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  1
The Morning After


Amara paced back and forth in her room, repeatedly clenching her hands as she tried to steady her breathing. Thoughts raced through her head, each one trying to find meaning before another pushed it away. Her long brown hair, so perfectly curled the night before, was now a tangled mess. It bounced around with each frantic turn before she finally crashed back to her bed. 
“Amara, you idiot!”
Her voice echoed through her room, her eyes absent-mindedly tracing cracks in the ceiling. Grabbing a nearby pillow, she used it to muffle a scream, then an angry sigh. A few minutes later, she reluctantly pulled it off her face and tossed it to the floor. She sat up to look around, her cluttered room suddenly feeling wrong.
Standing up, she moved to the window to let in the morning sun. Wincing slightly as the light hit her face, she opened her laundry basket and started picking through the piles on the floor.
Her pajamas could stay on; it was Sunday. She grabbed loose clothes from Friday’s classes, throwing them into the hamper, and kept moving. Various shoes went back in the closet, as did a few outfits that had been put together but ultimately rejected. Her backpack was slumped in a corner, papers haphazardly pushed in.
Amara rolled her eyes before dumping the backpack’s contents on her bed. There was no doubt one of her friends had ‘borrowed’ some of the answers for the week’s assignments while everyone else had been doing their makeup.
She spread the papers out on her bed, then sat in the middle of them and pieced together which assignment went in which folder. It was nice to have mindless labor, paying just enough attention to her tasks to avoid thinking about more pressing issues. Her breathing had calmed, and by the time she’d zipped her backpack closed she already felt much better about the state of her room. She went to place the backpack on the chair in the corner. 
And that’s when she saw it: the dress from last night.
Last night.
Memories rushed into her head, replaying the start of her evening. After more than a year of classes, the stress of college had finally gotten to Amara. Her friends had convinced her to go to a party—her first ever. They picked out outfits, pointed out which guys were single, and helped her do something special with her makeup.
My makeup! Fuck!
Amara checked her pillow, finding it smeared with foundation. She groaned again, then headed for the bathroom. She put her hair up, hip checking the bathroom door open before starting the sink. She paused, then turned the shower on too; as much as she loved her apartment, it took forever for the hot water to kick in. Makeup wipes in hand, she pulled together the courage to look in the mirror.
Golden-brown eyes stared back at her, almost unrecognizable through the heavy eyeliner. They seemed exceptionally vibrant today, as if they were glowing. She loved their color, how they perfectly matched her darker complexion. She quickly took off her eyeliner, then the rest of her makeup.
Her eyes trailed down and lingered on her lips; traces of lipstick still clung there, though some had worn off. She wondered if the rest of it was still on his—
Stop. Stay focused, Amara.
She pulled her gaze away from the stranger in the mirror, then washed her face with unusual vigor. Her own face gradually returned, and looking in the mirror felt easier. Her eyes still seemed unusually bright, but that hardly seemed to matter. By now the shower was ready, and she quickly stripped down before stepping in.
Hot water poured over her, and she felt a sense of calm returning. She nudged the faucet warmer, then started her routine. There was barely room in the shower for all her products, but thankfully she had no roommates to battle for space. The steam surrounded her, fragrances mixing together to help her relax.
Start at the beginning, Amara. The party was a good idea! I should have let Tessa talk me into it earlier. No doubt she’ll be rubbing that in my face for weeks. Assuming she remembers last night at all.
Amara laughed, now remembering she’d lost count of how many drinks her friends had finished. She had been tempted to join them, but decided to play it safe, a decision Nick had supported.
Nick. Is he just as stressed as I am? Will we still be friends after this?
After meeting in Junior High, Nick and Amara had become fast friends. They’d initially bonded over a love of outdoor exploration, but quickly learned that they also shared interests in movies, shows, and everything else that teenagers define their lives with. They’d supported each other through awkward crushes, poorly timed acne, bad breakups, and dozens of other minor catastrophes. Their friends often joked they were secretly in love, but there had never been any truth to those rumors. In fact, Nick and Amara had talked about dating several times, but it never felt right. They worked best as friends, and they were happy to keep it that way.
So how did last night happen?
More memories surfaced, replaying the night once she arrived at the party. Dancing with friends in the basement, guy after guy, and the occasional girl, trying to make a move. None succeeded, as usual, but the attention had certainly excited her. Surrounded by hormones, she might as well have been drunk; an itch had appeared, one normally satiated by toys and vibrators. Before she could question herself, she had dragged Nick upstairs, locking them both in one of the Jade Palace’s empty bedrooms.
Don’t re-open that door, Amara. Just…not now. Think about something else; anything else. Is your homework done?
Her thoughts drifted back to her classes, thinking about the assignments she’d packed away earlier, mostly finished but still needing some final touches. As eager as she’d been to step away from the world of studying last night, there was no denying she loved school. Her classes kept her excited and engaged, and she’d never once regretted her choices.
Amara had fallen in love with photography at an early age. Her mother had thrown her a birthday party, and despite the many presents Amara had received, her attention had been held captive by the disposable camera her mother had used to document the party. A few weeks later, after burning through multiple such cameras, her mother had finally caved and bought her the real thing.
Through photography, Amara had grown fascinated with presentation, with the different masks people wore to express themselves. Sometimes these masks were defense mechanisms, sometimes they simply made it easier to fit in at school. Amara’s goal as a photographer had always been to strip away those masks and discover the person underneath. Over the years, she’d grown incredibly skilled at doing this, and the process had also given her plenty of graphic design skills.
This fascination had led her to declare a major in Marketing, with a focus in social media. The internet was positively saturated with people wearing masks, and Amara felt that her background in photography, along with her myriad graphic design skills, would pair nicely with a major that encouraged grabbing people’s attention.
Steam filled her senses, pulling her thoughts back to her immediate surroundings. Grabbing another bottle, she continued her routine. Rich lavender helped ground her thoughts, and she focused on her body, on how good it felt to pamper herself. As she massaged her legs with fragrant body scrub, she became acutely aware of how sensitive her skin felt.
Is this because of last night?
Every part of her felt alive in a way she’d never experienced before. The connection between her mind and her body was stronger than ever, and she wanted to explore that connection. She gripped her thighs, massaging them before moving higher. Her fingers teased her waist, her chest, and finally lingered on her neck. The itch was returning, stronger than ever.
Feeling brave, Amara dared to remember what happened last night.
She had locked herself in the room with Nick, his puzzled look turning to excitement as he realized what was happening. After pushing him to the bed, she pulled her dress off and tossed it aside, eager to feel another person against her skin.
She pushed her shower hotter still, losing herself in the sensation. Water ran down her back, her chest, retracing where Nick’s hands had been just hours earlier. She let her own hands wander, finding that same path. She pushed her breasts together, teased her nipples the way he had, then continued down. A gasp escaped her lips as she ran her fingers over her sex, teasing her clit with small circles.
The next few minutes were electric; the way her body responded to her hands felt incredible. She continued teasing herself, water cascading down her body as her soft moans echoed through the shower.
Amara had been a virgin before last night, but was intimately familiar with how to get herself off. Her body trembled as she moved closer to her entrance, fantasizing about how good it felt to have someone else inside her. Slipping a finger in, her toes curled as she felt the first hints of an orgasm start to build.
And then it vanished.
There was still pleasure, but it seemed further away the more she tried to reach for it. She gave herself another minute of soft exploration, hoping it would re-appear just as suddenly, but it never happened.
That’s what your toys are for, Amara.
She groaned in frustration, upset she couldn’t get herself off. Summoning the strength to hold her libido at bay, she resolved to finish her shower as quickly as she could. The water felt lukewarm again, but she was surprised to see it couldn’t get any hotter.
Making a note to check up on this later, Amara dried herself off and eagerly left the shower. She returned to her bedroom, pulling out a shoebox from under her bed, filled with exactly what she needed. Vibrators, dildos, a few butt plugs she hadn’t yet worked up the courage to play with—everything to make a woman sing. She pulled out her favorite, a relatively small vibrating dildo that hit all the right places.
Sinking back into bed, she resumed the exploration she had started in the shower, remembering what it was like to have someone touch her, kiss her, pleasure her. She bit her lip as she moved her toy between her legs, teasing her clit once more, but taking it slow. The vibrations surged through her body, and she closed her eyes, willing herself to surrender to the release she so desperately needed. Spreading her legs, she pushed the toy inside. She moaned loudly, savoring every inch as it drove deeper. An orgasm couldn’t be far off now. Her hips started meeting the thrusts of her hand, the toy moving in and out while the vibrations continued to build. She pushed the toy harder, increasing its power as she brought herself closer…
Until she lost it again.
Exactly like in the shower, all the pleasure that had built up dispersed without warning. She could still feel everything—the toy, its powerful vibrations, her sensitive clit—yet somehow everything was out of sync. It was as if her body was rejecting its normal forms of pleasure, searching for something else that wasn’t there.
Or…someone else?
Amara shook her head, shocked she was even thinking about it. Nick was her best friend. Last night had clearly been a mistake, but she couldn’t get it out of her head.
Maybe that's the problem? We need to talk, to reset everything to normal!
It was the best guess she had, and there wasn't much else to do today. With another groan of frustration, she tossed her toy aside and pulled her pajamas back on. Grabbing her phone, she pulled up Nick's contact info and froze. Their messages from last night stared back at her.
Nick: 8 PM right? Your place?
Amara: Yup! You gotta see what the girls did with me, I barely even recognize myself!
Nick: Wellll you’re also willingly going to a college party, so I already don’t know who you are XD
Amara: Oh shut up and text me when you’re here idiot
Nick: Here!
It all seemed so innocent now. Could things go back to the way they were? Did she want them to? There was definitely a lot to talk about, but it had to start somewhere. She iterated a few times before deciding to keep it short and simple.
Amara: Hey, I’d like to talk about last night. Come over?
Heart pounding in her chest, she had no idea what to expect. Would he be angry? He had seemed into it but what if she just caught him by surprise?
Stop overthinking this, Amara. He’s Nick! He’s the most understanding guy you know, he’ll get it.
Taking a deep breath, she exhaled slowly just as his response came in.
Nick: I think that’s a good idea. Gimme ten.

      [image: image-placeholder]Amara was thankful Nick was true to his word, but that didn’t stop the ten minutes from dragging. By the time he texted again, she’d rearranged the throw pillows on her couch dozens of times. When she opened the door, she was pleased to discover she didn’t have to force a smile, and his grin seemed equally genuine.
They stared at each other awkwardly for a few seconds before Amara finally moved in for a hug. It still felt right, and Amara was relieved as she pulled him into the room.
“You’re looking well,” she chimed, closing the door. “Glad you made it home safe!”
“Thanks! And, uh, you too, obviously.” He laughed nervously, but the words seemed to come easily enough.
Amara vaulted the couch and curled into her favorite spot, patting the cushion next to her. Nick opted for the long way around which, given his size, was probably for the best.
“So. I don’t want to tiptoe around this. We’re adults, right?” Amara paused, waiting for a nod before continuing. “We…we had sex.” Saying it aloud felt odd, but strangely comforting at the same time.
Nick took a breath, likely mulling over his words before speaking. “We…did, yes. I want to say that I’m sorry if things got out of hand. I wasn’t thinking straight; I think I had a bit too much to drink. If you want to just forget it ever happened, I’m happy to do the same.”
Amara chuckled as he stumbled through the words; no doubt he’d been practicing them all morning. “Hey, I didn’t say I wanted to forget about it. People have sex all the time! Is it a little odd that my first time was with you? Sure, but at least it was with someone I trust, right?”
He laughed too, the stress in his shoulders relaxing somewhat. Amara noticed that she felt drawn to him, as if it were wrong for them to be this far apart.
“I suppose you’re right. Do we want to change anything? In the past we’ve agreed we weren’t interested in dating. Is that still true?” Nick asked.
Amara bit her lip as her eyes lingered on him; something was different now; she just couldn’t define it. “I think my opinion hasn’t changed. You’re a great guy, Nick, but we both know it wouldn’t work. No matter which way I look at it, I don’t have those kinds of feelings for you.”
He relaxed further, sinking into the couch as relief took hold. “I’m glad we agree! I’ve been worried about losing you; losing your friendship.” He looked at her again, the tension gone, only this time Amara noticed something else—the itch was back.
Amara started recalling memories from last night, and she found it more difficult to focus on what her best friend was saying. He seemed to be on another nervous rant, maybe about something else that happened at the party? Her eyes had broken with his and were tracing down his body, wondering what kind of underwear he had on.
“—and she seemed really nice but obviously the evening took a bit of a turn, so…Amara? You alright? You’re zoning out on me.” Nick leaned forward, content to stop his story there.
“Y-yeah, I’m…fine,” she muttered unconvincingly, her legs twitching as she tried to pin them together.
“Look, I can tell when something is bugging you, and—hey!” 
Amara cut him off, her needs bubbling to the surface. She pushed him back as she straddled him, grasping his shoulders as his breathing quickened. Her instincts taking over, she leaned in and kissed his neck, biting it gently as she started grinding into him.
“Amara, what’s gotten into you? Are we…are we leaving this alone or not?” He spoke quietly, frozen with nervous energy as she kept exploring his body.
“Nick, I…I need this, I need you. I’ve been so pent up all morning; my toys did nothing,” Amara pleaded with him, her eyes desperate as she played with the bottom of his shirt. 
As they looked at each other, an understanding formed.
Nick had been holding his hands out, trying not to touch Amara, and he slowly moved them to her waist as he spoke. “S-so one more time, but nothing of it, right? We’re just friends having fun?”
A devilish smirk grew on Amara’s face. She didn’t bother to justify Nick with an answer, instead pulling his shirt off and tossing it away. She rested her hands on his chest, and the two kissed once more. The taste of his lips excited her, but she couldn’t stop herself from moving away to tease his neck. Each kiss felt new and exciting, and when she moved closer to his ear, she softly bit it, enjoying Nick’s quiet gasp.
Finally, Amara pulled away from him, taking off her own shirt and throwing it next to his. She leaned forward, letting him explore her in return. His lips traced her neck, moving down to find her breasts, then her nipples.
She bit her lip, her breath quickening as she played with his hair, urging him to continue. As he softly bit her, she moaned, her legs squeezing him in excitement. Finally, she tapped his neck, silently asking him to stop before she pushed herself off. She slid down to the floor, taking a pillow with her and settling on top of it.
She leaned in, her breasts pushing against the bulge in his pants, and began kissing his chest. Each kiss took her further down, and soon her fingers had hooked into his pants and were pulling them down.
Amara licked her lips as Nick’s cock came into view, and she knew this was what she needed. She kissed the tip before opening wide and sucking him in, both of them moaning in pleasure. Grabbing his legs, she steadied herself as she bobbed her head up and down, savoring every inch she could fit in her mouth.
His hands moved to cover hers, and he moaned loudly again as he threw his head back. His body was already twitching, and Amara briefly worried that she might push him over the edge. Strangely, her worry disappeared as quickly as it arrived. Reading his body language felt almost natural, and a little voice in her head whispered that she could continue like this and not risk ruining her own fun later.
“So…obviously I’m pretty new to this, and last night was a little rushed,” she said, kissing the tip as her hand massaged his shaft. “What feels good?”
Nick looked down, their eyes meeting as she teased his cock. “I…like long strokes, a little slower, I guess?” 
She nodded, adjusting her movements to match his desires. 
“And I like hearing things.”
“Hearing things? Like, dirty talk?” Amara tilted her head inquisitively.
“Definitely dirty talk, but also anything? I like hearing moans, gagging, things like that.” 
“You’re so bad! You want to hear your best friend gagging on your cock?” Amara teased, letting her lips surround his tip a few more times.
“W-well I didn’t mean…only if you want to!” He shifted uncomfortably as she teased him.
Amara thought about it for a second, then decided it was time to push herself in ways she hadn’t last night. She took a deep breath, then pushed her head forward to take his cock deeper. She felt it brush against the entrance to her throat, and she gagged in surprise.
“Fuck, that’s harder than it looks.” Amara wiped her chin as she caught her breath. After a second, she tried again, only to meet with the same results.
“Hey, no need to push yourself.” Nick looked down and smiled, a hand brushing her cheek in reassurance. She let her own hand rest on his, then smiled as an idea formed. She took his hand, moving it to the back of her head.
“I want to see what you like,” Amara said, and moved her hands to his hips, preparing herself. “Make me pleasure you, Nick.”
With a small nod, Nick grabbed some of her hair. He pushed her down, and she prepared to gag again, but he pulled back before reaching her throat. His tip now barely in her mouth, he began guiding her up and down his shaft. It was slower than she would have expected, each stroke long and sensual. After a minute, she squeezed his thigh, telling him she wanted more.
His grip tightened, and the next time he pushed her down, it was slightly deeper. Amara gagged, feeling him pull back instinctively. She squeezed again, telling him to continue, that she wanted this. Another push, another gag, and this time she heard a moan. His cock twitched in her mouth, and he started moving her slightly faster. Her head moved up and down, and each time he pushed her just far enough to make her gag, but never further. She realized she could easily let him push this far, and the gagging noise alone would excite him.
Amara began to vocalize how much she was enjoying herself, her moans joining his. Each time she gagged, she played it up to fuel his excitement.
This continued for another minute before Nick suddenly pulled her off, his breathing erratic. “Fuck, Amara, I need to stop. I don't want this to be over quite yet.”
“I couldn't agree more,” Amara replied, her breathing as heavy as his. “Maybe…you should return the favor?”
Nick nodded, obviously enthusiastic. He helped her up, watching intently as she pulled her pants off. Amara winked at him, playfully showing off her ass before collapsing onto the couch.
“So, do you have much experience with this?” Amara slowly spread her legs, exposing herself completely.
“You know I haven't dated many people,” Nick moved to the floor, kneeling on the pillow, “but yeah, one of them really liked oral.”
“Well, don't disappoint me!” She giggled as he drew closer.
She felt his lips on her thighs, her breath catching as he began exploring. Her legs grew more sensitive the higher he went, and each kiss caused her to shudder. When his tongue finally found her clit, she gasped loudly in pleasure.
She reached down, tracing her fingers through his hair as he teased her. Every inch his tongue explored felt divine, and her breathing quickly grew erratic in response. She pulled him closer, desperate to feel more, her hands holding his head tight.
“Nick, I…use your fingers,” Amara gasped, shivering, as Nick’s hands ran up her legs. He teased her thighs again, his nails drawing lines on her skin before they found her pussy.
He teased her entrance, his finger massaging the edges as he continued licking her clit. Her hips pushed against him, begging for more, but he continued holding back. Amara swore she could feel him smirking, and her body was growing more insistent by the moment. She was seconds away from grabbing his hand and taking what she wanted, but her thoughts were cut short when he finally pushed into her.
She bit her lip, moaning as he pushed deeper. He slowly moved in and out, matching his thrusts to the rhythm of his tongue. She whimpered whenever he threatened to leave her, and each time he would pause before pushing back inside. She knew her orgasm was close, and she began thrusting her hips to try to match his rhythm. In her excitement, she accidentally pulled away too fast, his finger slipping out and breaking the spell.
The moment lost, Amara looked down at Nick, and they locked eyes. “Fuck, sorry, I didn’t mean to…I was so close!” She groaned in frustration as she fell back against the couch.
“Hey, nobody said sex had to be perfect.” Nick leaned forward, grabbing her hands. “Besides, it’s not like I’m going anywhere; I haven’t cum either. Here, I’ve got an idea.” He helped Amara up, the two now standing. They traded places, Nick now taking the spot on the couch as Amara stood over him.
“Oh, I see where this is going,” Amara whispered, her excitement returning. “Want me back in control?”
“Honestly, I just think you should call the shots so we can get you to cum…but yes, I also want to watch you ride me,” Nick laughed.
She moved closer, straddling him before falling onto her knees. She was able to reach underneath her and feel Nick’s hard cock, still aching for more. Feeling it twitch, she lined it up with her pussy and slowly teased the tip. She sank down, gasping as his cock pushed into her, inch by inch.
The feelings from last night returned, the thrill of having someone else deep inside her. She tensed her legs, trying to find her balance as she started bouncing up and down on Nick. His hands moved to her waist to help steady her. She lifted up, savoring the feel of his cock moving inside of her, then pushed down. It took a few minutes to get used to the motion, but soon she was picking up speed. She moved faster, her clit throbbing with each hard thrust, and her breathing quickened in turn.
Amara grabbed his shoulders, using him as leverage as she fucked him harder. She could feel her orgasm approaching, and she had waited far too long for it.
Strangely, as she looked down on Nick, she began to sense that he was close to cumming too, maybe even closer than she was. His cock was pulsing, eager to unload in her, and she was desperate to feel it. She remembered his words from earlier, and she knew what would push him over the edge.
“Nick,” she leaned in, whispering into his ear, “I want to feel you cum! I want you to fill my pussy!”
Her words clearly got to him, and he shuddered with excitement. Amara continued to fuck him, riding him hard as she kept whispering to him. Finally, it was too much for Nick, and he tensed.
“Fuck! Amara, I—” Nick couldn’t finish his thought, his words stuck in his throat as his cock erupted.
The feeling of his cock pulsing, cum pushing into her, set her off too. Her moans filled the apartment, joining Nick’s as they rode their orgasms together. Her body twitched, the pleasure overwhelming her senses, and it felt like every nerve in her body was firing. What she was feeling now put every orgasm from her past to shame; her toys seemed like shallow imitations of the real thing.
It took a while for her to finish cumming—another first—but eventually the pleasure started to fade from her body. Her chest was still pounding from the exertion, and she forced herself to take several large breaths.
After a few minutes, when their breathing had evened out, she relaxed her grip on his shoulders. She leaned back, sighing, as she realized her itch had completely vanished.
Amara stood up, a little unsteady, and stretched her arms high above her head.
“That was exactly what I needed!” When she looked back at Nick, he still seemed to be putting himself back together.
“I…that was certainly unexpected.” He shifted on the couch as he spoke.
“Look, with how good this was, I don’t know if I can give this up just yet!” Amara spun around in glee, letting herself imagine all the devious things she wanted to try.
“Amara, I think you—” He tried to start a thought, but she was too giddy to let him finish it.
“I mean, think about it, we’re both single! What’s wrong with friends blowing off steam, right?”
“Amara, I really think—”
“It’s good exercise, and I imagine we can only get better with practice!” She turned toward Nick as he stood, wondering why he didn’t seem as ecstatic as she did.
“Amara!” Nick stood and grabbed her shoulders, holding her still. “You need to look in the mirror, now!”
Caught off guard by his sudden shift in tone, his concern spread to her. She moved to her bedroom, and twitched slightly as something brushed against her ankle. Soon she was standing in front of her tall mirror, her freshly pleasured body on full display.
“Nick, I don’t see anything. I guess my eyes are still weirdly bright?” She looked back at her friend, whose eyes were still frozen in concern. He held up a finger and spun it, wordlessly telling her to turn around. As she did, her expression changed to mirror his, the shock apparent.
On her lower back, roughly at the base of her spine, a long, red appendage had suddenly taken root. It was thick at the base, grew slightly thinner as it extended, and the end of it flared into a sharp point, almost like a spade. It rested near her ankles, and when she flinched in surprise, so too did this new part of her. With an errant thought, she envisioned it moving, then watched as it did exactly what she told it to.
“Nick,” Amara turned to her best friend, her voice shaking, “Why do I have a tail?”






  
  2
A Demonic Discovery


A gentle breeze drifted across the quad, its presence scattering the early autumn leaves that had just started breaking free. The large field, directly in the middle of the Aurelius University campus, was home to dozens of large oak trees. Students regularly came here to study and relax with friends, though Amara was having difficulty staying focused. Every few minutes she found herself scanning the field, scared that she might find a student looking at her. Thankfully, nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but that could change at once if anyone saw her tail. 
In the past, Amara had taken pride in looking her best every day, picking cute outfits that complimented her style. Her tail, however, prevented her from wearing almost everything in her closet. She’d ruined an old pair of leggings by cutting a hole for her tail, which sat quite low on her back, and an oversized sweater hopefully hid everything from view. If nothing else, she was thankful autumn was here, as the chill temperature gave her an excuse to bundle up.
She was holding the end of her tail tight inside the pouch of her sweater. Wrapping it repeatedly around her waist was the only way to keep it hidden, but it still felt incredibly bulky. Every so often she would give it a squeeze, hoping to discover it had disappeared, but it remained frustratingly present.
Her mind wandered back to yesterday, to the moment she had first learned about her body’s new addition. At first she had been frozen in disbelief, but soon after had succumbed to a full-blown panic attack. Nick, used to keeping her grounded during these times, had done his best to keep her calm.
When the initial panic passed, they had run through some rudimentary tests. They confirmed her tail could register touch just like the rest of her, and she was able to move it at will. Moving it around felt awkward, as if trying to run on a leg that had recently fallen asleep, but she had a surprising amount of control over it.
In the end, she had fallen asleep early. The combination of physical exertion and emotional outburst had brought her to utter exhaustion.
Though she hadn’t seen Nick since last night, they had been texting constantly. Their current plan was to meet at the library later this week, once Nick could find time in his schedule. Of the two, he was much more studious, and she hoped he could figure out what was going on.
Why is this happening? And why now? 
A hand grabbed her arm and she jumped in surprise.
“Hey, Amara, you okay?”
Shaken back to reality, Amara looked up and forced a smile. “Sorry, I must have spaced for a second there.” She was currently sitting on the grass, leaning against a tree. Across from her, sitting in the middle of a pile of books, was Vee.
The two girls met every Monday before their shared Chemistry class. The lab was scheduled in a late time slot, so they both had gaps in their schedules. Spending the time together meant they could enjoy each other’s company, but also hold each other accountable for schoolwork.
Vee smiled, then pulled her hand back. “That’s alright, I was just checking. It looked like you wanted to take some pictures, but you’ve just been staring into the distance for the last few minutes.”
Amara looked down at the camera in her lap. She pulled her hand out of her sweater, resting it on the grip of the device. She needed a distraction, something to focus on besides her strange new limb. She looked up at Vee, whose attention had turned back to her homework, and decided to shift her focus to her photography.
She turned the camera on, raised it up, and started taking test shots. The digital camera automatically adjusted its own settings, but Amara always tweaked things slightly once it finished. As nice as the camera was, it didn’t always capture scenes the way she saw them. The lighting in the first shot was flat, the focus in the second was centered on the wrong object, and after a few more shots, she’d adjusted to the current environment.
Looking through the viewfinder, she aimed the camera at Vee and took a picture. The warm autumn light perfectly highlighted Vee’s brilliant blonde hair, which ended just above her shoulders. Her eyebrows were furrowed, her bright blue eyes focused on whatever problem she was solving at the moment. 
Amara examined the test photo, decided that the camera settings were up to her standards, then deleted it. She shifted slightly, set up a better angle, then spoke up.
“Hey, Vee!”
Vee looked up from her homework, saw the camera, and laughed. Her response had been exactly what Amara was hoping for; a genuine reaction, something impossible to fake. Vee’s smile was gorgeous, just like the rest of her, and her face was framed by light reflecting off a building on the other side of the quad.
“This for an assignment?” Vee asked. Before Amara responded, she raised the camera for another picture, and Vee happily obliged.
“Not this time.” Amara continued her impromptu photoshoot, letting Vee decide on poses. She liked giving Vee the freedom to choose. It often made the pictures more dynamic, though the energy didn’t quite compare to the spontaneous nature of that first shot.
The two of them, as well as their other close friends, Chloé and Tessa, met as freshmen last year. Aurelius University mandated that all new students take a specific elective designed to encourage community, and the class was focused on introducing people to each other. There had been dozens of group projects and eye-rolling icebreakers, but the class had ultimately worked as intended. The four of them had been inseparable since being grouped on day one.
Vee and Amara had gotten along especially well. They both attracted a fair number of suitors, and while this made perfect sense in Vee’s case, Amara had never quite understood the attention directed at her. Still, whenever she spent time with Vee, she always felt good about herself. Vee was smart, kind, well-spoken, and effortlessly confident; the more time they spent together, the more that attitude rubbed off on Amara.
When they’d first met, Amara had been jealous of Vee. She was taller by a few inches, and seemed incredibly comfortable with her toned, athletic body. As their friendship grew, that feeling had eventually faded, with Amara deciding she preferred her own, curvier features, along with her more prominent bust. Now, as she continued taking Vee’s picture, that feeling of jealousy returned, this time wishing she could have a normal, tailless body.
“If you get any good shots, can you send them to me? I’m always happy for decent pictures of myself.” Vee struck a few more poses, each more ridiculous than the last, but the session was cut short when another breeze passed through the quad. It dislodged a leaf from a nearby tree, which immediately flew into Vee’s face. Amara’s quick reflexes scored her the perfect shot, but the laughter that followed prevented her from taking any more.
“Vee, check out your face! You look ridiculous!” Amara said, turning the camera’s screen towards her friend. Vee began laughing as well, and it took several minutes for them to calm down.
“Alright, my turn,” Vee said, reaching for the camera.
“Wait, what? That’s not how this works, I’m the photographer.”
“I don’t care, turnabout is fair play. Now come on, hand it over.”
Amara grumbled, but eventually relinquished her hold on the camera. She trusted Vee with it, but desperately didn’t want her own picture taken. She knew better than to argue with Vee, however, and tried to strike an engaging pose.
“C’mon, Amara, just act natural,” Vee said.
“How am I supposed to do that?” Amara asked. “No matter what I try, I can’t force natural behavior, it’ll always be staged to some extent.”
“Okay, well, then you should learn how to pose.” Vee set the camera down, then slid closer. She grabbed Amara’s chin, moving her head side to side. “Which do you think looks better? Your left or your right?”
Amara blushed as Vee moved her around. “I dunno, right?”
“Amara, you’re a photographer, how do you not know these things? Haven’t you ever run tests by taking pictures of yourself?” Vee tilted Amara’s head so that her right side was on display, then held up a hand to tell Amara to stay still.
“I, um… don’t really like how I look in pictures,” Amara muttered.
“Okay, straighten your back, head up, then angle your chin down slightly… perfect!” The camera clicked a few times, and every so often, Vee would shift to a new position. “Amara, no joke, you look fantastic. Here, come take a look.”
Amara released her breath and her posture before she moved closer to Vee. They now sat side-by-side, but she made sure not to get too close; she still had a tail to hide. As Vee turned the camera around, and Amara saw the pictures, she reluctantly agreed with Vee. “Alright, you win this one. I don’t look half bad.”
“Not half bad? Amara, you’re gorgeous!” Vee threw an arm around Amara’s shoulder and pulled her close. “Okay, last photo is a selfie. Smile!”
Amara froze up, split between two trains of thought. Initially she was terrified that Vee had pulled her close, and did her best to wrap her tail even tighter. She then remembered that trying to take a selfie with a real camera was a terrible idea, and watched as Vee struggled with the grip. Amara was shocked the camera didn’t fall, but the absurdity of the moment got the better of her. She relaxed against Vee, smiling and laughing as the shudder clicked.
“Alright, if you’re done abusing your camera privileges, we have a chem lab to get to,” Amara said, grabbing the camera back before slowly starting to pack it away.
“Abusing? Please, those pictures are amazing.” Vee grabbed her things as well, neatly placing books and homework into her backpack. “I don’t understand how you don’t see it, Amara. Is that why you haven’t dated anyone since college started?”
“I mean, maybe?” Amara zipped her camera bag closed. “I know people are interested in me, but it always feels insincere. Like they’re flirting with the person they think I am or want me to be. Every time I try to picture myself with someone, it doesn’t feel right.”
“Personally, I was hoping you might meet someone at the party.” Vee seemed ready to continue talking, but stopped abruptly. When Amara looked up, she caught Vee looking at another girl, one who was walking straight towards the two of them. This new girl was shorter, with medium-length brown hair, and she was being followed by three other students.
“Look girls, it’s Vee,” the brunette said, smirking to her friends. “I saw you at the Palace on Saturday, did you manage to find a guy more appropriate for you?”
Vee rolled her eyes, and Amara stepped back to avoid getting sucked into the confrontation. “For the record, Tania, I don’t give a shit about Derek. Pretty much anyone on campus would be a step up compared to him.”
Tania laughed. “Please, we all know what you’re doing. Playing hard to get makes you look like a desperate high schooler. Just stay out of my way, alright?”
Before Vee could respond, Tania gestured to her friends that she wanted to leave. She quickly walked past Vee, conveniently bumping into her on the way past. The other students followed quickly, and once they’d left, Amara moved closer. She placed a hand on Vee’s arm to comfort her, then asked, “What was that about?”
“Ugh, it’s so stupid. Tania’s trying to get with Derek, but since I’m his current fascination, she thinks I’m standing in her way.”
Amara scowled as she thought about Derek. His family was notoriously wealthy, and his father was the most influential person on the school's board of directors. Derek took full advantage of his position, and had essentially turned the campus into his own personal playground. Students and faculty alike bent over backwards to keep him happy, while those who stood in his way frequently regretted it. Supposedly, the last teacher to give him a poor grade had lost tenure within a year.
A few weeks back, Vee had run into Derek at a party, and she’d become somewhat of an obsession for him. He desperately wanted to hook up with her, and he refused to accept that she wanted nothing to do with him.
“Seriously? Ugh, I can’t believe people actually want to spend time with that asshole. There haven’t been any incidents recently, have there?”
Vee shook her head. “Not really. I got pretty lucky, and he wasn’t at the Palace when we were there. Look, I’d rather not talk about that, if it’s alright. What about you? I mean, it was your first party ever, and you still haven’t told me anything about it! It seemed like you were having fun dancing, but I lost track of you shortly after that.
Amara swallowed nervously. “Uh, yeah, it was neat. It took a lot out of me, though, and Nick ended up walking me home early.”
“Hm, that explains why he went missing too. Shame; he and I were really hitting it off.” Vee said with a smirk.
“Wait, that was you?” It was Amara’s turn to lean in, eager to get more details and thankful for the distraction. The two continued gossiping, sharing details about the party, and Amara confirmed her suspicions that Vee was interested in Nick. She’d suspected something for a while, but it was impossible to convince Nick to make the first move.
Today’s chemistry lab was nothing special. The impressively bland tone of the professor was tolerable only because of Vee’s presence, but thankfully most of their activities were self-guided. Their conversation bounced between gossip and pH levels as they worked through the assignment, and eventually it was time to pack up.
Amara took over the cleaning, washing out all the beakers and tools while Vee finalized the notes and turned their papers in. When Vee returned, Amara had just finished washing her hands, and left the water running for her. Grabbing the soap, Vee moved her hands under the water, then immediately jumped back.
“Ah, fuck!” Vee yelped. “Amara, this water is scalding hot!”
Amara ran over, grasping the handles, but she paused briefly. Everyone nearby was looking at Vee, so Amara quickly ran her hand under the water. Surprisingly, it felt fine; she would have guessed it was slightly warmer than room temperature had it not just burned her friend.
“Here, this should be better, come run some cold water over it.” Amara finished adjusting the water as she called Vee over. “It was fine when I was cleaning up; I think I just left it running too long.”
“That feels nice, thanks. I don't think there's any real damage; it just caught me by surprise.” 
Vee finished washing her hands, hopefully none the wiser. Amara sighed in relief, happy her friend was okay, but made a mental note to tell Nick about this.
Once they cleaned up, they said their goodbyes, and Amara started the long trek home. The incident at the lab had her thinking about Vee, the concern for her friend outweighing the confusion over what had happened.
Spending time with Vee always cheered Amara up, and today was no exception, but the feeling faded fast once they parted ways. She wished she could have Vee’s confidence, but compliments about her appearance only went so far when she also had a mysterious new limb twitching uncomfortably under her sweater.
With a heavy sigh, Amara pulled up some music on her phone, then strolled out into the brisk autumn air.
Well, I’ve officially survived my first day as a… whatever I am.

      [image: image-placeholder]Before knocking on the door in front of her, Amara took one last look at her outfit. She still struggled to find clothes that fit comfortably around her tail, and she desperately wanted to avoid cutting up more leggings. Thankfully, she had no shortage of cute, oversized sweaters, and she had made it through today’s classes without incident.
Is this really a good idea? I know I promised Tessa I’d hang out with her today, but it’s not too late to back out. I could say I’m sick!
Amara sighed. She knew she wasn’t going to bail. As scared as she was of being found out, she loved her friends and wanted to keep pretending she was normal. The more time she spent alone at home, the more she feared spiraling into another panic attack.
Plus, one of Tessa’s partners was an amazing chef, and Amara would never dream of passing up a chance to eat her food. Her stomach was already grumbling thinking about it.
As she thought about her stomach, she inevitably returned to thinking about the tail wrapped around her midriff. It hadn’t moved for most of the day and was starting to cramp up. With a quick look up and down the hallway, she nervously released her tail long enough to wrap it in the other direction. Although the process only took a few seconds, it felt like an eternity as she nervously looked at the myriad other doors in the hallway.
With her tail safely under wraps, Amara finally knocked on the front door. When it opened, she looked up to see not Tessa, but Raine.
Raine was, to the best of Amara’s knowledge, the person that had been dating Tessa the longest. They had short dark hair, a prominent silver septum ring, and hints of a mustache on their upper lip. The two had met last year and, after several weeks of hooking up, decided to start dating. Eventually, they’d welcomed other people into the dynamic, and from what Amara could remember, their polycule currently had four people in it.
“Amara! How ‘ya doing?” Raine asked, pulling Amara in for a hug.
After panicking briefly, Amara squeezed her tail as tight as she could while also hugging with just her upper body. “Hey, Raine! I’m good, as usual. What about yourself? The facial hair looks like it’s really coming in!”
Raine pushed the door further open, gesturing for Amara to come inside. They ran a finger over their top lip before responding. “You think so? I feel like I haven’t noticed a difference, but someone says I should wait to get my testosterone levels checked before upping my dosage again.”
Now that Amara was inside, she smelled fresh onions and peppers frying in the kitchen. She also saw a small column of steam rising from a rice cooker, and Sydney was standing over the stove with a handful of spices. “Yeah, ‘cuz you just upped your dosage, like, two months ago! You’ve got to wait longer than that! When I started hormones, I always waited a minimum of three months, sometimes longer,” the chef said. Her long brown hair was tied up in a ponytail, and she was energetically bouncing back and forth to the music coming from a small Bluetooth speaker.
“Ugh, you’re such a killjoy,” Raine said sarcastically. They walked over to Sydney, playfully kissing her before moving to the couch in the living room.
From down the hallway, another voice shouted, “Is that Amara?!”
“Yes!” Raine called back. “Think you can spare the time to come say hi? Or would you rather spend another hour in the shower?”
Tessa walked into the living room holding a small towel, which she was using to dry her short, jet-black hair. It was completely shaved on one side, replaced with a small collection of intricate runic tattoos. Excessively detailed eyeliner decorated her face, which was also adorned with a small collection of piercings. Black sweatpants hung off her hips, likely a few sizes too large. They seemed on the verge of falling off, and the straps of her thong were visible above the waistband. She also wore a simple, purple tank top, though she hadn’t bothered putting on a bra after her shower; Amara saw hints of her friend’s nipples peeking through the fabric.
“Oh, shut up, Raine,” Tessa said, throwing her towel at her partner. She then turned her attention to Amara, running in for a hug. “Amara
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