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It was an overcast day, and Stephen was in an overcast mood. He was nearly to his friends’ place — they’d called him here because they had a surprise to show him — but he was really nervous about what it could be. Surprises and Stephen just didn’t get along.

Then again, his friends were very good. To the point where he didn’t think he deserved friends like them.

As Stephen trudged along the sidewalk towards their apartment, he sighed to himself. How had such a dumb guy like him ended up friends with two genius lesbians? And even more than that, how had it gotten to the point where they called him their best friend? What exactly had he done to make them like him? He didn’t really get it.

But then again, he wasn’t going to reject their invitation. Partially because he was incapable of saying no, and partially because he was willing to give in to the desire to be loved, and, well... whether or not he deserved it, they seemed to care about him.

And that was the train of thought that took Stephen from the safety of his own home, the train of thought that carried him through his journey, and the train of thought that brought him to their place.

He found himself there, then, too nervous to even knock on the door. Maybe he should just go back home. Sure, yeah, they might call him and ask him ‘where the flip he was,’ but then he could just give an excuse like ‘I got sick, go on without me.’ Or he could say his dog ate his willpower to move. That would be a good excuse too... unless they knew he didn’t have a dog.

Then the door opened very suddenly and Stephen jumped backwards, startled. It was Lily, her pretty, thin eyebrows raised high — clearly she was as shocked to see him as he was to see her.

“Stevie, what are you doing out here?” Lily laughed.

“M-my dog ate my willpower to move,” Stephen stammered.

“You don’t have a dog,” Lily rolled her eyes. “You’re a cat person. Right?”

He looked at his feet and nodded. Okay, so maybe his friends could see through him after all.

Nervously, he looked back up, and Lily held open the door for him, ushering him inside. He stared at her for a second, trying to decide whether or not he should take off, whether he should run the whole way back home and then hide in his bed again. Honestly? That might be a good idea. He just felt so out of place, the dumb dorky boy next to the two extremely pretty girls that Lily and May were.

Lily, for instance, was tall and willowy, with long, straight, black hair framing a beautiful face with high cheekbones and piercing eyes. She had two rings in her right eyebrow, one stud on her nose, and if he remembered right, a few rings on the top of each ear as well — but those were currently obscured by her hair.

She was also dressed in her usual style — that being ripped jeans and a long-sleeved, button-down plaid shirt that she left open, under which she was wearing a form-fitting white shirt that Stephen had to make sure not to look at too closely, or else he’d see the shadows and therefore the shape of her body, which was... It was just inappropriate and he shouldn’t stare, y’know?

Anyway, yeah, Lily was incredibly attractive, to the point where Stephen felt extremely out of place around her — not only because his appearance was ugly and terrible, but also because she was pretty to the point where he had to keep reminding himself that he needed to not be thinking about how attractive she was. Like, he was a straight dude and she was a lesbian, and she was taken, too, for that matter, and spending any time thinking about it was just bad and wrong! Honestly, the fact that he could get so stuck up on stuff like this was probably another big part of the reason why he felt so out of place. They didn’t know the bad stuff happening inside his stupid brain. If only he could get it to shut up.

“Stevie, what are you doing? Come on, get inside,” Lily laughed again.

“S-sorry,” he said, and finally walked past her into their apartment, burying any of the dark thoughts in his mind.

It was cosy in there... in his friends’ house. Warm and friendly and bright. The two of them had such very different styles — Lily liked to go for a mixture of dark colours and lots of wood furniture, while May liked to go for sharp, modern furniture in garish colours — but somehow it all fit together in a cohesive way. It was ridiculous and cute and it just... worked. Just like they did.

It was comfortable here, but Stephen was still out of place.

“May’s in the stasis chamber,” Lily said, walking down the hall in front of him. “She’s just doing one last check over the hardware.”

“One last check?” Stephen asked, following her through the door.

“Oh, did she not tell you? We finished the software last night. We can all play, finally!”

“Oh...” Stephen blanched. “I...” He had no idea what to even say. They had talked before about the three of them all playing VR for the summer, but... well, it hadn’t ever been something that he actually expected to happen. He didn’t belong with them, after all. “Are you two sure you want me along?” he asked, wringing his hands nervously.

Lily turned back to him and scoffed. “Are you kidding, Stevie?” She crossed her arms and looked down at him with such an intensity. “Of course we want you along. Right, babe?” she turned towards the pair of legs obscured completely by a tower of hardware.

“Mhm, yep!” May replied. If Stephen was right — and he probably was, frankly — she was not paying attention one bit, with her head buried in that tangle of wires and tubes which made up their VR setup. But she acted as though she was, saying, “I sure do!”

Stephen wasn’t convinced, and not just because May didn’t seem like she was paying attention. He loved his best friends, but he really did always feel like a third wheel around them. A dumb, out-of-place boy... Why would they want him along? And besides, wouldn’t it be really bad of him to intrude on something that would otherwise be really special for them? And, like, he cared about them. He really did. Even if he felt bad just with that. So, obviously, if he cared... why would he choose to do something like that? 

“But... won’t I just get in the way?” he finally mumbled.

And Stephen especially didn’t want to pressure them into including him, and he was nervous that just by existing that was exactly what he was doing, and—

Lily put a hand on his shoulder and he flinched. “Stevie. Calm down, hon. You’re our friend. Our best friend. We want you to play with us, okay? It wouldn’t feel right if you weren’t here.”

“Oh, and make sure you get mine with mushroom!” May called.

Lily kicked her in the shin. “We’re not getting pizza, May, we’re comforting our friend!”

May finally pulled her head out of the electricals and other internals, pulling up her goggles. Her face was bright red and her frizzy brown hair was all over the place... and when her eyes landed on Stephen and she smiled wide, Stephen found his heart start to race. Stupid, stupid! Yes, Stephen found her appearance pretty cute, but he knew better than to allow those kinds of thoughts. Again, his friends were lesbians. And taken, for that matter. By each other! 

“Yeah, a ten-inch sounds fine!” May grinned at Lily. “When will it be ready?”

Lily put her head in her hands. “Okay, we can get pizza, but first you’re telling Stevie whether you want him to come with.”

May’s face adopted a confused expression as she looked between the two of them. “No? You don’t need to come with, Stevie. Not if you don’t want to?”

Stephen breathed out, simultaneously relieved to hear the truth and also feeling like his heart was being pierced... Stupid, this is exactly what you wanted! You wanted them to be honest! “...Thank you for... being honest,” he choked out. “I’ll just—”

But May stopped him. “Wait, am I missing something? Why don’t we just get it delivered? Then nobody has to go.”

Nobody said anything for a moment, Lily just staring and Stephen swallowing back his feelings. 

“Oh goddamnit, May,” Lily then groaned. “I meant for Stevie to test out VR with us. Not to pick up a freaking pizza.”

“...Oh! Sorry, guess I got some wires mixed up,” she winked at Stephen. He sniffled. “Being all wishy washy again, then, mm Stevie?”

“I-I just don’t want to be annoying!” he protested, a bit too loudly. He winced at the sound he’d made. Then, much quieter, he said, “Your first extended VR test will be... well, it’ll be special, won’t it? A time for you two to... be together. I dunno why you’d ever want me with you, and especially for so long, and, like—”

And then before he knew it May had jumped at him and started hugging him. “Noooooo,” he whined. “I don’t want to be hugged... I don’t like this...”

May sighed, pulling away. “Stevie. I don’t know what Lily told you, but we’re your best friends! We love you, and yes, we want you along. It wouldn’t feel right without you!”

“I said pretty much exactly that, babe,” Lily said.

“Wow, same wavelength,” May grinned at her.

“B-but...” he stammered.

“No buts!” May said. “You’re playing or... no pizza for you!”

Stephen sighed. “Okay. If you say so.”

*         *         *

Except for previous, much shorter tests of their setup, Stephen hadn’t gotten the chance to try VR for extended durations before. VR was just really expensive, and, well... he was a poor college kid, honestly. It had always been the kind of thing he hoped to get into, someday. Maybe take VR vacations from his future job. The idea of not having to be himself for a long while sounded fun. An escape. 

Honestly, he thought he was really lucky that he was friends with Lily and May. 

Stephen didn’t think he deserved it, either; from his insecurities about feeling out of place and unloveable to the fact that he definitely couldn’t stack up to them, what with his lame business major that he was terrible at, opposed to their engineering majors which had led them to... well, this. Like, they’d been smart enough to design and build their own VR system! Sure, they’d been given a grant for it, and they’d raised money from a crowdfunding campaign... but, well, not just anyone could do something like this! These girls were really amazing. And Stephen was just riding along on their coattails.

“Alright... Looks like all systems are green,” Lily said, pulling Stephen out of his reverie. 

The three of them were full up on pizza and ready to enter VR stasis, a state their bodies would remain in — maintained by technology that Stephen could never hope to understand — for the rest of the summer, if everything worked out. Stephen was laying down on his cot already, and May was bouncing around next to her own while Lily did one last check over their configuration and system status.

Lily continued, “We’re full up on nutrient supplements and meds, with months to spare, we’ve done numerous stress tests of the equipment, we have plenty of safeguards in place to make sure we’re staying good and healthy. And our backup power supply looks good-to-go, too, that passed all the tests. May? Stevie? How are you feeling? You two ready?”

“Yes ma’am! Ready and rarin’ to go!” May saluted, jumping onto her cot and pulling down her goggles. “Let’s get these months of fun started!”

Stephen nodded, not quite able to get words out. As much as he was really excited to not be himself for a few months, he was also terrified that at some point they’d... See him for what he really was? Get annoyed with his presence? Push him away where he should be, so that they could finally be alone? Sure, he wanted to spend time with them, and he loved them, but he also was pretty sure they were just doing all this out of pity or something. Why else would they want him around?

“Good!” Lily smiled. “Okay, it’s set. A few months of fun, coming right up.” She moved the mouse and clicked a couple times, then walked over to the third cot, and Stephen heard a creak as she laid down.

“Goodnight, babe. Goodnight, Stevie.”

*         *         *

Stephen’s eyes shot open, and he was greeted with a stark, white, featureless ceiling, what he was pretty sure was the ceiling of the VR hub. He still couldn’t quite feel everything, it felt like all his senses were numbed — that was usually how it started when playing VR, though. It tended to be the best method to slowly acclimatise you to the replacement senses, or something.

Sitting up, he looked around, and saw two girls on the cots to his left, both also sitting up. Assuming reality matched the VR hub, the closest girl was May, and the further was Lily.

“Everybody make it in alright?” Lily asked.

“No!” May gasped. “I can’t feel my toes!”

Lily didn’t respond, and Stephen glanced over to see her face in her hands.

“Okay, I’m just being silly. I know I’m not supposed to yet.”

“Yeah... I’m in,” Stephen said quietly.

His voice was a lot different than normal, though. It was... higher. And smoother. Different in a major way that Stephen did not have the words to describe. Different enough that both of the girls turned to look at him, a bit startled.

“Oops,” May said.

“May, why is Stevie in a girl body?”

And that would explain why Stephen’s voice was like that.

“I... uhhh... I was testing things, and... I might’ve forgot to set User #3 back to the Stevie model we made?” May said, rubbing the back of her head with a sheepish smile.

Lily had already gotten out of her cot and walked over to a very shocked, smaller Stephen, and he shrunk back a bit in his nervousness. “Are you okay?” she asked, her voice low and gentle. “Are you uncomfortable?”

“I’m okay, and... I... I don’t... think so?” he mumbled. “It m-might be because my senses are still... numbed, though.”

“Do you want to take some time and make a new model?” she sat on the cot near him, but not right next to him. Just close enough that he didn’t feel... nervous. “It’s up to you, of course... I just don’t want you to feel dysphoria.”

“What do I... l-look like?” Stephen asked, staring down at his hands and legs, and trying his very best to ignore his chest because that was inappropriate.

“Cute?” May offered.

Lily glared at her.

Still a bit shell-shocked, Stephen laughed, but it came out as a giggle. That was... He...

Both of them were staring at him again. He shifted uncomfortably. “Don’t look at me like that...”

“I’m sorry, Stevie,” Lily said. “I was just... surprised, is all. Anyway... why don’t we open Humodeller and you can see what you look like and... well, do what you want to do to make yourself more comfortable?”

“O-okay,” Stephen mumbled, sneaking a glance at her.

She smiled, then brought up the VR interface, sliding it over to him. “Press this button to open the app. We’ll stay out here to give you some privacy. If you need help you can use this to call us, okay?”

He nodded, feeling his face get a bit warm. Then he pressed the button to enter the modelling app, and his friends disappeared.

*         *         *

He... He definitely did look... cute. He looked like a cute, smaller version of what May had looked like. That made him a little uncomfortable. Stephen didn’t want to look like May... even if he looked like her little sister or something. He didn’t know what exactly he wanted to look like, but feeling like he was in some version of May’s body was... It just made him feel very creepy. And that didn’t play well with the fact that he already thought his thoughts were bad and wrong.

There was another issue, too, though. Stephen didn’t really have much idea what he was supposed to do with this software. It was just very complex, going into far too much detail on nearly every aspect. He was feeling so overwhelmed trying to poke around all the menus.

Especially because there were a bunch of things he’d thought as obvious but they weren’t even there. He was looking for a switch for his gender, and... it just... wasn’t there. How were you supposed to change that, then?

Because... Stephen was supposed to be a guy. He needed to find a switch to fix that. Then he would be less of a creep.

But no matter where he looked, no matter how long he navigated the menus, no matter how panicked he got as he realised his numbness was fading... He didn’t find it, and eventually he realised that all the numbness had already disappeared. 

But that only made him realise... he was pretty sure he wasn’t feeling whatever... dysphoria was. Unless dysphoria was that tinge of panic at being stuck in this body and being called a creep about it. But Stephen didn’t think it was that. He didn’t know for sure what it was, to be honest, even if they’d explained it to him multiple times, that strange feeling of... wrongness that pervaded everything you did... 

Which, honestly, that was a description that he was familiar with, because his entire life felt like that. But, well, dysphoria was a VR thing, wasn’t it? And real life wasn’t VR, so it wouldn’t make sense that he’d be feeling dysphoria out there. Which meant dysphoria in VR  had to be something different, and... Well, what else could it be? He felt like what he was doing was wrong, but he wasn’t sure he felt wrong... if that made any sense. And once his situation had sunk in, he was pretty sure the only thing he felt was... calm. And maybe normal.

Which just made him feel even more like a creep. He was in a body based on May’s and it felt normal? Ugh. What was wrong with him?

In the end, after trying his best to ignore how creepy he was, the closest thing to a gender switch that he ended up finding was the options for the... ‘down there’ parts. Stephen knew he needed to fix that, too, but... the idea of looking at all that stuff made him feel a bit sick, and he didn’t feel... uncomfortable with whatever was happening down there right now, so he just left it. Maybe he could make the rest of his body look more like it should, and then he’d do that part really quick, hopefully fast enough that he wouldn’t get too sick in the process.

With that in mind, Stephen went to work making tweaks. Changing his skin tone ended up being pretty easy, which was good, because although May’s pretty dark bronze was very nice, he thought it was a little inappropriate for him to have it. So he slid the colour selector all the way to the sickly pale white he was used to seeing in the mirror... Yeah, that looked about right. 

...And then he decided he didn’t actually like how sickly it was, and he made it just a teensy bit more pink. He smiled. That looked nicer. 

Then Stephen set to work on his hair. The first bit of options on the hair seemed to control how the hair grew... how it was shaped and whether it was receding and stuff. (Ew.) Well, he definitely didn’t want it to be receding, so he didn’t touch that stuff, but he also didn’t want to have May’s curls, so he reduced the slider marked “Curl °/cm” until it was just a little bit wavy.

Consequently, the hair that had only barely reached his shoulders now reached his lower back, which was... 

Wow. That was different. 

...But as much as it was cool and different, he ended up shortening it after all. 

Initially, Stephen brought it all the way to his normal, short length, but he felt himself missing the previous look... And in the end, he couldn’t help but leave it shoulder-length. Yeah... he liked that more. That was nice and cute.

Next he played with the colour, first trying some more exotic colours before ending up leaving it a reddish brown. It didn’t match his usual hair colour but he thought it looked kinda pretty with his pinker skin tone.

There were still some big issues, though — his facial features were just way too close to the ones May had, and his... chest needed to be dealt with, and... well, yeah.

Stephen started working his way through the options for his face, trying to make it look more... flat? Boyish? Like normal? But that was making him uncomfortable so he eventually just sighed and went all-in on what he thought would be cute and pretty, trying desperately to shut out the voices in his head that were repeatedly calling him a creep. He had no choice! He didn’t want to be uncomfortable and all his attempts at looking more like... well, like he was supposed to had made him uncomfortable! He didn’t want to be stuck uncomfortable all summer, okay? And maybe he could try to find a version that was more like... how he should be later. He didn’t want to waste too much of his friends’ time on this right now, after all.

Stephen ignored his thoughts just long enough to manage to finish his face, and as a result he now had a button nose, wide eyes with long lashes, thin brows, and small lips, with soft cheeks on either side, each with just a touch of freckles. He smiled at his work and his reflection smiled back, which, even as the voices in his head were screaming at him, gave him a warm tingle in his tummy. Yeah, this was really cute. 

He moved on, questioning for a moment if he really should mess with his chest, if he was clearly already being creepy enough to stay looking like a girl. In the end he decided to do it anyway, and just took a tad away, otherwise leaving them unchanged. That actually felt much better.

The last thing he did was tweak his voice, playing with the sliders and knobs that he didn’t really understand (except for “pitch,” of course) until it sounded even higher and smoother-sounding than before. That just felt like it fit this body better. It sounded really cute when he hummed, too, which made that warm tingle in his tummy come back.

Anyway, all that left him with a question.

...Did Stephen even want to change anything else? In the end, with how comfortable he was feeling, and how uncomfortable the idea of switching... other parts was... he kinda felt like he was... done? He thought his appearance was cute and nice, and it didn’t really seem like May’s appearance at all anymore. That had been his main problem, hadn’t it? So that would mean he was okay to accept it and move on, right?

But then he started getting worried about... well... it was very clear that he was a creep, now, because for some reason he had settled on not only looking like a girl, but actually being a girl. Since he hadn’t changed anything else, after all. Heck, in some ways he looked even more... traditionally feminine than either of his friends did, and... that made him so creepy, didn’t it? Stephen had basically turned himself into... Some kind of sex object or something. Wasn’t that what girls always complained about guys doing? So it must be something like that.

He knew he was more comfortable this way, for some reason, and was willing to feel like a creep. But them knowing that he was a creep? And the expressions their faces might have, at it? That was just... that was much scarier.

It was right around that moment when a little jingle started playing, startling Stephen out of his anxiety. It was a call. They were calling him. The menu prompted him to pick up, and he took a couple deep breaths before doing so.

“Stevie?” he heard Lily’s voice on the other end. “How’s it going? You’ve been at it a while... Are you okay?”

“Y-yeah,” he said quietly, trying not to make his changes to his voice too obvious. “I’m done, but...”

“...Stevie sounds even more adorable now!” he heard May squeal, and his face warmed.

“May, shut up, or I’m turning off speaker,” Lily said. Then to him, she asked again, “Are you okay?”

He breathed out. “Yeah. I’ll just... I’ll be right there.”

Then, before she got another word in, and before his anxiety could stop him from ever moving again, he hung up, saved his changes, and clicked a button to return to the VR hub.

*         *         *

“Oh. My. God,” May said.

“...Yeah,” Lily agreed.

Stephen felt his face redden even more, and he stared pointedly at his feet while wringing his hands.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled, his eyes wet. “I know I’m a creep, I shouldn’t have done this, but... I couldn’t figure out a way to make myself comfortable the right way...” his voice trailed off, and he choked, before realising he was actually, legitimately crying. He hadn’t cried in so long...

“Stop that,” Lily said, stepping closer.

“I know, boys aren’t supposed to cry, I’ll—”

“No, you dummy, she meant stop calling yourself a creep,” May said, and she wrapped her arms around him just as Lily did the same. He... he wasn’t used to being touched, and he knew he was about to have a hugely negative reaction, and his entire body braced itself for the pain of it, and—

Nothing happened. It felt... nice. Stephen was being hugged and it felt good.

What the heck was wrong with him?

And suddenly he was full-on sobbing. “I’m sorry,” he cried. “I’m sorry... I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sor—”

“Hey,” Lily cut him off. “You’re allowed to be a girl, if you want to. Okay? Nothing changes. You’re still our best friend, and we still love you just the same.”

He sobbed even harder. “I... but... I... I’m just... I’m just... I’m so annoying and I have so many problems and you could be having fun and instead I’m being stupid and creepy and... even if you think it’s okay if I do this it’s still wasting your time and—”

Both of the girls squeezed tighter, cutting him off. 

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Lily said softly. “You’re not annoying, and you’re not stupid, and you are not creepy. This is a safe space where you can play with that kind of stuff. It’ll be okay.”

“Yeah... I’m glad you were able to redo your model!” May agreed. “I’m glad I screwed up!”

“For once, I am too,” Lily said, rolling her eyes at her girlfriend. “I never would’ve guessed you’d be able to...” she trailed off, then turned back to him with a pointed look and a gesture towards his body. “Do something like this. I’m proud of you.”

He looked down again, his tears having faded a bit, his face still feeling very warm. “I... I don’t... I don’t really understand... but... if you think it’s good...”

Lily shook her head. “It’s not that this” — she gestured to his body again — “is good. No matter what you chose would be good, provided it made you comfortable. No, what I think is good is that you were able to do exploration like this. It must have taken a lot of bravery, and, well... That’s what we’re proud of you for.”

May nodded along in agreement.

Stephen still didn’t really get it... he didn’t know what she meant by ‘exploration’... He hadn’t done anything except just make himself look like... well... a pretty girl. What was he exploring, his sexuality? But he already knew that he liked girls...

“O-okay,” he finally relented. He liked being hugged by them right now, for some reason, and he was too selfish to really fight against it, or something. They could believe their... exploration theory was the truth, for now.

And with that decided, Stephen felt himself relaxing a bit in their arms, the tension fading. The three of them stayed there like that for a while... He wasn’t sure how long, but long enough that the moment they pulled away, he already missed the touch. It really was so strange that in VR he could apparently handle that kind of contact. In real life he definitely could not...

“So, uhh... Do you want to try a different name?” May asked suddenly. “Or pronouns?” 

“...What?” Stephen blinked.

“Do you want us to call you something different right now? Would that feel more comfortable? It doesn’t have to be something you stick with forever, just... trying a new name on.”

He still didn’t really understand the way they were talking about this stuff. They were describing this like trying on a costume or something... was this supposed to be some kind of roleplay or something? Was that what he was missing?

“Umm... sure... I guess,” Stephen mumbled. “But I don’t know what.”

May gasped. “Ooh, ooh! Can I try to come up with a name?”

Lily gave her a hard look, but he just shrugged. “If... it’ll make you happy?”

“Yes! Okay, so... Stevie. Stephen. ...Stephanie?”

He shook his head. That was too... no, if the goal was to get away from that name... blech.

“Hmm... Steve. Eve? Evie? How’s Evie? Short for... Evelyn maybe?”

“...Evie... is nice,” he murmured, looking down at his feet again.

“Awwww,” Lily said. “You really are adorable, you know that?”

The compliment made that warm tingle reappear in his tummy, and the warmth on his cheeks had another resurgence. He did wonder if that was him being creepy, but they’d said that he wasn’t supposed to call himself that, that he wasn’t, so... He guessed that even if he didn’t agree he could at least humour them.

“Wait, so are you already satisfied with Evie? That was fast...” 

He glanced back up to see May’s pout. 

“I was expecting to go through all kinds of names! Usually people want to get further from their deadname...”

Ignoring whatever ‘deadname’ meant, he nodded. “I like Evie... I’ll be her for now.”

The two shared a look. “So she/her, then?” Lily asked.

What? “Uhhh... yes?”

“This is so exciting,” May squealed. “Lily... Evie’s a girl! For real! Just look at her!”

Stephen— no, Evie... was a girl? 

She... she was a girl. At least until she changed her appearance, she supposed, but for now...

“She is,” Lily said, giving Evie a warm smile.

And then, of course, Evie blushed again. Seriously, it was like her friends were trying to feed that warm tingle she kept feeling in her tummy.

“W-we should play a game or something,” she sputtered, trying to get the attention off of herself. She hadn’t been trying to get them to obsess over her, after all, and she didn’t want to push her luck by letting it continue...

“I suppose that can be arranged,” Lily said. “Where to first, girls?”

...It seemed that taking the attention off of her wouldn’t stop her from blushing constantly for the rest of her life, though.

*         *         *

In a fantasy town... May charged into the adventurer’s guild, letting the door slam behind her without a care for her companions.

Lily and Evie followed at nowhere near her pace. The taller girl was first, and confidently strode into the guild, turning back only to hold the door for Evie. A smirk was on her lips, while the smaller girl blushed profusely and hurriedly squeezed in, barely peeking out from behind her at the rest of the guild hall.

It was very apparent that Evie was having a hard time. And not just because of Lily — no, this was most likely based on her entire situation. Firstly, she was a girl. Secondly, she was in public as a girl. Thirdly, she was in this game’s starter girl’s clothes.

And the starter clothes for girls were a bit... iffy, to say the least.

The new girl pulled down on the hem of her skirt just a bit, a nervous expression playing across her face as she glanced around the guild hall.

Luckily, it didn’t seem as though anyone was looking at her. They were too busy looking at May, who was practically skipping around the guild hall checking everything and everyone out.

Lily called out to May, and the hyperactive girl finally ran back, only to drag the two of them over to a board on the far wall. Quests... bounties... all kinds of requests of all different ratings and prices. The trio’s fingers traced the posters, looking for one to fit them.

May pointed to one, excitedly, and looked at Lily, who shook her head, pointing at the five star rating across it. Much, much too difficult for the girls when they were just starting out.

Lily then pointed to another. Evie nodded and shrugged. May just stared at the two of them, then shook her head and yawned dramatically.

Lily rolled her eyes, but kept looking. Next was Evie’s turn to spot one — her eyes landed near the top of the board, upon a quest to kill a certain number of slimes. It looked like the kind of thing May might find fun, and the difficulty rating was low, too. She pointed — or tried to, anyway — but it was out of her reach, so instead, she jumped.

She did so, and then only afterwards seemed to realise that she was jumping while wearing a very short skirt, and... she spun around to make sure no one saw, her face very red.

May gave her a thumbs-up, smirking. Lily gave May a shove.

*         *         *

In a steampunk city... A puff of dark steam billowed overhead as three women cloaked in dark, form-fitting outfits landed on the steel roof of the train, one landing lightly on her feet, one with a dodge roll, and one extremely awkwardly, almost falling right off the edge.

The other two helped the third girl back up, and the three of them lifted up their masks — not that it wasn’t easy to tell their identities even with their masks on. May, the one who’d done the dramatic dodge-roll, was grinning, and she gestured towards the front of the train, her eyebrows bouncing up and down. Lily held up her index finger, and was checking to make sure that Evie was alright. Evie looked upset and embarrassed, but gestured with her head towards the front of the train as well.

Lily nodded, and the three of them pulled their masks back down and took off. It seemed as though the three had a plan, and that plan involved something further up the steam train.

Unfortunately, one of the girls did not seem quite as comfortable with her body as the other two, and kept tripping and in general slowing the other two down — or, well, one of them at least. As she usually did, May was charging far past them, and had nearly reached the front of the train already.

Evie seemed to be getting more upset by the moment, but pushed on and followed through, and eventually the other two caught up to May, who then promptly pulled out a grappling gun. With a wink, the girl shot at an approaching signalling device, managing to nail it dead-on on her first try. She then jumped right off the train, the centrifugal force swinging her in a perfect semicircle, where her feet crashed into a glass window in the passenger car below, shattering it.

And then she was gone, presumably in the passenger car beating up some dudes with some other fancy spy gadgets of some sort.

Evie and Lily looked at each other for a moment, then climbed down the ladder at the front of the car, before finally just opening the door and walking in.

It was a dining car — the floor was littered with broken glass and bits of food tossed asunder.

As one might have expected, especially having seen how much of a mess the car had already become, May had already handled most everything. At the back end of the car were multiple fancily-dressed men, each knocked unconscious. These were the bad guys, and May had quite clearly given them “the ol’ one-two.”  But now, on the other hand, she was just standing there, twirling a gun in one hand as she took a bite of the muffin in the other, one which had most likely been swiped from the countertop.

A bright flash suddenly exploded behind the three of them, the gun and the muffin both knocked to the floor. They all spun around towards the front of the car — through the open doorway, in the steam engine beyond, was a man in a fancy suit, his fingers tracing his curly moustache. Around him, the steam engine had become a plume of fire. 

The three girls gasped, and Evie pulled out a photograph of the exact same man, marked with a red X. 

He was their target.

Then, all at once, the three girls seemed to realise that he was getting further away — he’d detached the engine from the passenger cars!

Evie realised that she was closest and reacted quickly, diving for the gun. May also reacted quickly, instead diving for the muffin since she was nowhere near the gun.

Equipped with a gun, Evie stumbled back to her feet, and held it out, only to trip over her own feet and fumble with the gun, accidentally tossing it right out through the shattered window.

The three girls looked at the window together for a moment, shocked, and May took a bite of her muffin. Then she turned back towards the man, who was cackling, and tossed the muffin right at him, nailing him in the forehead and sending him falling backwards into a lever. As the engine’s wheels locked up, sparks flew, and very quickly the engine and the passenger cars collided with a boom! All three of the girls lost their footing, then, and Evie fell right back onto the floor.

At this point, Evie looked like she was crying, and Lily picked her up, following May back up onto the roof of the train and running back the way they’d come, away from the burning engine. Right as they grabbed the rope ladder hanging down from a friendly steam-powered helicopter, the engine exploded, and the mission completed.

Evie was still crying.

*         *         *

Back in the VR hub... May and Lily were standing awkwardly to the side, while Evie sat alone on a cot, making herself small as she cried. 

May tried to get close to put a comforting hand on her shoulder, to say gentle words... but Evie shooed her away with a wave of her hand. May pouted, and tried to hug her anyway... but Evie pushed her away, sliding away from her on the cot.

Lily put her hand on May’s shoulder and brought her away, the two giving Evie some space.

*         *         *

In a massive battleship... Evie stood at the top of the bridge, looking out into the stars at the approaching enemy and at her own army. Her expression was hardened, as if she had made a pact not to let any emotions get to her.

Lily’s face appeared in a corner of the window, her voice coming through the radio. No nonsense, she asked for instructions, and Evie gave them. Lily saluted and disconnected, then her fighter and squadron swung off to the side, engaging cloaking in an attempt to pin an enemy squadron in an unfavourable location.

May’s face appeared in the corner of the window, her voice also coming through the radio. Nonsense, however, was May’s MO. The very first words she gave to Evie brought a blush to Evie’s cheeks, and the poor commander tried to give May her orders, but it seemed that May simply couldn’t help herself, taking her nonsense ever further.

This proceeded for some time — Lily following Evie’s orders to a T, May focusing more on simply getting the girl to blush. She did participate in the fight, of course, guiding her squadron to attack the enemy, but her teamwork was very lacking.

Evie finally yelled at her, an outburst about how they were about to lose, and May simply raised an eyebrow. Was Evie really sure about that? Would she like to bet on it?

Then the flirty girl disconnected from the radio and promptly pulled off the most spectacular manoeuvre, taking out an entire squadron of the aliens with their own lasers and dealing a massive blow to the enemy side.

When May reconnected, her eyebrow still raised, now with a self-satisfied, flirty smirk playing across her lips as well... 

Evie reacted so strongly that the three of them had to pause the game.

*         *         *

In a vibrant, sparkling forest... The three girls held out their weapons. May with her massive mace, Lily with her rapier, and Evie with her grimoire and staff.

On every side of them, the bushes were rustling. Something was there... something big. May was grinning excitedly as she swung around her mace; Lily’s brow was furrowed in concentration, her mouth a thin line; Evie’s expression was an uncomfortable mix of worry and nervousness. Half of Evie’s expression was likely about her own awkwardness, though. Would she nearly cause them to fail again? Only time would tell.

And then a small, red, round object bounced out of a bush, landing in front of Evie, who shrieked and fell backwards.

It was a slime. A single slime.

May’s eyes widened and her jaw slackened, and then she tossed her mace aside and jumped at the slime, gently squeezing it in her arms with a squeal. It was very clear her opinion on the matter — the slime was simply too adorable to attack, even if it was dissolving holes in her clothes! Even if it was slowly — very slowly — diminishing her HP!

Lily and Evie stared at her for a moment, before out of the rest of the rustling bushes exploded an avalanche of additional slimes, slimes of all colours and shapes and sizes. 

A bubblegum-coloured slime dove at Evie, who slapped it away, the slime exploding with a loud pop! 

The small girl was dazed for a moment or two. The slime’s popping had been loud and very unexpected, it was like a balloon but... messier. 

After the daze finally passed, Evie looked around, seeming to realise that the slimes were not much of a threat, even in such numbers. 

Lily then offered her a hand and pulled her to her feet, simultaneously skewering five slimes on her rapier. 

May called out to them, then, back on her feet to throw out a challenge. Would they compete? Whoever gets the most slimes wins?

Yes, yes they were. And at that, Evie finally had a bit of a smile, her expression not worried or afraid, not upset or embarrassed.

It was crazy, then... chaotic and colourful and loud and vibrant. And none of them were having issues fighting against the slimes, not even Evie. She was casting a fireball here, a water jet there, and every so often, a healing spell over the three of them, which restored the meagre damage they’d taken from the weak slimes.

But then... rustling gave way to shaking of trees themselves, and a massive orange slime rolled into the clearing, one ten? Twenty times bigger than the slimes they’d faced before. 

The threat should have been immense. The fear should have returned. But instead... May tossed her mace aside a second time, diving at the slime. It was too big, though — too big for her to give it a hug, or pop it with her body, or whatever crazy thing she’d been planning. Because of the slime’s size, rather than anything remotely productive, instead her entire body was just shlorped into the mass of orange gel.

Lily and Evie looked at each other, then broke down laughing.

May pouted at them from inside her wiggly cage.

*         *         *

In a decadent limousine... the three girls were getting all dressed up. May immediately chose the most ridiculous dress she could think of — to no one’s surprise. Lily refused to wear a dress, instead choosing a sharply-cut, feminine suit. 

Evie, on the other hand, seemed both nervous and embarrassed at the idea of wearing a dress or a suit. She had not yet had the chance to pick out any outfit for her new form, and that fact was made plainly obvious by her current expression.

But... Lily put a hand on her arm, giving her words of encouragement. She was wearing a suit! That didn’t follow convention in the least! Clearly, Evie can also break convention if she so desires. She can choose whatever makes her the most comfortable. No matter what it is.

Those words of assurance seemed to be exactly what Evie needed, and she sighed and made her selection.

But a few minutes passed, and the limousine pulled to the curb of a large, extravagant mansion. May burst out first, followed by Lily, who then helped Evie out of the limo, the smaller girl blushing up a storm.

She was very pretty, that was clear for all to see... with her hair pinned up in a fancy bun, her face made up to enhance her youthful charm... And the shapely blue dress she’d chosen only accentuating her beauty even further.

She — in Lily’s words, the words she’d spoken in the limousine just minutes before — was adorable.

And Lily led that adorable girl into the mansion, into a very large, brightly-lit room. A ballroom. And it was beautiful — Evie gasped as her eyes traced its features. Windows stretching from floor to ceiling; golden, sparkling chandeliers hanging down from above; carvings and tapestries adorning the longer walls.

Spread throughout the room was a crowd of people — the richer people of the city, the ones that thought themselves more civilised, more important than the poorer folk. These people were businessmen and women, politicians, CEOs... they were the upper 1%. 

Why were the three girls attending a ball with all of these rich people? 

Well, to infiltrate it, of course. That was one of the reasons why May had worn such a ridiculous dress. No other dress than the most ridiculous could obscure the multitude of guns and gadgets that she held. None other than the most ridiculous dress could mask the smell of her secret stash of muffins.

But... for the other two... the infiltration could wait. While May apparently had plans, and immediately disappeared into the crowd, Lily was still holding tightly onto Evie’s hand, leading her further into the ballroom. Where was she leading her? 

Why, where else but to dance? Lily slowly, carefully wrapped her arms around the small girl, leading her in a slow circle to the rhythm of the music.

Evie had no idea how to dance. That much was clear even without her very obvious rising panic and quickened breaths — her movements were extraordinarily stiff and awkward. 

But then again... Lily’s expression was soft, gentle, and she was taking it very slow. Their movements were not overwhelming. They were not complex. Lily was quite clearly very careful to keep Evie from stumbling, saving her from the stiff and awkward movements that could only originate from her lack of self-confidence... from her fear and from her shame.

Eventually, Evie’s panicked expression diminished, her movements slowly starting to match Lily’s. By the end of the third song, the two were dancing. Really dancing. A slow, simple waltz, yes, but it was dancing and against all odds, Evie was doing it. 

With that, the last of the small girl’s awkwardness finally seemed to fade, replaced by a giddy smile on her lips and a pink glow upon her cheeks.

*         *         *

Back in the VR hub... Lily was interacting with the menus. With one press, a house materialised around the three girls — with another, it became a cosy log cabin. A third press and outside the windows was a picturesque, orangey-pink sunset, one only partially visible through a forest of evergreens and the softly-falling snow. 

A tweak of a slider, and the cabin had a chill. A press of a button and a warmth emanated from a fireplace to the side. Then a cosy, leather couch... a thick, woolen blanket... and finally, last but not least, a television up against the far wall.

There truly was no better way to relax... No better way but to watch movies — and to do so in a chilly house, under a warm blanket. And from there, it wasn’t far to absolute perfection, either — that only required being with the people you love.

In other words, for the three girls, this would be absolute perfection.

The blanket was wide, able to stretch across the entire couch. Lily sat down first, then May plopped down against her, and Evie sat by herself on the far end. She seemed warm and cosy there, too... even if she kept glancing at Lily and May, then quickly looking back away as if afraid to be spotted.

But... that distraction continued.

To her, the movie didn’t seem to matter. Maybe that was obvious, though... how could it? The chances of Evie being able to concentrate on such a thing were slim to none... not when she was so caught up with what Lily and May were doing, anyway.

She did probably notice that the film was about girls... But on the other hand, she likely never noticed the fact that the girls were in college. There was one thing she definitely noticed — the kiss. The blush on her face...

But... yes, Evie seemed to be having trouble paying attention to the film. May and Lily were just much too distracting... and at the moment, she seemed to be noticing the fact that the other two girls were moving. They were slowly, ever so slightly drifting across the couch, taking up more and more room... 

And they continued to do so, Evie becoming more and more distracted by it, but simultaneously trying to hide it even more...

...Until in the third act of the movie, where the movie characters’ kissing got even more intense, and where Evie also glanced over, seeming to realise just how close Lily had gotten. If she wanted to... she could lean against her.

But why would Evie ever want such a thing? Quite clearly, the girl should not get between the two of her friends. To her, it probably seemed as though all the things that happened, in all the games they’d played... It was all roleplay. It wasn’t real.

The small girl tended to be rather predictable. It was quite likely she did have such a ridiculous notion. However, if she did... any notion of the sort was proven very wrong, very fast, as Lily’s arm wrapped around her and pulled her close, and... then Evie was leaning against the taller girl’s soft shoulder.

It was far warmer there.

It lasted for a moment or two... leaning against Lily, the taller girl’s fingers stroking through the small girl’s hair... It lasted until May suddenly stopped leaning against Lily’s other side, and instead laid across her lap, resting her head on Evie’s thigh.

Unbeknownst to the other two, a tear rolled down Evie’s cheek. Was it the movie, or the touch?

Whether it was... throughout that third act of the film, a warmth unlike any other thawed her very soul.

*         *         *

In a large, open courtyard, rustic buildings on all sides... A sudden blast of flame struck a white-and-red-ringed target. The accuracy was not perfect, but even with just that the caster cheered.

Evie was... training, it seemed. A fireball here, a water jet there, along with other spells. Her accuracy definitely still needed work, but she had already made progress in leaps and bounds. 

That wasn’t all, either... The small girl was also taking time here and there to spar against an opponent made entirely of cloth and straw, a puppet which seemed to move by magic.

It wasn’t just her accuracy that needed work. All of her movements did. However, comparing any of this to how she’d been when she’d first started playing was like comparing night and day. She had seen drastic improvement in all categories, and, for the first time, she actually seemed to be gaining confidence.

Just outside the courtyard, though... peeking through the door at Evie... were two familiar faces.

May and Lily were watching her, smiling, and cheering her on, even if in secret.

*         *         *

In a cramped, dirty, dark corridor, with disturbing sounds in every direction — sounds of creaking, of crackling; popping, bubbling; the wind howling; groaning...  May’s boot connected with the torso of a strange, goopy figure, slamming it backwards where it then quickly disintegrated.

She turned around to call out to the other two, the pressure written all over her features. The other two were hurrying, as they tried and tried to unlock the door, but it didn’t seem to matter much. In fact, the pressure was likely making it harder for them.

And contrary to her normal appearance, Lily seemed the most shaken up of all the girls. While May looked pressured, and Evie looked frazzled... Lily looked... afraid. Apparently, she and horror did not mix.

May then backed up into them. Maybe a third set of eyes would help solve the puzzle faster? Maybe then they wouldn’t run out of time?

Evie switched spots with her, deciding to take her place fighting off the monster. Monsters? The mass of goopy black tentacles that kept reaching towards them, sometimes forming strange, awkward, ambling figures that had to be beaten back.

And the girls had run out of ammo, as well, so they couldn’t use guns or flamethrowers anymore either. What is it with horror games and so heavily restricting your ammo, anyway?

Suddenly Lily cried out. She’d solved it! There was a problem, though — it would take a bit of time to actually implement the solution. Time that they didn’t have.

Because by that moment, the entire end of the hallway had turned as black as night, and numerous tentacles were already reaching out for them.

Evie did what she could, she fought back the creepy goop for as long as she could... but then her expression hardened. She glanced back towards the other girls... then at the monster. Then she stopped fighting back and stood there, chin raised, ready to be consumed by the darkness.

Her death would buy them the time they needed.

The tentacles reached closer...

Then Evie was suddenly grabbed on both sides, and pulled towards the still unopened exit. Her confusion was evident. Why would they stop her? They weren't going to have enough time!

But Evie had not yet realised just how important she was to May and Lily. Even in a game, the girls obviously wouldn’t watch her die for them.

As the darkness engulfed the girls, and they met their demise... The three were hugging so very tightly. 

*         *         *

“Okay, okay,” Evie said, pacing back and forth in front of the couch in the VR cabin that Lily had set up. “Wh-why are you two treating me like this? Like? I thought I was your friend, not... I’m not... You two have girlfriends! Each other! Why do you keep... treating me like I’m... part of this? Why do you both keep smirking at me and patting me and hugging me and...” she trailed off. 

Honestly, Evie had no idea what was happening. And the worst part was that the entire time she still felt out of place, she still felt like she was butting into something that she didn’t belong in, and the signals they were giving her were just confusing her even more. It made her want things, things which she could never have. For a whole multitude of reasons.

May and Lily, both sitting on the couch, stared at each other for a moment. May shook her head, and Lily sighed. 

Lily spoke first. “Evie... I thought you would have figured it out. I’m sorry we weren’t clear about it. May and I are... poly.”

Evie blinked. Another word she didn’t have the definition for. Apparently this one would make their actions... understandable? Even if it was embarrassing to ask for the definition... “Poly?” she asked.

“Oh my gosh, she’s clueless,” May said, facepalming.

“Don’t be rude, May,” Lily scolded. “Evie, why don’t you sit down with us? It’s okay, I promise.” She patted the couch between her and May.

Evie was a bit hesitant, but finally sighed and sat down where Lily suggested. 

“Poly is short for ‘polyamorous,’” Lily explained. “It means that both of us are perfectly capable of loving and dedicating our time to more than one partner. We’re currently only in a relationship with each other, but if one of us ever wants to have another partner, we’re allowed to.”

May nodded along.

“I don’t... I don’t understand,” Evie said quietly.

“What don’t you understand?”

“Aren’t you... aren’t you scared that your partner could just go off and find a new partner and never come back?”

May shrugged. “Not really? We talk about like... everything with each other. Including crushes and stuff. And besides! That kind of stuff happens for mono couples too! Except there it’s cheating, and it’s usually done in secret, which means lying, then eventually, fighting, and usually an explosive breakup. That’s not to say that being poly is inherently better, though!”

Lily nodded. “It’s just a different way to handle relationships. And the same stuff is important. Just like all relationships, communication is key.”

Evie didn’t say anything for a minute, rolling the new information around in her brain. “So... do you mean that... are you two” — she got very quiet and mumbly — “with me?”

“Are we what? Flirting with you?” May asked.

Evie blushed and nodded.

The two looked at each other, and the small girl shrunk down even more. 

“Yes,” Lily said, and “Yep!” May said, at the same time.

“But you’re... you’re lesbians!”

May burst out laughing. “Have you... have you looked at yourself recently, Evie?”

Evie blushed even harder.

Okay, yes, Evie was a girl, but... that was only in VR. Did that mean that they were attracted to her avatar? And then as soon as they left VR it would be over because she wasn’t really a girl? 

Why would they play with her emotions like that?

*         *         *

In a bright, flashing, cyberpunk city... hoverjets rocketed past, the loud growl of their engines echoing thrice before fading away.

Twelve racers. A ten-kilometre course with twists and turns through a sparkling, chaotic cityscape. A finish line.

A shot at glory... and money, too.

May was currently in the lead, her bright pink hoverjet decorated with a tacky mix of skulls and flowers and flashing green flames along the sides. On the back of the jet was “<3 girls” written in a typographical font which canonically was illegal.

Granted, it’s not as if law enforcement could stand to stare at her hoverjet for long enough to notice she’d used an illegal font. No one could.

With one bad turn, the girl in the existentially horrifying jet was overtaken by Lily, whose hoverjet was much less existentially horrifying. Instead, hers was decorated to look like an old rocket ship from the 70s. It probably drove a bit better than one of those, though.

May yelled expletives over the radio, and Lily promptly turned her down. After a moment, she made a snarky comment about how May would never get to kiss Evie with that kind of performance.

Back in 5th place, in her white hoverjet decorated only with a couple of tastefully-placed blue stripes... Evie pouted, a blush on her cheeks.

It seemed that one of those two were going to win, and since they were competing for which of them would get to kiss Evie... 

It truly made one wonder how such a situation had been approved by the girl, or whether she’d approved it at all. Given how the other two were the type to move quickly, sometimes faster than Evie seemed comfortable... there was a good chance that this entire fiasco had not been something she’d wanted.

It was at that moment that Evie’s hoverjet got bumped by another racer’s, and she spiralled off the side of the track, down and down, over and over... eventually landing roughly on a lower road. She was a bit dizzy after that, and it took her a moment to get her bearings before she was able to start going again, now marked as 12th. And then she was really pouting.

But she soon seemed to realise that this lower road was set up for a reason. As she travelled the road... It seemed a bit less windy than the upper road. It also led straight through a couple buildings, and even went underground for a brief period, before shooting her back out onto the original track.

It was nearly the end of the second, and final lap, and what she had just travelled on was a shortcut.

Evie was in first place.

May, who had just a moment before won first place back from Lily, exploded over the radio, completely bewildered as to how Evie had managed to surpass both of them. 

But... they had time to catch up, if Evie messed up the last turn. It was a really tight hairpin turn, one that gave the racers tons of room to drift. But Evie was new at racing, so it was likely that she would mess it up and in that time May or Lily could surpass her...

And then, the girl’s hoverjet hit the curve. Evie began to turn, swinging a wide left and playing with the brake just enough that the hoverjet began to drift. 

Somehow, against all odds...

Somehow... Evie executed a beautiful, professional-level turn, her hoverjet drifting in a smooth 180°, one that barely ate at her speed and left her pointing straight towards the finish. 

Even her exit from the drift was flawless. 

More shocked expletives over the radio. Then another moment of pure acceleration, and finally...

Victory!

Evie... had won. She’d gotten first place! Against everyone’s expectations — likely also her own.

As the hoverjets all came to a stop, the other two quickly clambered out and to the ground, running over to Evie’s jet as she slid down the ladder. The small girl was wearing her form-fitting racing suit, which emphasised the heck out of her curves, and then as she took her helmet off, tossing her long hair back...

Both May and Lily froze completely solid.

Evie asked what was wrong, but it was quite clear. She was just far too pretty. She’d stopped both of their hearts. Just by being herself!

But... maybe one of them would still get to kiss her? Which of them had crossed the finish line first, after Evie?

No, no no no, Evie shook her head.

If they had won the race, it was up to them. They had not. No, she had won, which meant it was up to her. And she said...

Neither of them would get the honour! 

May fell to her knees and wailed dramatically.

Lily rolled her eyes.

*         *         *

In a massive arena made of stone... an imposing, hulking golem stood tall, stretching hundreds of metres over their heads. The golem wielded a massive wooden club, one which it was currently swinging around in the air above them.

But... they had prepared for this. The three had grinded through quest after quest, practiced their abilities and teamwork time and time again... even such a massive, terrifying boss was something they could handle.

May went in first, smashing her mace into the golem with a loud yell and doing exactly zero damage. Dealing damage wasn’t her intent, however — by doing that, she’d gained aggro. Now the boss was swinging at her with its club, and the other two were free to do whatever they pleased.

And with that, Lily began to use her high speed stat to jump from pillar to pillar, going up and up, higher and higher until she was at the same height as the golem’s crystal eye. But she couldn’t go any further, because her stamina had run out.

As May continued to dodge the swings of the golem, Evie cast a spell that restored Lily’s stamina. Then, as soon as it took effect, the tall girl leapt! This time, instead of to another pillar, the girl leapt towards the golem’s massive head, landing on it and stabbing at that crystalline eye with her rapier.

Critical hit! Critical hit! Critical hit! Critical hit!

Very quickly, the health of the boss was going down, and eventually the golem collapsed onto its knee, the vulnerable phase having been triggered.

With that, all three of them had access to its crit spot. 

Critical hit! Critical hit!

The system called out hit after hit, the boss’s HP going down and down... right up until finally, its hand came down, landing on the stone floor with a loud crack and sending them flying backwards.

Evie casted a spell to heal the three of them, but besides May none of them had taken much damage.

Unfortunately, phase two of the boss fight was not as easy as phase one. Now the boss had friends. All around the arena, stone animals formed... and then a strange sound reminiscent of a howl as stone scraped against stone. 

Stone wolves. 

And they looked hungry... whether or not they actually could digest things.

The three fell into the same strategy as before, except this time as Lily scaled the pillars, May and Evie were far busier. May could barely avoid the massive golem’s club, now, because stone wolves kept running at her on all sides. And Evie couldn’t seem to keep track of the other girls anymore because she kept having to fend off the wolves going after her.

Lily reached the top of the pillar and Evie just barely managed to get off the stamina spell, allowing her to begin chipping away at the boss’s health once more. While she did so, Evie did her best to help keep May alive, nearly exhausting her mana to heal her back up to full and to take out some of the wolves.

Finally, the boss came down, landing hard on its knee, and the wolves were knocked away. The three of them started damaging it, but this time they didn’t quite match up to their first time — Evie just didn’t have the mana reserves for her damage spells because she’d had to dump so much healing into May.

And unfortunately... that meant that the boss was still alive, alive with just one small sliver of health. May swore.

As the boss stood for phase three, more wolves formed from the loose stones, this time including stone dire wolves as well.

It was so close! They were so close to getting it! But how in the world would they manage to do that a third time?

They tried it anyway — May charged in to draw aggro, Lily began to scale the pillars, and Evie avoided most everything to conserve mana.

When Lily reached the top, she was out of stamina once more, and waited, but Evie didn’t cast the stamina spell. She seemed too distracted by May, who was already overwhelmed by wolves and the golem. 

And then suddenly Lily was on the ground, and Evie was on the pillar. Evie had cast a switch spell! What could she be thinking?

Lily didn’t argue, though, diving into the fray. Her first move? To knock May out of the way of a coming smash of the club, saving her with mere moments to spare.

As the club went upwards, with her low speed stat, Evie jumped off of the pillar and landed right on it, sliding down onto the golem’s arm. The aggro immediately switched to her, then, and she tried her best to keep from being flung off, ultimately failing.

On the way down, however... fireball!

Boom!

The fireball exploded directly on the golem’s crystal eye, eliminating the last sliver of HP and shattering the crystal. The golem immediately began to collapse, falling at the same rate as Evie.

Evie had put no points into her vitality, so there was no way she was surviving this fall. She seemed satisfied, at least... maybe just pleased that they’d managed to beat it in the end. Even if she wouldn’t reap the rewards of the clear, she probably didn’t mind.

And then she landed on something soft. She was in Lily’s arms. 

She survived after all!

May finally arrived and wrapped her arms around the both of them, squealing happily. Evie squealed back.

The small girl seemed to really enjoy that group hug.

*         *         *

Back in the VR hub... the small girl’s eyes blinked open, and for a moment she seemed very confused as to where she was. And it made sense — she was definitely not in her bed.

It took her a minute or two of blinking and shifting around before she suddenly seemed to freeze, realising exactly where she was and why she was so warm.

Evie was snuggled deeply in the arms of May and Lily. They had all fallen asleep on the couch together.

Her face betrayed her embarrassment and her panic. What must have been going through her mind, at that moment? It was very clear that she was cosy in their arms, and she was happy, but at the same time, she had the guiltiest expression on her face... as if the girls would do anything but hug her ever tighter if they ‘caught’ her.

And at that moment, Lily stirred, her eyes peeking open just a bit. She quickly realised that Evie was panicking, and, only to Evie’s surprise, squeezed her tighter.

It’s okay, Evie.

You’re a good girl.

Lily planted a kiss in Evie’s hair, snuggling closer and closing her eyes again.

Go back to sleep, cutie.

Evie breathed out, her heart rate finally slowing. The trust that she shared with Lily was not small. She must have then felt so safe in the taller girl’s embrace...

And with that, the small girl’s eyes closed, and her breathing slowed, and she fell right back into a deep, restful sleep.

*         *         *

“Evie... you’ve been eating literally all day,” Lily said.

“...So?” Evie mumbled, taking another bite, this one of chocolate fudge ice cream. “It’s not like I’m gonna get fat or anything,” she said, waving her spoon around. “It’s VR after all.”

Lily sighed and sat down next to her. “Are you okay?”

To be honest, Evie had known for hours that this was going to happen. That they’d come back and ask her what was bothering her. That they’d pretend like everything wasn’t about to go horribly, horribly wrong.

That everything they had wouldn’t soon be lost.

“I’m good,” Evie lied. “Just... w-wanted to eat all day.”

May plopped down on the other side of her, stealing her spoonful of ice cream. After she licked it clean, she gave the small girl a smirk. “You are a terrible liar, little Evie.”

“I don’t... understand,” Evie finally said, shoving the ice cream away from herself and crossing her arms, the discarded container exploding into shimmering particles. 

“What don’t you understand?” Lily asked.

“Why you two... play with my emotions. I... I...” she started, struggling to say the words for fear of what they meant. “I love you. I love both of you, I love being with you and playing with you and flirting with you and hugging you and being held by you and... and I loved you even before this summer, I loved watching you work and I loved talking with you and... back before I understood, I was so jealous that this wasn’t something I could be a part of...”

Evie paused for a moment, only to catch her breath and wipe her eyes. “But now... I can be, because you’re poly! You told me you’re poly, and that it was okay, but...”

Then she choked. “No, it’s not okay. You’re poly lesbians. You’re lesbians and... I’m only a girl in VR. The moment we leave, I’m not going to be a girl anymore, and it won’t matter anymore that I love you. The things we’ve done in here won’t matter. The things we’ve been won’t matter. Everything will go back to the awful way it used to be. I’m going to be a stupid horrible boy again and there’s nothing I can do about it!”

“Evie...” Lily started.

“I wish I was a girl... but... for real,” Evie sobbed. “I didn’t like being a boy before but now that I know what I’m missing it hurts so much worse. I hate it. Why couldn’t I have been born a girl like you two?”

May snorted, coughing out the food she’d been eating. 

Once more, it felt as if a thorn stabbed straight through Evie’s heart. She winced, and she winced hard, before May put her hand on Evie’s shoulder.

“No, nononono,” May laughed, shaking her head. “We were not—” she cut herself off, before looking at Lily. “Can I out you?”

Lily nodded.

May continued, “Evie, we were not born girls. We’re trans girls. AMAB.”

Evie’s face scrunched up. “What? I don’t know what that means. Trans... is that like... umm...” she shifted uncomfortably. “But you just look like normal girls, not...”

May raised an eyebrow. “Evie... it’s 2029 how do you not know what trans people are.”

Evie’s face reddened behind the tears. “I don’t know... I guess my parents? I know I don’t know much of anything. I grew up under a rock,” she looked at her hands. “Up until I met you two I was still convinced by my parents that lesbians were evil.”

“Oh, you poor girl,” Lily said, pulling her into a tight hug.

Evie breathed out, feeling a bit safer and less tense at the hug.

Lily stroked her hair for a moment, giving her a second to calm down. Then she asked, “Evie, if you could take medicine that would... turn you into a girl, would you?”

Evie giggled. “That would be crazy. Yeah, of course, then everything would be so much better.”

“Evie... that medicine is real. It’s the medicine that May and I take. Without it we would look like boys.”

Evie looked back and forth between them, wiping her eyes. “This isn’t funny.”

May sighed, her silliness completely gone for once. “It’s not funny. It’s true.”

The small girl took a deep breath. Then another. It was very clear the two girls were serious about this, which meant that... it meant that if she could take the medicine, she’d be just like them. She... she could be a girl too. For... real.

“So when I get out of VR I can take medicine and then I’ll look like... this?” She gestured to her VR body.

Lily shook her head. “You’ll more likely look like your sister.”

“...I’m okay with that, I think,” she whispered. “So... how long does it take before I become a girl?”

“You’re already a girl, Evie,” May said, patting her on the back.

“I mean in real life,” Evie rolled her eyes.

“I meant real life too!” May said, then poked her in the shoulder. “You are not your body. Your gender identity can be completely different from what your body looks like. That’s what it means to be trans, cutie. If you weren’t a girl, you probably wouldn’t be comfortable being in that body.”

Evie breathed out, May’s words having dealt a major blow. “I’ve... I’ve been a girl the entire time, then? My entire life I thought I was uncomfortable because... I don’t know... I just was... and it was because I was a girl in a boy’s body?”

May slurped out of a juice box. “Yup.”

“Well... heck.”

Lily ruffled her hair. “It’s okay, Evie, with parents like yours this kind of thing was always going to be really difficult to figure out.”

“Wait... Did you two know I was a girl?” 

“Yup,” May said again, between slurps.

“Well, we didn’t know,” Lily said. “But there were a lot of... factors that made it seem likely. You deciding to play as a girl and coming out of your shell was where it was starting to feel obvious.”

“Why... why didn’t you tell me?” Evie whined.

Lily frowned. “Well... usually you’re not supposed to do that, because that can cause someone to retreat even further away from figuring things out.”

“I didn’t even know there was anything to figure out!” Evie said, tears prickling at her eyes again. “Ugggh. I’m sorry, it’s not your fault... It’s my parents’,” she choked. “I knew they were bad but... I can’t believe they kept me from so much. That it kept me from figuring out I was a girl.” 

Lily rubbed Evie’s back. “I should’ve realised you wouldn’t know what it meant to be trans. I knew you were sheltered as a child by garbage parents but I didn’t realise it was bad enough that you’d never even heard the term...”

Evie shook her head, staring down at her hands again. “I only ever heard my dad rant about... the boys that wear girls’ clothes... he called them tran—” she trailed off, not really wanting to say it.

“Yeah, you can forget about that, that’s a slur.” May slurped at her juice box. “Really, though, even without the slur... with parents that think being a lesbian is evil, they probably wouldn’t have too favourable an opinion on trans people either. Sounds like the type to say it’s ‘not the natural order’ or some nonsense.”

Evie’s breath caught.

“Are you going to be okay, Evie?” Lily asked.

“Y-yeah,” she murmured. “I’ll be okay. I... I wasn’t really interested in a relationship with them anyways. If they hate you two then I hate them. It’s not... not worth the risk to tell them anything.”

“On the upside of never talking to them again, it means you can start HRT immediately!” May pointed out.

“Hormone replacement therapy,” Lily defined for Evie. “The medicine that changes your body into a girl’s.”

“You never did tell me how long that would take...” Evie said. “How long will I have to take it before I’ll be... comfortable?”

“Oh, a few months for the major effects to kick in. We actually have a few months of spare hormones if you want to get started immediately.”

“A few months?” Evie moaned. “I should’ve started before we got into VR for the summer... I’m going to have to deal with that stupid old body for so long...”

Lily stroked Evie’s hair again. “It’ll be okay, Evie.”

“I’m not going to be comfortable being touched out there...” Evie realised. “I’m scared,” she finally mumbled. “I don’t want to log out. I’m even more scared than I was earlier... when I thought I was going to... lose more. I just... I don’t want to be in that old body anymore...”

“Shhh... it’ll be okay. It’s just a matter of time, Evie...” Lily tried. “We’ll get you on HRT today, first thing after we log out.”

“People are going to see me in that stupid old boy body!” Evie moaned. “A bunch of dudes in the stupid business classes I’m stuck in!”

May put a sweet bun in Evie’s mouth, stopping her from moaning anymore. “Cutie, you’ll be fine. We have this VR setup we can go back inside at any point. Trust me! It’ll be over before you know it.”

*         *         *

Evie’s eyes flickered open. Her entire body was numb... so numb.

This time it didn’t feel like the numbness from entering and leaving VR, though — it felt like the numbness of not moving or feeling your body for months on end. It would take the three of them a while to fully wake up from VR stasis.

Honestly, though? Evie wasn’t sure she wanted to wake up fully. She was terrified of her body. Terrified of how bad it would feel to go from perfection to... the past. She wanted to go back in VR... she wanted to spend the rest of her life there. She never wanted to spend another moment in that old body... she never wanted to see people mistake her as a boy. She never wanted to show people the awful body she was born with again.

Evie closed her eyes tight, trying not to let her emotions get too far away from her. The other two girls were already stirring, and she heard May give a dramatic yawn. If Evie’d been able to see Lily’s face, she was sure Lily would’ve been rolling her eyes.

Her heart ached. Those two meant everything to her, and even with all of their assurances she was still terrified. Terrified that her body in the real world would ruin everything they had.

As Evie’s feeling gradually returned, she also felt her anxiety grow.

She continued to squeeze her eyes shut, and resolutely refused to move another muscle. She would not face reality. She would not deal with this body. She couldn’t and wouldn’t.

No matter what the other two said.

“How’s everybody feeling?” Lily croaked.

“Everything’s sore and weak,” May laughed, sounding equally as croaky.

“Evie?” Lily asked. 

The small girl winced, terrified of the attention. Don’t look at her, don’t do it...

Then there was creaking from the other cots and Evie felt herself tense up even more. She didn’t want to be the centre of attention!

“May?” Lily asked. “What the hell am I looking at?”

“What is it?” May replied, and then there was more creaking. “Is Evie oka— oh.”

Evie’s heart felt like it stopped. So they saw, then. They saw just how gross her body had been before VR. 

“I don’t understand,” May squeaked.

“You must’ve screwed something up again,” Lily said. “You’re the one that set up the meds system remember?”

...And now Evie was just confused. What were they seeing that had anything to do with that?

“Umm... teehee?”

“Evie, are you okay?” Lily asked. “Are you awake? Or are you still in VR?”

Evie reluctantly opened her eyes and met Lily’s, shifting uncomfortably at her intense gaze.

But Lily just gave her a gentle smile. “Adorable.”

The smaller girl felt her face grow red. “Wh-what were you two talking about?” she squeaked, raw anxiety coursing through her veins.

“Well... take a look,” Lily said, gesturing to her body.

Hesitantly, afraid for what she’d see, Evie did so... she saw the boy clothes she’d been wearing and winced. She saw her hair... it was really long now and that was nice. She saw... well, she saw something but she was too terrified to consider that things might’ve ended up okay, and as a result she just couldn’t tell what she was seeing at all. Evie sat up, starting to feel all the ways in which this body was not the perfect body she’d had in VR...

But... it wasn’t... it wasn’t the body she’d left behind, either, was it?

“Okay, I figured out the problem!” May said suddenly, and Evie realised that she was at the computer. “So, I... uhh... remember how Evie initially started playing with my test account? Well, all the settings from my main user account were copied over to that one.”

“So then this happened because your account was set up to get HRT?”

“Well, no. That would’ve been the case, but... we were rushed for time and I might’ve sorta forgotten to implement per-user medication configuration?”

Lily’s palm met her forehead. “May...”

“So it’s a good thing all three of us only needed HRT, huh!”

“Wait...” Evie mumbled. “HRT? You mean...”

And suddenly she was realising the ways in which her current body was similar to the one in-game. Her skin felt smooth and soft... It seemed as though she had about the same amount of... chest that she’d had in game... And though her body did feel larger overall than she’d been in game, which was kinda sad... she did think that she felt... slightly smaller than before the summer had begun.

In other words...

Evie had been on hormones for the whole summer. The exact thing she’d just wished for only hours before.

And with that, her eyes were welling up with tears. “Do I look like a girl, then?” she finally choked out.

Lily sat next to her, and May sat on the other side.

“Evie,” Lily said. “Right now, you’re the prettiest girl I know.”

“I would say ‘oof’ at losing my place if I didn’t agree with you so completely,” May giggled, pulling Evie into a tight hug which Lily joined after.

It felt right. 

She didn’t have to fear their touch. She would never have to fear touch again. 

“Thank you f-for being a forgetful dummy,” Evie sobbed, burying her face in May’s shoulder.

“I’m not just a forgetful dummy, I’m your forgetful dummy, cutie,” May murmured. Evie’s face grew warmer and she buried it closer.

“You’re mine too, May,” Lily noted.

“Well, duh, that’s a given. This isn’t obvious fact time, silly Lily,” May scolded.

God, those two... they were... they were everything. Wonderful and ridiculous and they meant the world to Evie.

“I... actually...” she stammered. “Thank you two for everything. Not just this. Not just that I can finally feel... okay. Thank you for... caring. For being here for me. I’m... I’m so happy.”

And it was true. The tears streaming down her face were not tears of pain or tears of stress. They were tears of happiness, tears of safety. Tears of love.

“Of course,” Lily said. “Mhm,” May agreed.

“I love you, Evie,” they both said.

“Jinx,” May whispered.

“I love you too,” Evie choked.
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