We’re warmed up, and we know them better than any team here. Let’s see if we can hit them with a few serves to get them off balance.”

      I nodded, and we started our second set with a series of serves using topspin that our opponents couldn’t handle. We got out to a 4-0 lead before they scored their first point. Veronica and Kim came back hard, and we alternated points until the game was tied at 16.

      From that point, a few things started to go our way. Kim went after one that should have been out of bounds, and she didn’t get a good enough hit on it to keep it in play. After that, Ember was able to get a devastating spike in that made the crowd wild when it came down directly into the sand in front of Veronica.

      They answered with a point of their own, but it was too late. We took the second game 21-17, setting up the third and final set.

      “We got this,” said Ember. “Just have to keep up our momentum and stay away from any mistakes. We can do this.”

      “I’m going to give it everything I’ve got,” I promised her.

      That last set was a dogfight until the very end. The third set in a match only went to fifteen, but we stayed tied all the way until both teams were at 13. We had to win by two, so it was imperative that we didn’t let them answer back after we went up to 14-13.

      “Veronica’s been favoring your left side when she’s spiking,” said Ember. “Be on the lookout, I think she’s going to go for it again.”

      “No wonder, I’m a little slower getting over there,” I said. “She thinks she can get the ball there before I can.”

      “Show her why she’s wrong,” said Ember, giving me a toothy smile.

      We started off with a strong serve that went back and forth between both sides several times until the ultimate set. Veronica was the one that bumped the ball back toward center, and Kim set her up, throwing it high in the air. I prepared to pivot to my left, even as her body changed directions, moving from my right to my left. Here was the attack she’d been waiting to make.

      When she came down hard on the ball, she spiked it right down toward a spot about three feet from my left. I pushed off with my right foot, trying to get my forearms in front of it. I wasn’t sure I was going to be fast enough, but when I felt that ball bounce off my forearms, I knew we were going to win.

      Ember threw it up high in the air right after me, allowing me time to get back on my feet and to jump as high as I could. I hit that ball with as much energy as I could muster, aiming for their weak spot now. When the ball fell in the back corner, right where Kim couldn’t get to it, we scored our fifteenth point.

      “Winners!” yelled the referee, pointing at Ember and me. “You’ll be moving onto the next round!”
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      I couldn’t even describe the elation that I felt when Ember and I beat Veronica and Kim. It was so exciting, that we didn’t even have words for it. Ember and I simply hugged each other until Veronica and Kim crossed over, and then they hugged us.

      “Congratulations, the better team won,” Veronica told us. “You two kicked some serious butt.”

      “Your team was awesome too,” I told them. “Seriously, you gave us a run for our money.”

      “I can’t wait to watch you win the whole thing,” said Kim, flashing a thumbs-up. “Go get it!”

      There was a short recess now that there were only four teams left. I looked over to see who our competition was, noting that the only teams left standing besides us were the father/daughter pair, a man and a woman who looked like freakishly-tall twins, as well as one more pair.

      The last pair was that same couple from two days ago, the ones that bragged about having to take on lots of amateurs in practice for the tournament. As fate would have it, we played them for the rights to play in the final match.

      “We’re going to show them that they shouldn’t have underestimated us,” I told Ember. “I don’t want to hold anything back. Let’s get up to an early lead and stay there.”

      Ember and I were on the same wavelength, and from the moment that first set began, we were in sync. It definitely helped that our opponents had already creamed us once, and they weren’t expecting us to perform any better.

      We had a commanding 12-3 lead before they were able to figure out just how much of a threat we really were. From there, they tried harder, but never really got close. The first set ended 21-13, and we prepared for the second set.

      As could be expected, they didn’t lay down and die on that second set. They had several good spikes that we just couldn’t answer, but we didn’t let up on the pressure for one moment. Toward the back half of the set, we started to pull away from them again, and they never had a chance to answer.

      When we hit our last point, the match was won. Ember and I were nearly mobbed by our friends as well as some of the other players, congratulating us on getting to the final round. Cora even came over and gave me a deeply passionate kiss, which I know had several of the guys wondering just what the deal was when Ember made out with me shortly after.

      If only they knew just how good things were being an omega!

      “Okay, ladies and gentlemen!” said the official right before the last match was due to begin. “It’s been a great tournament so far, but this next match will decide who our first and second place finishers are. On this side, we have the team of Nick Genaro and Ember Reynolds, playing in their first amateur tournament together and doing an amazing job so far!”

      There was a brief round of applause for us as we raised our hands and looked around the crowd.

      “And for their challengers, we have the team of twins!” said the official. “Arnie and Anna Vanderbilt have come here from a thousand miles away just to play in this tournament!”

      “Seriously, a thousand miles?” I muttered to Ember. “Seems a long way to come specifically for an amateur tournament.”

      “I guess they’re going to have plenty of time to reflect on their loss on the way home,” said Ember, smirking at me.

      I grinned at her, and the final match was underway a few minutes later. We got off to a rocky start. For the first seven points, the sun was directly in our eyes, and we were having a hard time attacking when the other team was using that to their advantage. They took a 5-2 lead, but even when we switched sides, they kept up the pressure, going to 10-6.

      The twins were extremely flexible when it came to range, and I noticed that no matter where I dropped that ball for a spike, one of them almost always came up with it. We were relying on mistakes and technicalities in order to get points, but if we wanted to win this thing, we’d have to find a way to get around their defense.

      “We have to get a little more aggressive,” said Ember between serves. “They seem to be able to read where we’re putting our spikes, so we have to switch it up on them. If your body is going left, you have to try to serve right. It’s going to be tricky, but it’s the only way we’re going to get around their range.”

      “Switch it up, I got it,” I said.

      On the next few serves, Ember and I started to catch up. We tied up the score at 12-12 before the twins changed their strategy. Suddenly, they started using float serves on us, which made the ball a little more unpredictable by the time it got to us. We had several more misses, but stayed in the game, losing the first set 21-16.

      “They are really bringing their A-game,” said Ember, squirting water into her mouth from her bottle. “And this is tough. I hate float serves, and when a team can do them right, it gives them a significant advantage.”

      “Anything we can do to counter them?” I asked.

      “Just have to get to the ball as early as we can,” said Ember. “And pray they fuck it up more than they get it right. It’s easy to screw up a float serve.”

      Ember turned out to be right as the second set started. The twins couldn’t get their float serves right for the first few points, and Ember and I took an early lead at 3-1. From there, bad luck continued to plague the twins, and they sent several spikes out of bounds.

      “Maybe they’re choking,” I told Ember as the score went up to 9-3. “They’re getting the yips.”

      “I really hope so,” said Ember.

      We took the next point, but after that followed five straight points by the twins to make the score 10-8. They stayed on our ass, staying just one or two points behind us until we both got to twenty. At that point, we actually had to go as high as twenty-five just to win by two, but at least it was still a victory.

      It robbed us of our strength though. My calves were burning, and Ember looked as exhausted as I felt. Neither of us could get enough water, though it looked like the twins were in a similar condition.

      “One more set,” she told me. “One more set, and we can win this. And then we’re going home to have unlimited orgasms, okay?”

      I chuckled. “Sounds like a great plan to me.”

      The third and final set was the toughest yet. The twins came back fully rejuvenated and ready to kick some ass. The first six points went to them, and we were still struggling to get on the damn board.

      Ember was the one that came up with a big spike to get us our first point, and we followed it up with a serve that Arnie missed. It was now 6-2, but we had a long way to go until we got to 15.

      The set was an absolute slog. Points weren’t easy to come by for anyone, but I could tell that the twins had more in the tank than we did. Ember and I were tired and we were getting sloppier, which allowed the score to go up to 11-5.

      From that moment, the twins just seemed unbeatable. They took three more unanswered points to get to 14-5, but we weren’t going to let them get that last point so easily.

      “Get it just over the net on your next spike,” Ember told me. “They’re expecting us to kill it. Drop it right in the sand where they’re not expecting it.”

      “Got it,” I said.

      On the next set, I managed to do just that, barely tapping the ball over the net before Anna could get to it. I did it one more time, taking the score to 14-7. On the next serve, the twins made a big mistake, leaving too much space between them as we had them running all over the court. I dropped another spike dead center, and they couldn’t answer it.

      We were able to get the score up to 14-10 right before the final point. Starting off with a heavy topspin serve, the twins got it almost too easily, sending it back to us. I set up Ember for a spike, and she brought down all her strength on it, but Anna recovered it easily. Ember and I reset into our defensive positions, but when Arnie came up over that net, he smashed the ball right into the worst possible spot.

      It came down in the sand not far from Ember’s feet. There was no way we could have gotten to it in time, not in our fatigued state.

      “We have our winners!” yelled the official. “Arnie and Anna Vanderbilt have won the tournament!”

      I barely heard the announcer, not knowing what to say. We’d come so far, and yet the best we could do today was second place.

      It stung harder than I thought it would, and I was almost afraid to look at Ember’s face. I knew how hard she’d worked to get here, and I thought there was a good chance that she was going to be really pissed.

      What I didn’t expect was to find Ember tapping me on the shoulder, causing me to turn around. My sweet redheaded girlfriend pushed her way into my arms and kissed me with all the passion she could muster.

      “Wait,” I said, once the kiss broke. “What was that for? We just lost.”

      Ember shrugged. “So, what? We got to the final round, Nick. We got second place after beating fourteen other teams! I never expected us to get this far! And yet here we are, the second-place finishers.”

      “I wanted gold though,” I muttered through my breath.

      Ember laughed and kissed me again. “I want gold too, but I’ll take silver. After what we’ve been through, I’m not even upset. We’ve made such a great team that I know we’ll take the next tournament we’re in. I have no doubts about it, baby!”

      Seeing her attitude changed everything for me. The last thing I wanted was to disappoint her, but she seemed anything but disappointed as she peppered my face with kisses. From that point onward, we were surrounded by friends. Fiona and Cora came over to congratulate us on how well we did, and Kim and Veronica came next, helping Samantha get across the sand.

      “You did wonderfully,” Sam told Ember. “You were really great out there. Nick too. I think I’m going to have a hard time getting my volleyball partner back when my ankle is healed.”

      “I think we’re going to have a hard time getting Ember to do anything else for a long time,” joked Veronica. “The only place she wants to go is back to Nick’s.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing!” said Ember, making the other girls laugh.

      “I knew she was smitten with him,” said Kim, elbowing Veronica in the side. “Ever since she made us send that wild spike at him at the beach last week.”

      “Wild spike?” I asked, having to think that one over until it hit me. I turned toward a now furiously blushing Ember. “You hit me on the beach on purpose?”

      Ember lowered her eyes. “How else was I going to get the excuse to meet you?”

      I chuckled. “You could have just come over to me and started talking.”

      “Not nearly as memorable,” she said, shaking her head. “This was a lot cuter, trust me.”

      “Yeah, except my head doesn’t agree with you,” I teased.

      She stroked my arm as she gave me a heated look. “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll find a way to make it all better for you.”

      “Okay, okay, too much information,” said Kim, holding up her hands. “When you two get done with your animalistic urges, give us a call. We’ll practice for the end-of-summer tournament!”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said, chuckling.

      With the tournament now over, we didn’t stick around. Heading back to my place, I threw a few pizzas in the oven while the girls cracked open a bottle of wine.

      “To the second-place winners of today!” said Cora, holding the bottle up high.

      “Second place isn’t the winner, Cora,” hissed Fiona.

      “So?” replied Cora. “They’ll always be the gosh-darned winners in my book!”

      “How about we toast to our omega?” asked Fiona. “Without him, this summer would have been a lot less memorable.”

      “I can toast to that,” said Ember, clinking her glass against mine. “To the handsomest, sexiest man I’ve ever seen. To our omega.”

      “To our omega!” echoed the other two girls.

      We passed the bottle around, taking drinks and celebrating while we could. When the pizza was ready, we ate several slices each as the sun started to go down. Once that happened, we went out to the front porch, taking a few chairs with us so that we could watch the fireworks when they began.

      Once the chairs were there, I noticed that Fiona was messing with her phone. She brought it up to her ear and seemed concerned as she listened to a voicemail.

      “Everything okay?” I asked her.

      Fiona pursed her lips. “It was from Mama May. She’s asking that I come by first thing tomorrow. She said there’s a bit of a problem.”

      “With you?” I asked.

      Fiona shrugged. “She didn’t say. I guess I’ll have to go over for an early pancake breakfast and see what that’s all about.”

      “We’ll go with you,” promised Ember. “I don’t like the idea of Mama May being in trouble.”

      I wasn’t sure what it was about, but I was sure we’d find out tomorrow. I didn’t think about it any further as the first fireworks started to go off. Even though it was a ten-minute walk toward the pier, we still had an amazing vantage point to see the fireworks go off from our front porch.

      “Oh my goodness, they’re amazing!” shouted Cora. “What a great way to kick off the best summer ever!”

      “Best summer ever?” repeated Fiona. “You know something, Cora, I think you’re right.”

      “How could it not be?” said Ember, taking my hand and smiling at me. “We got our omega after all.”

      “And I was finally able to shift!” said Cora, coming in for a quick kiss on my lips. “I’m so happy that I let you in my back door!”

      Ember and I shared a look right before we mouthed the same thing. “That’s what she said.”

      “Wait a second!” said Fiona, looking alarmed as she grabbed Cora’s arm. “You let him in your back door already!?”

      “Uh, duh,” said Cora. “Where else is he going to come in?”

      “She means the actual back door on her house,” I told Fiona. “Her front door is jammed.”

      Fiona let out a sigh. “Oh, I thought she was talking about her ass!”

      “Well, we haven’t talked about that yet,” said Cora coyly. “But I’d let him in there if he wanted it.”

      “Of course, you would, you little gator slut,” quipped Fiona.

      Cora put her hands on both hips. “I am a little gator slut, but only for Nick!”

      “Yeah, we all belong to Nick,” said Ember, kissing me tenderly. “That alright with you, handsome?”

      I nodded right before I kissed her again. “It’s the start of the best summer ever.”
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        I hope you guys had as much fun reading this story as I had writing it. I needed to write something like Shifter Girl Summer to take a break from my more serious stories. For those of you that don’t know, I also write under the pen name Shane Hammond, where I’ve penned Dungeon Heroes, System Warrior, and Demon Lord Academy. All of those stories have a more serious angle to them, but every once in a while, I like to slow down and write a fun slice of life like this one. I really hope you could see the fun I had writing it.

        If you enjoyed this story, I’d be grateful if you left a rating or review on Amazon. I left this wide open to write further books in the series, so if you want it to continue, please let me know. Oyster Cove might be small, but there will be no shortage of shifter girls that want a chance to meet the resident omega!

        As always, thank you for reading!

        Friend me on Facebook.

        Support me on Patreon.
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        Dungeon Heroes – A LitRPG Progression Fantasy

        Develop my team, dive the dungeons, and don’t ever stop.

        I’ve always wanted to conquer the Big 5 dungeons ever since one of them took the life of my father nearly fifteen years ago. Nobody ever said the Path of Progression was easy, but my burning desire to dive can’t be quenched. I just never thought I’d be prohibited from getting a diving license just because I tried to help a bratty blonde girl get hers.

        Soon, we’re joined by a lovely brunette bookworm, and we start diving the dungeon on our own terms. As it turns out, I have a few abilities that greatly increase our chances of actually finishing the Path, leading to a life of fame and luxury. Others soon notice the power I’m building though, and they’ll do anything to stop us.

        I will conquer the Path of Progression with the help of my stunning companions.

        That is unless the dungeon, or my secret enemy, kills me first.

        Click here to find the first book on Amazon.

        System Warrior – A LitRPG Progression Fantasy

        Survive the apocalypse, conquer in the arena, and become the ultimate gladiator.

        My life took a turn I never expected on the day the world ended. Suddenly forced to fight in a bloody arena by a faceless System, I find the only way to survive is to win. I’m told that ten victories in the arena will give me my freedom, but if I’m going to get there, I’ll need a crack team of hardened allies to fight with me.

        What I got instead was a bratty college girl with a jealousy streak, a momma’s boy roommate who now inhabits the body of a piglet, and a devastatingly gorgeous teacher whose sword is as sharp as her tongue. If we could learn to work together, we might just win this thing—and even take the time to rescue an innocent blonde from my past.

        But the sands of the arena are treacherous and unforgiving. And even though my legendary warlord subclass comes with mysterious benefits in the bedroom and the arena, our new overlords would love nothing more than to see us ground into dust.

        I’m told the System rewards bravery. Guess it’s time to find out.

        Click here to find the first book on Amazon.

        Demon Lord Academy – An Urban Fantasy Adventure

        Have you ever felt like you were destined for greater things?

        My life was far from perfect, revolving around a dead-end school and caring for my sickly mother. It’s not until a chance encounter with a beautiful and mysterious blonde that I learn the truth about myself.

        You see, I’m not just an ordinary human. I’m a demon lord, potentially one of the strongest that’s ever lived. My mysterious new friend introduces me to the Academy for Demonic Education, where I learn about my emerging powers alongside my gorgeous classmates, including a shy brunette trying to find her voice as well as a famous shifter princess.

        While I’m studying new hexes and how to strengthen my demonic core, something happens that shatters the peace at our school, putting me and my new friends in the crosshairs of a dangerous enemy consumed with destroying the academy at all costs.

        Fate has other plans for me. It’s time to show everyone what a powerful demon lord can really do.

        Click here to find the first book on Amazon.

        Goblin Girl Maid Service – A Slice-of-Life Fantasy Adventure

        Build our business, beat the competition, and fall for a goblin girl (or three).

        My life definitely wasn’t going according to plan, but that all changed the moment I died unexpectedly. Now I’ve been reborn into the fantasy metropolis of Dragonmont City, where I get a second chance to flourish.

        A twist of fate brings me into contact with Paulina, the proud but troubled owner of Goblin Girl Maid Service. Together with her slightly crazy best friend Kennedi, these two insanely beautiful goblin girls are trying to get their struggling business off the ground.

        But the competition, in the form of bearded dwarf ladies with a serious attitude problem, has never been stiffer.

        I’m going to do everything I can to help these lovely green ladies build the life of their dreams. Maybe I just might find something that always eluded me in my old life—a place to call home.

        Click here to find the omnibus on Amazon.
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