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Chapter One

The line waiting for the VR cafe to open for business wasn’t as long as it should have been, but as I stood in line with the other thirty-something people, I knew the half-hour wait would be worth it. In front of me, a smiling couple talked about how cold it was, but how excited they were for the doors to finally open. Behind me, a chubbier fellow with a steaming cup of coffee was staring off into the distance, his tired eyes not even seeming to take in the beautiful sunrise ahead of him.

The pink skies fit my mood. A great day was to follow the sunrise, but there was still a little waiting that had to be done. Whatever came over that horizon could be good or bad later in the day, but right then, it was beautiful. Of all the days I could have finally taken the leap of faith to go out and try out a hobby I’d been following online for years, today felt like the right one.

Everyone waiting in line with me was excited about the same thing. Today was the day that the company behind the best VR console on the market, Skydyve, was launching their own fantasy VRMMORPG, Escaping the Dark. It wasn’t like most games that were being put out recently. Instead of starting the player off in a friendly environment, they were thrown into a small room where they had to fight their way out, layer after layer, to get to their first safe zone where they could finally start specializing their character. From the beta tester’s comments, it wasn’t a game meant to be played alone, though it could be if the player was good, but it provided enough challenge and content that no one in the extensive beta test made it to the surface world where the game was supposed to really kick it into high gear.

VR technology wasn’t entirely perfect, but after a healthy investment from a company a little over seven years ago, an up-and-coming VR console took the market by storm. It felt like every day since that fateful pairing of mind and money, there had been some kind of major breakthrough posted on every headline of every article on every website. If the headline wasn’t about cost reduction of the expensive console shifting towards the more affordable range, it was in a new database being announced that allowed users to experience new sensations or tastes that they’d never encountered in the real world, or some other tech babble that made the community happy.

I wasn’t always sure why things were doing as well as they were, but I knew that my faith in the brains behind the console would be the reason I was a happy enough guy. While the gamers were celebrating victories, I truly had reason to celebrate. I was smart enough to buy stock in the company before they blew up as large as they had. What started as a simple $75,000 investment of my graduation present at the age of eighteen ended up making me a multimillionaire through the eighth wonder of the world, compounding interest. Couple that with reinvesting my dividends and continuing to put most of my own paychecks when I still worked into the stock market and I was left with enough money to not have to worry for a long, long time. Thank you, Grandpa!

That didn’t make me much of a big spender, though. Now that I had money, I didn’t want to lose it. I wasn’t going to end up like my parents, struggling to make ends meet while still finding a way to blow most of their income on stupid things. They would have resented me if they knew that I had a fraction of the money I had. I knew better than to open that can of worms after how they took the news that I invested my money instead of helping them buy a new car. Instead of telling them how I really managed to quit my job, I just told them I was working online now. That got them off my back, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I’d just learned how to make dividend stocks work for me.

With my time freed up, I was finally able to pursue a life outside of a nine-to-five or my apartment. At first, I just wasted my days playing games on my computer, but with the growing popularity of VR consoles, the population of PC gamers dropped significantly. Eventually, I had to make the tough call of applying for a VR license (the government’s way of washing their hands of addicted gamer lawsuits) or just giving up gaming altogether. Considering that I didn’t want to have to take a test to have yet another piece of plastic in my wallet, I figured that I would try a third option. Instead of devoting to a VR license, I searched for the highest-rated VR cafe near my apartment complex (that I now owned) and made a goal of going there at some point.

As the weeks drifted by, I battled back and forth with my social anxiety about it. I knew that I shouldn’t have anything to worry about, that it wasn’t like going to high school at all, but I couldn’t shake the fear that someone was going to try to fuck with me. Being five-foot-four and barely more than a hundred and thirty pounds soaking wet, I wasn’t exactly the picture of what a millionaire looked like. So far, things hadn’t gone that poorly.

The people in line had either ignored my presence entirely or smiled politely before going back to their phones to pass the time. I couldn’t blame them, and I tried to do the same. But the problem with being judged all my life was that I developed a bit of a need to assess the people around me and there was one person I couldn’t stop assessing. The blonde standing near the front of the line had a figure I couldn’t help but take the occasional glance at.

She wore a thin brown sweater, a pair of tattered blue jeans, and a pair of shoes that’d seen better days. While her clothes didn’t scream wealthy, the way she carried herself held my attention. When she talked to the strangers around her, she had a giddy excitement to her tone that was infectious. Even though I couldn’t make out a word she was saying, the inflection of her voice and the sheer confidence that followed made my heart stutter with fear.

What the hell would I even say to a woman like her if she wanted to talk to me? It was a possibility. VR cafes were known as places for gamers to socialize, it was one of their selling points and what had made them another rather profitable investment for me. Now, instead of hoping that the best friend you made online was within driving distance, you had a much higher chance of actually meeting someone in the first place. That was yet another interesting feature of the VR Console, Skydyve. Whenever you were playing with someone that was nearby with the option of sharing that information ticked in your settings, you would both appear with a blue dot above your character.

The chime of a bell clinking against a glass door silenced the murmuring of the crowd of people waiting to enter the building. “Damn,” a man’s low voice from inside the door muttered. “If I’d have known that half the country was coming, I would have opened up earlier!”

The blonde I spotted earlier called back, “As if, that would mean skipping your morning coffee.”

“You’re damn right it would have, Emily,” he said in a cheerful voice. “But you’re going to the back of the line for that, no arguments!”

My heart froze. I was almost at the back of the line. Fuck, she would see me. Was there any way she noticed me stealing glances her way earlier? The likelihood of that was low, but I couldn’t help but worry.

Emily stepped out of line and practically skipped to the back of the line, seemingly not bothered by being made to wait longer to get in the building. As she passed me, her eyes did pass over me, but only for a second.

I let out a quiet sigh of relief. She was uncomfortably attractive and the upbeat attitude she had somehow made me feel a little more confident, just for being around her. Charismatic was a word some might use, but I wasn’t sure if it was the right one for her. I was more envious than inspired. Her body type wasn’t all that dissimilar from mine, except for the obvious features that I couldn’t have. Her breasts weren’t massive, but they were more than a handful. Her ass filled out her tattered jeans quite nicely, and those jeans rested on her slender hips in a way that I couldn’t help but notice.

My stomach twisted as I thought of all the wrong things to focus on about the woman. It wasn’t her body that held my attention, it was her personality. The fact that she had a body like she did was just… unfair. If I was born as attractive as she was and had her personality and my money, I’d be a force to be reckoned with. But… instead, I was just a shrimpy guy that people overlooked. People would pay much more attention if they knew my net worth, but that was absolutely the wrong kind of attention, especially since I didn’t intend to blow through more than 4% of my income in a single year if I wanted to keep living off the dividends from my investments.

Being rich didn’t fix all my problems. As the line started slowly filtering into the building, my thoughts turned from my insecurities to the excitement of playing Escaping the Dark. There was no way that my first VR game would be a disappointment. While I wasn’t incredibly familiar with VR gaming, I put way too many hours into PC gaming and there was no way that all of the skills I knew from my PC days would be completely worthless. Even if I had to learn all of the movements, I could read stat blocks and build characters well enough. Considering that they were working on a four stat distribution with secondary stats such as critical hit chance and life steal and such coming from itemization, I was comfortable enough building a ranged character that would be able to solo its way through the floors, even if I had to grind for a lot longer than I wanted to.

When it was my turn to step up to the counter and pay for my time block, I tried to smile —but it probably looked like I was constipated— at the man who’d sent Emily to the back of the line. He had a grizzled, weather-worn, tanned face as if he’d been out in the woods for six years, fighting off wolves and taming bears. I felt an uncomfortable desire to reach up and stroke his beard, but I quickly let those thoughts shake out of my head. I wasn’t quite sure if I should be grossed out by my own desire to have a real man take me under his wing and be my ‘mentor’ or not.

“I haven’t seen you here before. Did I miss you or are you new here, son?” he asked. If not for the fact that he was probably in his forties, I would have been offended by him calling me son.

“Uh, I’m new,” I whispered.

“It’s nice to meet you, New. My name is Brandon and if you have any trouble with anything in my cafe, feel free to come get me. The cost of admission is five bucks an hour and you can book up to eight hours at a time. After that, if you still want to play, I’m legally required to make you take an hour break,” he said as he gestured to my hand.

“My name isn’t new,” I said with a weak smile threatening to spread into a wider grin. “It’s Max. Uh, could you put me down for all eight hours? I don’t know if I’ll be here that long, but I want plenty of time to try this new game.”

He nodded and poked at his monitor to set up the transaction and then gestured to my hand again. Feeling a little silly for not offering him my wrist sooner, I let him pull my hand to his fingertip scanner. While it wasn’t the most secure way of paying for things, I could understand why a small business owner would use one. The likelihood of someone faking a fingerprint to pay for a forty-dollar fee wasn’t exactly the biggest scam known to our generation. He pressed my index finger to his machine and let the machine scan it. It beeped signifying that the transaction went through, “Thanks, you’re on machine number twenty-six. There are laminated instructions above the machine on the wall. If you need any help, let me know,” Brandon said.

I took my time heading over to the machine, debating on if I was bisexual and unaware of it as I thought about how strangely comforting it was to have a rugged man take me by the wrist and pull me closer to him. In the end, I decided that even if I was bi, it didn’t matter. If there was anything I craved from Brandon, it was to have a real father figure instead of my deadbeat dad. But if Brandon asked me on a date, I probably would have said maybe…

Before I made it another twenty steps, I heard Brandon rumble in a low voice, “Emily, you’re being declined. If you need me to cover you again, that’s fine, but you’re worrying me with how broke you are all the time.”

“I’m just between checks, that’s all. If you want to offer me a few hours working here, though, I wouldn’t turn that down. Things have been a little tight around my apartment and I know I spend way too much money here, but a girl has got to have some kind of hobby, right?” Emily asked.

“I just hate seeing my niece struggling. If you want some work, I can get you on, but I’d want you to be full-time so you could at least have some decent benefits,” he grumbled.

I tore myself away from their more personal than anticipated conversation. It made a little more sense that the two people I found attractive were definitely off-limits. If I was lucky enough to catch Brandon’s eye, I doubted Emily would have approved of her uncle dating someone like me. On the other hand, Brandon would probably snap me in half if I did so much as offend his niece.

Those thoughts were quickly pushed from my mind when logic stepped in. I hadn’t even spoken a word to Emily and Brandon was only being polite because I was a customer. There was no reason in the world to think that either of them would be remotely interested in me.

The thing that would be interested in me was the Skydyve console. Or rather, I was interested in it. I made my way over to the console with a burnt orange ‘26’ painted above it in large, bold font. About five feet away on either side were two more consoles, both with people in them. The machine looked almost like one of those inversion machines that people used to help loosen up their backs. The general shape was of a human body and essentially, all you had to do was climb onto the machine while facing away from it and secure yourself into it via a couple of straps.

While I never once used one of the machines in person, I’d watched way too many videos of people getting into their own privately-owned machines. While they were only six-thousand dollars at the moment, I wouldn’t qualify for a VR license with the way I currently lived. If someone was determined to have an addictive personality, and considering my addiction to growing my income, the government demanded that there was a second responsible party in the household before a user could be permitted to buy one… legally. I could have absolutely got one without a license, but I wouldn’t want to risk being taken to court over something as silly as a game console.

At the base of the slightly inclined machine were two boot-like places for your feet to go. From there, the thinly-padded deck of the machine led up to the hips where a belt was hanging loosely to help secure the user in place. I didn’t hesitate to take off my shoes and place them beside my station. Climbing into the machine, I secured my feet in the boots first, then put the belt around my waist, then my hands into the gloves, and finally, rested my head against the comfortable headrest.

Clenching both of my hands in the gauntlet to signify that I was ready to play, the helmet slowly lowered down and snugly attached itself to my head. A quick, stinging pain shot into the back of my neck and then, I went unconscious.


Chapter Two

The blackness couldn’t have lasted long. From within the Skydyve console, I was able to watch from a camera as the light blue material billowed out of the sides of the console, wrapping over everything from my neck all the way down to my ankles. The sensory wrap tightened around my body and got an accurate measurement of my height and a rough estimate of my weight.

Once the material settled in place, the camera feed stopped and a warm, light red background with slightly darker red colors danced in the distance replaced my vision.

A light blue text box popped up reading:

Height: 5’4”.

Weight: 128 lbs.

Is this information correct?

I hit the green checkmark and another box popped up.

Preferred pronouns?

I opened the drop-down box and selected He/Him.

Thank you, sir. This appears to be your first time using a Skydyve console, is that correct?

I heard that the probe that entered your neck sampled your blood, but I wasn’t aware of how fast it could run that blood against its database. It suddenly made a little more sense why the government was so supportive of these consoles. Still, I selected the yes option.

First, thank you for choosing Skydyve. Second, would you consider yourself a beginner gamer?

A little annoyed that I even had to dignify that question with a response, I selected no.

Wonderful! Experienced gamers choose Skydyve for their gaming experience nine out of ten times, and you’re no noob! Even still, pros can benefit from tutorials. Would you like to learn the basics of movement control? Skipping this step is not advised.

Advised or not, time was ticking! I refused the tutorial and the light blue text box faded away as a few windows appeared ahead of me. The first was Games, the second was Marketplace, the third was Friends, a fourth was Settings, and while there were a few more, I didn’t care to read them as I jogged over to the Marketplace window. It only took a few swipes of my virtual finger to find Escaping the Dark and I bought it as quickly as the verification would let me. Heading over to settings, I searched through the menus to enable the nearby players feature. Taking a step back from the settings window, it closed all of the open boxes and disappeared. After that, I went over to the Games window and poked my recently purchased copy of the game that I was so excited to play.

My heart raced in my chest as the light red room faded in color until it was solid black. I couldn’t even see my own avatar in the dim light, and then a soft, female voice called out, “You’re now playing Escaping the Dark.”

Typical to a lot of MMOs, the next thing I saw was a rather boring dressing room type location form around me. Standing in front of a mirror was an almost perfect replica of my real-life body, only instead of blue jeans and a t-shirt, I was wearing a pair of simple gray boxers. A shit ton of options sprang up around the room, but all of the buttons were grayed out except for gender and race. Excited to get into the game, I walked over and selected the male option and then the elf option. I’d always been a sucker for elves, they were one of the few fantasy races that didn’t require the males to be super buff to be considered sexy. As a rather feminine human in real life, I occasionally let my mind drift to what I would be like in a fantasy world… this was my chance to actually explore that.

My image in the mirror stayed mostly the same, though, I was slightly taller and there was a noticeable smoothness to my body that I didn’t have as a human. My arms were a bit more toned and I had pointed ears, but for the most part, I hadn’t changed all that much.

I continued tweaking the appearance of my character, even going so far as to smooth out my toned arms. This was virtual reality and the last thing I wanted to do was get used to seeing what a man ‘should’ look like only to be disappointed when I had to leave the cafe later today. Once I finished setting up my blonde-haired elf, I saved my character and surprisingly, I wasn’t allowed to pick a class before the dressing room faded away into blackness.

The darkness lingered for a few seconds before a bright red light flickered in the distance. My body immediately felt heavier and with that weight came aches and pains that I wasn’t ready for. Gritting my teeth, I reached down to pat myself down to get an idea of what I would be starting this game with. Much to my surprise, I was completely naked. I guess that was part of the reason the game required the players to be eighteen and older.

From beside me in the same dark corner, a raspy male voice called out, “Y-You’re not dead.” He let out a wheezing breath and slapped his hand against his thigh. “We’re the unfortunate ones. I would have rather been killed than left to die in this hole.” Another wheezing breath. “Do me a favor… there’s a rock over there. I can’t bring myself to do myself in… would you?”

My stomach churned at the thought and I shook my head, though, in the darkness, neither of us could tell it happened. “You’re not going to die. Do you remember how we got here?” Every breath made my body ache and I could see why the NPC was wheezing as bad as he was. Whatever happened to my character before it was shoved in this hole must have been brutal.

“I’m not surprised you can’t remember, you took a pretty rough hit to the old noggin,” he attempted to laugh, but the pain must have cut him off. “We were mining iron,” he rasped. “Up until we stumbled onto an open tunnel, we were doing well. In that tunnel, the walls were picked nearly clean. That should have been our first warning. That tunnel went on for miles and miles before we found what we were looking for. Yeah, we found something to mine, alright, but it wasn’t ours to take. We grabbed our mine carts and opened up the hole to the other mineshaft until we could get our carts in them, but by the time we loaded up our carts with all the iron we could handle, they found us.”

He stopped as if waiting for me to ask him to continue, so I did. “Who found us?”

“The damn kobolds,” he grunted. There was a brief pause before he forced himself up onto his knees. “I told you what you wanted to know, now help me in return, friend. To hell with your morals, I’m going to die in this hole and I’m tired of that scaly rat up ahead mocking me when he comes to check on us. All I’m asking is that you make it quick.” Bony fingers grasped at my leg as he leaned on me. “Please.”

This game was fucking intense. If this was the first quest I was supposed to take care of, I couldn’t imagine what other kinds of shit this game expected me to do. But then again, I knew that this wasn’t supposed to be an easy game. I never imagined that it would be so intense out the gate, though.

“What if we could take care of the guard? Do you really want to die?” I asked him.

“Kill the guard? With what? That rock? Say you managed to kill him, what good would that do? There are so many of the bastards that we couldn’t escape even if we did manage to kill the first one,” he groaned.

I pulled away from him and started looking for the rock with my feet. When I bumped up against it, I was surprised at just how large it was. Clearly, the game meant for this to be your first weapon, but… a rock? I found myself agreeing with my fellow prisoner, this was a terrible weapon[1]. Still, it was what I had.

“Fine, you can wait here and be useless. I’m not going to die in this hole,” I spat. For once, I didn’t feel so damn stupid for roleplaying in a game. When I was behind a keyboard, there were a few steps of removal between pretending to be my character. I had to click my mouse to move. I had to type to talk. It wasn’t anywhere near as immersive as this. In this world, when I talked to an NPC, they talked back and seemed to have unique dialog. It was certainly much more fun than just being Max in the real world.

Hefting the rock with both hands, I nearly toppled forward from its weight. Whether it was that heavy or my character was currently that weak, I wasn’t sure, but I started trudging towards what I assumed to be torchlight up ahead.

Behind me, I heard the prisoner grumble, “If you do take care of him, come back for me. I can’t fight without a weapon, but if you let me have his weapon, we can get killed together while we try to get out of here.”

I didn’t dare respond to him. If the kobold hadn’t already heard us talking earlier, I didn’t want to alert him to my presence now. Walking as silently as I could, I crept closer and closer until the tunnel took a slight left turn before opening up into a cave. It wasn’t massive, but with the torch set on the wall closest to me, I couldn’t make out too many details. Each step made my heart race faster as I prepared for whatever might be ahead. What if there was more than one kobold? Would I be able to kill one and take his weapon to fight the other one? If I was killed, what would happen to my character? Would I just respawn?

I should have done more research about the game itself instead of focusing on how it was boosting the stock of the company!

I let the rock roll onto my forearms and clutched it to my chest to make it easier to carry. As I got closer to the torch, I could finally see around it to see a yellow-scaled kobold clutching his spear. He was holding it at an angle and leaning forward to rest his head against his spindly arm. It was safe to say he wasn’t alert yet.

Creeping up closer to him, I let my rock slide back into my hands, but the shifting of stone against my skin made enough noise to cause the kobold to pull his head away from his arm. Knowing that the jig was up, I rushed forward as fast as my weakened body could carry me and slammed my rock into the back of the kobold’s skull. A faint gray ‘2’ floated up and I assumed that was my damage dealt. At the same time, a red bar popped up beside the kobold and a healthy chunk of that bar depleted.

The kobold spun around, hissing angrily as it drew its spear back, but instead of thrusting it at me, he clutched it in both hands and faster than I could react, he slammed the butt of the spear into the side of my head before spinning it in his hands and slamming it down towards me.

The pain from the first strike was enough to put me on my toes, though. While it hurt, I wasn’t stupid enough to think that this creature was limited to using a thrusting attack like most other games I’d played. Stepping to the side, his stone-tipped spear clacked loudly against the ground and I stomped my foot onto the wooden shaft, ripping the weapon from his hands.

The kobold bared his fangs at me but didn’t even glance at his spear as he lunged forward with his clawed hands going for my throat as he hissed, “Filthy pointy ears!”

Instinct took over and I dropped the rock in my hands and darted to the side. That rock was far too heavy to keep lugging around with me against such a quick opponent. Darting backwards, I felt the heat of the torch getting hot against my naked back. The kobold was closing in on me after his failed lunge, and without thinking, I snatched the torch out of its sconce and brought the burning weapon down against the kobold’s head. A gray ‘1’ sprang up as well as a red ‘1’.

From how little life the kobold had left, I could assume that he had five hit points in total and I’d already gone through four. Unsure as to how much health I had, I was terrified to let the little guy hit me, but surprisingly, he turned away from me, screaming in agony as he tried to run away from me.

He was faster than me, but I was the smarter of the two of us. Rushing over to the spear on the ground, I hoisted it up to shoulder level and hurled it as hard as my body would let me.

The spear connected with his calf and a measly ‘1’ floated up, but it was enough to kill the kobold. When he died, a white ‘5’ popped up, and I could only hope that was experience. I moved as fast as I could to take the torch and put it back in its sconce before it had time to burn out from being on the ground. With more direct light, I noticed that I could see further into the darkness than I could before, and I could only imagine that my elven vision only worked when I had at least dim light to work with.

There were so many features of this game that I didn’t understand, but I understood enough to know that I needed help to get out of this introduction stage. In any other game, I would have preferred to ditch any kind of NPC help, but after getting smacked by that kobold in such an unpredictable manner, I wasn’t going to take the risk this time.

Using the spear as a walking stick, I limped my way back into the cave I started in and called out weakly, “He’s dead. Can you use a spear?”

“I’ll use anything except my fists,” he groaned as he stood up. “I heard you struggling and I feel bad about saying this, but I was almost jealous that you were going to die faster than I was. Maybe I was wrong about you, though.”

He staggered towards the direction of my voice and I found him with my free hand and awkwardly handed the spear over to him in the pitch blackness. After that, I started walking back towards the torch. “Maybe you were, but we’re not out of here yet. I should have taken your warning more seriously.”

“If we can’t be wrong together, we’ll never be able to appreciate being right,” he said with a strained chuckle.

When we made it back to the torch-lit cavern, I could see that the person I’d been talking to was an older human. He looked to be in his sixties, if not older, and from the terrible bruises all over his body, I could understand why he wanted to be put out of his misery. I would have preferred to never have to look at an old man’s junk, but after the harrowing fight with that single kobold, I wasn’t nearly as disgusted about old man junk as I probably should have been.

For the first time since I was able to see, I took a look at my own body and noticed that I wasn’t in any better shape than he was. My pale skin was littered with dark purple bruises. I let out a deep sigh and looked around the room. The guard had a small meal of mushrooms and what looked to be cooked bat on a flat stone. Not feeling like I was in a position to complain, I gestured to the meal and shared it with my companion. It wasn’t much, but it definitely made a world of difference to how I felt.

Once we finished, I pulled the torch from the wall and let out a deep sigh. “If we take it, the light will alert everything to our presence. If we don’t, then we’re going blind.”

“Damn… I hate to admit it even now, but maybe I should let you take the weapon and I’ll carry the torch from a safer distance,” he said. “I could help if things got hairy, but you’re right, if we lose the element of surprise, we’re going to have a much harder time getting anywhere.”

Nodding at him, I traded the torch for the spear and then made my way to the unexplored tunnel leading out of the cavern. My companion followed at a reasonable distance behind me. Utilizing my elven vision, I was able to stay pretty far ahead of the light without sacrificing my sight. Using that tactical advantage, we made our way down the tunnel until it forked. I didn’t bother wasting time debating on which tunnel would be better since we had no clue where we were in the first place, and my companion agreed.

When that tunnel started getting taller and wider, an ominous feeling settled over me and my concerns were soon justified. As the room spread out about ten feet wide and at least twenty tall, I could see a small group of unarmed kobolds sitting around a fire. There was a spit over the fire and I nearly lost the pathetic amount of food in my stomach when I realized that the meat on the fire was from a humanoid creature. These beasts were monsters and they deserved to die.

Before I rushed headlong into the fight, the same female announcer from before called out, “Multiplayer enabled. Would you like to search for a party? Be advised, doing so will remove your instanced NPC companion.”

“Yes?” I responded in a hushed whisper. My NPC companion didn’t respond to my words, so I assumed that I didn’t have to worry about the kobolds hearing either. A light blue text box popped up and a massive list of players sprang up. Scrolling through the list with my finger, I nearly gave up on picking one when I noticed a dark blue bubble near one with a max party size of two instead of the normal four. One other person would be much easier to deal with than trying to get comfortable with the thought of three other people seeing my character’s junk, so I happily clicked on that player’s name and joined their party.

The smile on my face faded instantly as I saw a tall, lithe elven woman with a very familiar spear in her hands rushing into the group of four kobolds with no fear whatsoever. Whether it was because she was a female or because she used the kobold guard’s cloth tunic to cover herself, I couldn’t say, but she had a small amount of cover over her hips. Didn’t she know she was going to die?!


Chapter Three

I rushed into the cavern with my spear held near hip level to help carry my momentum into one of the kobolds. That might have been a reasonable tactic if they didn’t immediately jump up from their positions and turn on the elven woman. As the four swarmed her, one of them snatched a burning log from the fire and lunged at her.

With expertise that didn’t belong to any gamer, she smacked the wood from the kobold’s hand and reversed the direction of her strike, bringing the pointed end of the spear down and into the kobold’s throat. An orange ‘5’ sprang up in bold font, killing the kobold instantly.

As another tried to take a swipe at her, I finally closed the distance and shoved my spear deep into its side. My hit only dealt three damage, but my companion struck out with a clenched fist, smashing into the kobold’s snout for another two damage, finishing it off as well. At first, I felt bad for the female elf, but after seeing how quickly she dispatched these monsters, I almost felt bad for the scaly assholes.

The other two kobolds weren’t as easily taken care of, though. After our initial attack, they hunkered down together and watched us, seemingly trying to assess our stances and how to exploit them. The elven woman brought her spear out defensively and fainted a jab at the kobold on the right, but it scurried away while the one on the left grabbed the shaft of the spear, preventing her from making another strike.

Taking the opportunity to help the woman that was clearly better than me at these kinds of games, I stabbed the kobold holding her spear in its shoulder dealing a measly two damage. The pain must have been enough to shock the kobold as the elf pulled her spear from its grasp, quickly sending it back into the kobold’s center mass for another three damage, finishing it off. The last kobold turned and tried to run, but we both had the same idea. Hoisting our crude spears as javelins, we both hit the running kobold. Her spear caught him in the back of the neck, and once again, my aim was nowhere near as good and I only caught it on the ankle. Still, her four damage and my one damage was enough to kill the monster.

An eggshell white text box popped up over the last kobold with black lettering over it. The female elf looked over at me, her blue eyes dipping to my cock for a second before she chuckled and turned her attention back to the text box. “At least you didn’t just stand around like an idiot. I guess I won’t kick you from my party. If you’re in the same cafe as I am, then that’s going to make this a lot easier. If you pick up any loot before I get what I want from it, you’re out of my party. If you try to take point unless I tell you to, you’re out of my party. I can solo this shit so much easier without someone thinking that they’re better than me.”

Her arrogance was unsettling but seeing what she could do, I wasn’t exactly feeling like complaining. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t deny that seeing her large, milky white breasts made it easy to want to say no. “Sounds good to me. This is my first VR game, so lead on. Uh, and what should I call you?”

“AiryAwry is my usual tag, Airy is what people usually call me,” Airy said. “And what should I call you, other than naked?”

“Max,” I said without thinking. It wasn’t like she knew my name, and even if she did, what did it matter? No one in the cafe knew who I was. It wasn’t like I had a large circle of friends or was in the public eye at all. Still, I felt a bit silly for not having some kind of gamer tag I could fall back on like she did.

“Well, Max, experience is increased by 10% per player when you’re in a party, but it’s divided amongst all players equally. I’d rather you carry your weight if we’re going to be playing together, but worst-case scenario, you can run around and distract some of the weak mobs while I handle the bosses,” she said as she walked over to the text box that floated above the dead kobold.

“I’m not a complete noob, I helped you take care of all but one of those,” I grumbled.

Airy chuckled as she read the text box. “Yeah, that’s fair enough, but this is the intro level. We haven’t even made it to a seer to spend our experience, we haven’t unlocked our inventories, and I’m using a spear. Wait until I find a good two-hander.”

“What’s a seer?” I asked.

She glanced back at me before letting out a long, disappointed sigh. “It figures that you’d be the kind of person to not even know what kind of game you’re getting yourself into. In this game, seers allow you to exchange your experience for stat points or skill points to start specializing into a class. While classes aren’t locked firmly, you’d be stupid to try to spread yourself too thin. Experience points aren’t finite, but every stat point and skill point increases the cost of the next one. It’s not that bad in the early game, but once you get to around level twenty, things get much less forgiving. To respec, you need to farm boss experience, and just like skills and stats, those respecs get expensive quickly.”

Airy turned her head to look across the room. There were three tunnels leading out of this cavern, each one spaced out differently. “The dungeons are all randomly generated. It doesn’t really matter where we go, but I’ve got a preference for going straight down the middle.”

“Works for me. Do we need a light source?” I asked.

“This is the intro level, there will be light with every encounter we get to, don’t worry. For now, I’d rather keep getting bonus damage where I can,” she said as she headed for the center of the three tunnels.

“So locational damage matters?” I asked.

“Every monster and player has weak points. The back of the knee, the elbow, the shoulder, the neck, the head, and so on. You get the idea. Hitting someone in the foot is going to be a lot less effective than hitting them in the eye,” she said in a frustrated tone.

I decided to keep my mouth shut. While Airy didn’t seem exceptionally happy, she knew what she was talking about and if I was going to have to play with a stranger, she was a pretty good option. Even if we didn’t stick together in a party for too long, she was teaching me things that I would have had to learn after my first play session when I got back home. That would mean wasting time, and considering that this was an MMO, I loved the thought of being near the top of the leaderboards.

We continued walking through the dungeon. As we did, there were a few small caverns that I feared might end up being battles, but they weren’t. Some of them had minor loot in them, and Airy explained that it was the same thing as picking up trash. You could sell it to vendors. She left it all behind, but I didn’t see a problem in picking up a small satchel and stuffing it with the kobold’s trinkets. While she wasn’t thrilled about it, Airy waited for me to collect what I wanted before we continued moving.

After a little while, we found a statue carved from stone, inset in a wall. The figure was a beautiful woman in a billowing robe. As we approached, sapphire blue light pooled out of the statue’s eyes and a comforting voice flowed from the statue. “Two elves? What are you doing so far from your woodland homes?”

“We were brought down here by the kobolds and we want out. Is there anything you can tell us?” Airy asked.

The statue’s light dimmed. “The kobolds… they’ve taken everything from me. Once upon a time, a peaceful race of sentient mushroom-folk lived down here. They worshipped me, and ever since those pests claimed these tunnels as their own, I’ve been exceptionally lonely. I can still feel the presence of my friends here, the kobolds can’t have killed all of them. The kobold’s leader is an exceptionally fierce, overgrown monster. It is rumored that he has dragon’s blood coursing through his veins, enough to grant him the ability to breathe fire. Heroes, I fear that he is holding my devout friends hostage. If you were to free them, I could reward you.”

An eggshell text bubble popped up in front of both of us. The box read.

Quest: Vision of the Gods

Requirements: Kill Redtooth the Kobold King.

Rewards: Enable player HUD. 100 exp.

I didn’t hesitate to accept the quest. Airy accepted it as well and I smiled warmly at her, happy to finally have some sense of direction. Being able to see my health would be a huge relief!

“Thank you, heroes. I can feel my people’s pain and they aren’t far. Let me help you on your journey,” the statue said.

The sapphire light pouring out of the statue grew brighter until it filled the entire cavern. The heaviness of my body lightened and I could watch my bruises lightening in color until they were completely gone. Each breath came much easier, and I could feel myself standing up straighter than before. Healing spells were fucking great!

Airy lifted her spear and gave it a quick few jabs. “That’s much better. I guess we’ve got some fungus to free.”

“Damn right we do,” I chirped and gave my spear a twirl. Without being so fatigued, I felt so much more confident in my ability to fight alongside Airy.

As we headed out of the alcove with the statue, two words flowed out after us. “Be safe.”

It wasn’t the words that were chilling, but the tone that the statue said them. If I didn’t know any better, it sounded like she knew that she was sending us into the place that we would die. How many others had she sent this way?

I almost laughed when I realized that this was the release day of the game. Credit where it was due, the developers made this game feel like it had a long-established world to me. Granted, maybe that was just because it was my first VR game ever.

It didn’t take long before Airy and I approached a crudely made door that blocked off the tunnel. She turned to me and spoke in a hushed tone, “This is probably the boss room. You’ve got to admit, it’s a little terrifying to see a door after all these tunnels. I feel like we’ve been walking forever. Anyway, are you ready? If we die, we probably have to start over from the very beginning of this dungeon. I read from the beta reviews that this game was pretty unforgiving on that front.”

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, but what do you want me to do in there?” I asked. It was a little humbling to think that even as an experienced gamer, Airy was better than me and I wasn’t about to let my pride be the reason we had to walk this entire dungeon again.

“He’s got a breath attack. I don’t know the range of it and I don’t know how often he can use it, but like I said before, if you can handle the mobs, I’ll do my best to take care of him. You had my back earlier when I needed help, so you seem to know enough about how to play a supportive role. If you see him pin me into a corner, I’ll definitely need you to come help me out. Outside of that, I don’t know what to expect.”

I nodded and gestured to the door. Airy slammed her foot into it, breaking the crude hinges and sending the door crashing onto the floor. If not for the fact that an open door would have given us away in the first place, I would have rather not announced our presence to everything in the room. Still, I had to admit, she looked like a badass as she charged into the room.

I walked over the broken door with my spear at the ready. By the time Airy was in the middle of the massive cavern, the torches around the room started burning brighter and a loud, cackling laughter filled the room. “Dinner? So soon after my last meal?” the terrifying voice asked. “Well, who am I to deny a gift?”

The skittering of clawed feet across stone rushed from all around the room and I counted eight kobolds like the ones we’d previously fought. At the end of the cave, standing up from a beautifully carved stone throne that had the pelt of what looked like a cow over it was the largest kobold I’d ever seen. He had to be at least eight feet tall, and in his hands was a massive bow. Reaching down to the side of the throne, the kobold grabbed his quiver and slung it over his shoulder and nocked an arrow. Hanging from the leather belt on his hip was a longsword with a chipped blade that’d seen better days.

Airy’s gleeful laugh was almost as chilling as the sight of the kobold king. With no fear, she charged into him just as she had with the first four kobolds when I first met her.

I worried about her safety, but as the swarm of kobolds around the room started towards the both of us, I made my way to the closest kobold on my right. I might have helped Airy more by getting all of the kobold’s attention at once, but how the hell did she expect me to fight off eight monsters at once?!

My spear thrust into the goblin’s stomach had enough momentum behind it to do a full six damage, killing the first kobold cleanly. That was the end of the good news. Behind me, I could hear more clawed feet rushing towards me. On my left, I saw two more of the kobolds heading my way. Clenching my jaw, I ran towards the two kobolds on my left. Stealing a page from Airy’s book, I smacked the first of the two kobolds in the face with the butt of my weapon and reversed my strike just like she had, impaling the creature in its torso. In the heat of the moment, I couldn’t get the spear to the more sensitive throat, but with the statue’s healing spell, my movements weren’t as slow and I still managed a total five damage on the kobold.

Claws dug into my lower back and I felt a jagged set of sharp teeth bite into my side as two kobolds had already closed the distance and were trying to avenge their two friends. Screaming out in pain, I smashed my elbow into the kobold’s head that was biting my side. The impact caused his teeth to tear at my flesh a little more before it turned loose from the pain I caused it.

I took a step to my right and slammed my foot into the chest of the kobold directly in front of me, sending it rocking back on his heels. He recovered just in time to catch my spear tip in his throat, felling him on the spot. Three down, five to go, but I only had three on me. Looking over the head of the more diminutive kobolds, I caught a glimpse of a kobold’s corpse just behind Airy as she parried a blow from another kobold.

Redtooth loosed an arrow that caught Airy directly in the shoulder and she let out an agonized scream before it turned into a howl of anger. She ran the kobold through with her spear and snapped the arrow shaft with her spear before rushing up to Redtooth himself.

I couldn’t watch her any longer, though. Another set of claws ripped into my stomach and I jumped back to try and minimize the damage from the kobold’s claws. The other two kobolds snatched my spear from my hands, even though they were smaller than me, I couldn’t overpower two of the creatures with my slender elven frame. As the spear was torn from my grasp, the kobold in the center of its two friends had to duck low to avoid being clotheslined. Taking advantage of his stooping position, I made use of my body as a weapon. In the real world, I wouldn’t want to punch or kick anyone, but this wasn’t the real world. This was Entering the Dark, and if I didn’t want to leave Airy alone in the boss room, I had to do whatever I could to help her.

I reared back on my left leg and drove my right foot forward into the kobold’s face. Following through with the momentum, I caught the kobold on his jaw before I skipped back, fists up and ready for the inevitable onslaught. The good news was that my unarmed attacks did two damage. The bad news was that if I couldn’t retrieve my spear, I was going to have to land thirteen more hits in total to finish these three off, and with the sluggishness returning to my body, I knew I was injured.

The three kobolds started approaching, and from behind them, I saw Airy, wounded and struggling against the boss as he was pressuring her back towards me.

“Son of a bitch! Get down, he’s about to use his breath attack!” Airy screamed. The arrogance I’d grown pretty accustomed to so far was nowhere to be found, and the tough elven woman seemed like she didn’t have much left in the way of health either. As tired as I felt, I wasn’t sure if we would be able to handle the boss with our current strategy. Fuck… I wasn’t looking forward to running all the way back through this dungeon, not even if I got to see Airy’s sexy avatar completely naked…


Chapter Four

The air in the massive cavern grew hot in an instant. Redtooth unleashed his breath weapon in a thick line and it blazed its way across the mostly smooth stone floor.

With our current strategy, all I would have been able to do was duck out of the way and hope that I could poke the mobs down, but I doubted we would last like that. So instead, I did what felt natural. Sure, I was in a VR game this time, but calculated risks were important.

Waiting until the very last possible second as the flames burst across the cavern, I pivoted on my right foot and leaped as far as I could away from the three kobolds ahead of me. As complicated as their combat patterns were, they didn’t even seem to notice that the burning flames were on them until the red ticking numbers started floating away from their health bars.

“Pathetic vermin,” Redtooth snarled at his dying minions. He nocked another arrow on his bow and level it at Airy, who’d safely made it away from his breath attack. “Four more elf ears for my trophy case!”

Airy scrambled to her feet and barely dodged away from the over-sized arrow. “You fucking wish,” she growled back as she brought her spear back up in front of her. She charged at him again, and even though she got within melee range of him, Redtooth didn’t swap his bow for his longsword.

Glancing around on the ground where the three kobolds had recently been killed by their leader, the only sign of my spear was a blackened stone tip. That wasn’t good. But that sword… if I could get it off his belt, I was certain that Airy could cut Redtooth down with it. She mentioned that she preferred a two-handed weapon and as big as that longsword was, it would have to be good enough.

I swallowed heavily as I burst into motion, running the long way around the cavern to try to get into Redtooth’s blind spot. All the while, Airy and Redtooth traded blows. His massive bow deflected most of her spear attacks and he even managed to get a vicious punch through Airy’s defenses. He wasn’t the only one slipping an attack through, though, but it wasn’t looking good for Airy.

Using her next attack as a distraction, I sprinted from behind Redtooth and leaped as high into the air as I could. Redtooth stiffened his body as if he thought I was going to tackle him, but instead, as I passed by, I grasped the hilt of his sword and let my momentum do the rest of the work. The chipped blade slipped from the kobold leader’s belt and Airy didn’t miss a beat as she snatched the weapon from my grasp, throwing her spear onto the ground a few feet away as she readied her new weapon.

“Mother fucker, this is more like it, Max. Good shit, now, get around his flank and shove that spear as deep in his ass as you possibly can!” Airy roared as she started launching an assault on Redtooth that he couldn’t parry with his bow. Even though the giant sword was chipped and not in the best shape, a wooden bow wouldn’t be much use if it was broken.

I darted around Airy and scooped up the spear. The relief that washed over me for just picking up a weapon was ridiculous but as intense as that encounter was, I couldn’t be blamed for that feeling!

Redtooth sucked in another deep breath and I could feel the heat rising in the room again. Airy didn’t bother trying to avoid his attack, instead, she reared the two-handed sword back over her head and brought it down in a massive arc. Between the weight of the blade and the power of her attack, the chipped iron sword sank a few inches into Redtooth’s chest.

The kobold’s golden eyes went wide as he lost his breath attack. I took that as my chance to finally hit the fucker. Charging in at an angle, I leveled my spear with the boss’s stomach and enjoyed the warmth of his blood splashing onto my forearms as the spear cut into his side and then sank further into his stomach.

Redtooth’s breaths came in labored gasps, but Airy didn’t seem to be in a forgiving kind of mood. She kicked her left foot out and caught his hip as she snatched her blade from his chest before hacking into him again, and again, and again. Before long, all that was left of Redtooth was a gory mess and an eggshell white text box telling us that we gained 110 experience.

Airy staggered back from the mess of a kobold. The sword’s blade scraped against the ground as she leaned heavily on the hilt and looked at me with what I could only imagine was a mixture of curiosity and pride. “That could have gone so much worse,” she puffed.

I nodded my head and gestured to the sword. “I’m surprised you didn’t go for that sooner. That fight would have been so much easier if you had that from the start.”

“I didn’t know that you could take weapons off a boss before they were dead,” she said.

I walked over to her and offered her my bloody hand. “That’s a lesson we’ll both have to take with us to the next fight, then.”

She firmly shook my hand as her eyes locked with mine. “I’ll happily let you run in circles with minions as long as you feel like it, Max. Hopefully, you’ll get some pants sooner rather than later, though. You looked so damn stupid with your cock flailing around while you were trying to be so serious.”

I pulled my hand away from hers and hoped that she couldn’t see the embarrassment I felt at her comment. “You’re one to talk. Do you know how weird it is to look at your boobs when you’re swinging around a sword that could cut me in half?”

She glared at me, “Then maybe don’t stare at my tits?”

I stared down at my feet. “Maybe we should go free the mushroom people and turn in our quest?”

“Maybe we should,” she said and let out a very quiet giggle. “Still, even if we’re both perverts, that was a good fight.”

“It was,” I mumbled, afraid to say anything else that might make her question if I was some kind of creep or not. The downside to that little dark blue bubble above her head was that she was someone in the cafe. She could have been anyone, even the chubby guy from earlier. All she would need to find out who I was was my name.

Freeing the mushroom people was an easy enough process. We followed the tunnel with the soft sobbing coming out of it all the way down to the cages where eleven mushroom people were. After we let them out, they silently thanked us by poking us with their blunted hands, but their cute, over-sized brown eyes made that poking a lot less creepy. While they couldn’t talk, I got the feeling that they were appreciative of the help.

At the end of the day, I knew that saving eleven mushroom people wasn’t a massive quest, but considering that this was the most intense start to a game I’d ever played, I felt like I earned their appreciation.

Airy wasn’t as excited to have the mushroom people batting her with their clubby hands. “The next one to touch me is losing their fucking mittens,” she growled.

The mushroom people were more than happy to continue swarming around me as we made our way out of Redtooth’s cavern and back towards the statue to turn in our quest. When we arrived at the statue, the sapphire light flared up around us again and the mushroom people excitedly rushed over to the statue to take turns embracing it in an awkward hug.

“Thank you, heroes! You’ve truly done the impossible today, and that bodes well for you. Your journey is going to test you in ways that you can’t fathom. This should help you along your way,” the statue said as another text box popped up confirming our quest completion.

As soon as I accepted the reward of the hundred experience and the HUD, my vision flashed for a second and when it came back, I had new bars and information in my field of view. At the bottom of my vision, centered in the middle, was my health bar with my experience counter just above it. After the rough start to the game, I had a grand total of 152 exp. My health was much, much more concerning at a pathetic 3/15. Airy wasn’t much better off, the bar above her head read 5/15.

I saw some grayed out boxes near the bottom of my screen with the hand gestures to open those menus. I figured that those were some of the features Airy mentioned I would have to unlock as we kept playing.

“As a final gift, I can offer you one of two choices. I can restore your health to full or I can allow you to use some of your experience now to improve your abilities. The choice is yours,” the statue said.

Airy glanced over at me as the text boxes popped up in front of both of us. “I’m tempted to just take the healing. We’ve got no clue what’s coming up in the next layer, I don’t know if I’m willing to risk doing a little more damage.”

“Uh, well, I wasn’t exactly in the front line with you earlier until I had to be. If you’re fine with it, I could guinea pig the ability option and see what that looks like before you accept your reward?” I asked.

She smiled and nodded. “That sounds like a solid idea. Worst case scenario, we’ll find a way to heal you back to full in the next layer. Hopefully.”

I reached down and tapped the ability improvement option. While I thought the statue was being coy about upgrading stats, a massive menu of skills popped up, both active skills and passive skills. They were separated into three categories, offense, defense, and support. My eyes immediately fell to the support tree. While the skills did follow a somewhat linear path down to the most powerful spells, they also branched over into both offense and defense pretty often. Hovering over the most basic healing skill, I frowned at the expensive 100 exp cost to learn it, but it would heal for 2-3 health at the moment on a five second cooldown. That would definitely be enough to help out, but in order to make that skill purchase worthwhile, I would have to invest another 50 exp into the passive mana regeneration skill. It wouldn’t even regenerate quickly, but it would allow us to take breaks between fights and heal back up. Still, considering how badass Airy was, I didn’t mind investing in the two skills.

Once I finished, I watched the brief tutorial video of how to use the heal spell and did as it asked. Clenching my left fist, I held my right hand towards Airy and let a surge of magical warmth fire as a bolt from my hand and into her. A green ‘3’ floated up above her head, filling her health bar a decent bit. At the bottom of my screen, my mana bar dropped from 10 to 6 and slowly started ticking back up. It took a full five seconds to gain another one mana back, but that wasn’t all that bad. Not for being a noob, at least.

Airy chuckled. “It’s about damn time I found someone willing to play a cleric without making me feel like a bitch for asking. If you can heal, I think I’m going to invest in some skills as well. Taking the health option would be stupid now.”

It felt strangely nice to be praised for my choice. Her comment about playing clerics didn’t surprise me all that much, though. In other games, I always preferred playing either a tank or a DPS, but after seeing how difficult this game could be, I didn’t hate the idea of being a healing potion for Airy. The only problem I could see was having to go solo again. I gripped my spear and let out a deep breath. Paladins could probably solo, and with the way the skill system was set up, I could branch over into the offensive and defensive trees as well.

While Airy went through her limited options, I continued looking over the skill tree. I was shocked to see how many healing spells could be coupled with ranged skills. I’d heard of magic-using archers before, but this was the first game I’d ever played that made archers seem like they could be a viable support class. If Airy was the kind of player to use two-handed swords and rush into fights, I couldn’t help but think I would best support her from afar with suppressive fire as well as healing spells.

My excitement was somewhat snuffed as I had a similar thought to when I was walking over to my VR console in the cafe earlier. Airy might not ever want to play with me again. If she didn’t, then I’d be left alone and all the fantastic battles playing out in my head where I helped her narrowly finish harrowing battles would be completely worthless. But… Airy seemed to like playing with me.

For the first time in years, I found myself asking a question I hated asking. “Can I invite you to my friends list?”

She turned away from the dark gray skill menu to look over at me. “Uh… Let’s wait until later on to take a step like that. You seem alright, but I’m not sure how much I want a dude trailing me around. Not to be a complete bitch, but we’ve been playing together a grand total of two hours at most. We’re in the same cafe, so how about I propose a counter-offer?”

The rejection stung. I didn’t want to invite people to my party often, but I wasn’t prideful enough to ignore her counter-proposal entirely. “I’m listening. Don’t get things backwards, though. I’m not trying to trail you around because your character is attractive. For all I know, you’re a dude in the real world and I’m the one being honest about myself.”

She shrugged her shoulders, seemingly not bothered by the comment. “I could be a guy, who knows? For now, I’d like to see what you’re going to play like as time goes on. The idea of having a cleric around is definitely nice, I’ve always been a bit of a reckless barbarian kind of player, but at the same time, you’re new to this. I don’t want to get attached to the idea of having someone to rely on if they stop performing well. I’m not as casual in games as most people, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

Her logic was similar to my own thinking when it came to denying a lot of the friend requests I got. Most of the time, the people that thought I was a good player weren’t nearly as good. That wasn’t me being an asshole, it was just the facts. In competitive games especially, I didn’t want to be weighed down with a bad player on my team. Still, I’d be lying if I said that Airy’s words didn’t light a fire under my ass. Maybe it was the fact that her character was attractive and that she was a damn good player, but I wanted to impress her.

“Sounds good. So I guess we’ll decide when it’s closer to time to get out of the game if we’re going to play together again?” I asked.

She nodded. “Exactly. And since we’ve wasted a couple of minutes talking about friends lists and you being a noob, I think it’s time we get back into exploring dungeons.”

“Sounds great, but if you spot a bow, I’d like to have it,” I said.

“A healer with a bow?” she asked. “Is that going to be effective?”

I started back down the tunnel towards Redtooth’s boss room so that we could move on to the next layer of the game. “I saw some support skills that utilized a bow. And, on top of that, my healing spell is a projectile, so if I can aim that, I’m sure I can aim a bow. That way I can make sure you’ve got some help next time two kobolds are trying to pick you off.”

Airy laughed as she walked alongside me. “Next time I won’t need you to attack minions. I unlocked a cleave attack so I can hit multiple of the little bastards at once. All you’ve got to do is keep me healed and hit stuff when you’re out of mana.”

“See? We do work well together,” I said excitedly.

“We do, but if we don’t get through at least two more layers before our eight-hour session is up, we’re probably not playing together again. I want to get to a customization place as soon as I can. Your character is just… I don’t like how he looks. It’s not that you’re ugly, but I’m going to be honest, I’d rather be the only elf in our party of two,” she said.

That was a very strange request. “So you’d want me to change race? Wouldn’t that mess with my vision and stuff?”

Airy let out a soft hum. “It would, but I think we’ll be fine. If you were willing to change your mind about your character, I’d be much more willing to change my mind about continuing to play with you.”

I stayed quiet as I let Airy take the lead once we got to the unexplored tunnel in Redtooth’s room. I was tempted to grab his bow, but I could barely lift it, let alone draw back the string of his massive weapon. It would have been useless and without an inventory to stuff it in, it wasn’t even worth selling. I did grab his tattered cloth shorts, though. While they were loose around my hips, they covered my cock and that was good enough for me.

After that tiny delay, I hurried to catch up with Airy and then we headed into the next layer.


Chapter Five

It took five hours to complete the next two layers. By the end of the two, I was getting pretty good at tracking Airy’s tendencies for her movement which let me lead my healing spells a bit to make sure I didn’t miss as often. She seemed quite appreciative of the heals.

My healing improvements weren’t the only new additions to our party of two. I’d picked up a longbow. It wasn’t the strongest in the world, but considering that the developers didn’t require players to actively manage arrows, I wasn’t complaining. Seeing the occasional ‘2’ or ‘3’ pop up from my shots as Airy continued cleaving through kobold and goblin alike was a rewarding feeling. Between her cleaving attacks and my arrows raining down on them, we were doing quite well. The bosses were still hard to deal with, but with the slight improvements to both of our gear, things weren’t going poorly.

As we stepped into the fourth layer, the atmosphere was a little bit different than the previous three layers. Instead of starting out in a dark room where we had to sneak around and figure out what enemies were in the layer as well as what was going on, we were in a dimly lit room. The color of the light was a comforting one, sapphire blue.

I let out a deep breath and lowered my bow down to my hip. “Do you think that statue is here? I’m back up to 892 experience and I’d like to spend it before I lose it somehow.”

“Fuck, I just hope there’s some kind of merchant running around up here. I know that there are layers that aren’t intense, but they’re not the most common. I think it’s like a ten percent chance to spawn one when you’re going through the dungeons? There are set layers that never change, mostly the ones that end with a five or a zero. They tend to either be the peaceful layers or boss layers. I know layer twenty-five is the one that’s supposed to have a town in it that you can really start buying gear and stuff. I think there’s another one coming up on floor five as well, but it’s to help you prepare for the tenth floor. Not a lot of beta testers made it past layer fifteen,” Airy explained.

“What gear would you even need to buy?” I gestured to her leather pants and tunic, “You’ve been getting the good stuff already!”

She smiled at me and shrugged her shoulders. “We’ve got different opinions about what good is. I want something with a bit more armor. While your heals are nice, I’d rather not have to hope that your healing is the only reason I stay alive. Sometimes it would be nicer if you could focus on using your bow instead of throwing healing spells at me.”

“I guess I can see that,” I mumbled and adjusted the various pouches of monster loot on my recently-acquired belt. “I’d like a better bow as well.”

“Same for a sword, but that’s all assuming that there might be a vendor here anyway. For now, we should keep moving. If we find somewhere to spend experience, I think you should invest in some more intelligence and dex. Buff up your healing a bit and make it easier to use your bows,” she offered.

“And strength and con for you,” I said, smiling. “We can cover all four stats, look at us go.”

Airy laughed and then walked further into the tunnels. They’d gotten less cramped since the first floor. While they weren’t large enough to stand side by side in, I could follow her a little to her left that way we could still chat while we traversed the layers. Before long, we came across a larger room with a much larger version of the statue we previously saw. Instead of being an empty room, there were a shit ton of the mushroom people we’d freed before.

Most of the brown-eyed, peaceful shrooms looked over at us as we walked through and a very strange, happy-sounding vibrating hum flowed through the room. A small group of the mushroom people rushed over to me and immediately started bapping me with their clubby paws. While they weren’t very individualistic, I guessed that these were supposed to be the same ones we rescued on layer one. Maybe layer four was dependent on if people did the first (and only) quest so far?

I reached down and petted the head of one of the mushroom folk like I would a dog and it warmly snuggled against my leg as a loud voice radiated through the chamber. “Heroes! You’ve returned! These are the rest of my people, and this is our home. This hasn’t always been our place, but for decades it has been. Enjoy the comforts of our cavern. Food and drink will be supplied to you, but heroes, if you could find the time to help our people again, I would do everything in my power to reward you.”

I glanced over at Airy, personally excited to help these adorable mushroom people again. “What do you think?”

“I think that this isn’t as random of an encounter as I thought it was,” she said. “I get the feeling that taking this quest would make the next layer change one way or the other.”

“I don’t think that’s a bad thing, and considering how helpful the HUD is, I’m down to do this quest,” I said.

Airy nodded and opened the game menu. “We’ve only got about thirty minutes left, so whatever we’re going to do, it would have to be after we have our real-world break. Do you want to keep playing today or am I going to be going solo into the night?”

I didn’t want her to run off and leave me behind, and it wasn’t like I had anything important to do in the real world. “I’ll be down to play as long as we possibly can tonight. And tomorrow, and the day after.”

“Sounds like you’re not a very busy person,” she grumbled. “I can only play on the weekends and a couple days of the week. My job is spotty, but if you’re going to be playing without me, then we might not be a good match for partying up.”

“I won’t play without you!” I said without thinking. Airy was one of the first people I’d really developed any kind of friendship with in the past few years. Maybe I was pathetic for that being the case, but that was what my reality looked like and I was enjoying the time I was spending with her. This VR game was the best thing to have happened to me in so long that I couldn’t imagine what going back to my apartment and hiding away would be like.

She smiled at me and gestured over to the statue. “Well, how about we pick up the quest and if you’re not going to lose your mind and turn into some kind of stalker, we could have lunch or dinner, or whatever time it is in the real-world together at the cafe?”

The thought of having lunch with someone other than myself was wonderful. “That sounds great. I’m at station twenty-six at the moment, so I guess come find me when you log out?”

“Sounds like a plan. Come on, let’s pick up the quest and see what the reward is,” she said and walked over to the massive statue.

I didn’t want to trample over my little mushroom buddies, so I was a little slower making my way over to join her, but once I did, the statue began talking again.

“Heroes, your victory over Redtooth was a great one, but I find it hard to celebrate too much. The dragon that gifted Redtooth with his abilities in return for the kobold’s service is angry. While the dragon usually slumbers until my people are brought to him by Redtooth as sacrifices, he has grown hungry since his expected delivery hasn’t come through. I fear that it is only a matter of time before the dragon comes to seek us out and enslave all of my people. This representation of me is how I can communicate with others, but I can’t interact with the world directly. If the green-scaled beast sought us out, I would be powerless to stop him. Heroes, if you could end this beast’s tyrannical rule over my people, I would be most grateful.”

Another text bubble popped up.

Quest: Morgana the Shepherd’s Plea

Requirements: Defeat the Young Green Dragon in layer five.

Rewards: Inventory access. 500 exp + 1 free stat point.

I didn’t hesitate to accept the quest. Neither did Airy.

“Thank you, heroes. The task will not be easy, but I could provide you with a one-time opportunity to alter yourselves to prepare for the upcoming battle. This is an irreversible gift that I can only provide you once. Channeling another Goddess’s abilities is taxing and dangerous to the Goddess borrowing those abilities, but it is a risk I am willing to take to help you in your journey.”

Airy’s eyes cut to me, “I want you to turn into a human female.”

“What?” I asked.

“This is what I was going to have you do later if you wanted to add me to your friends list. I didn’t want to say anything before we got somewhere that we could do this, but I hate playing with guys. It makes me uncomfortable, and if you weren’t such a handy player to have with me, I would have kicked you out already. You handled yourself well with the kobolds, and that was literally the only reason I kept you in my party. If you can’t do this, I can’t keep playing with you. I know it’s unfair, but that’s what I need from you. Max, I’m not trying to play a joke on you, but if you want to hang out and stuff, I would feel so much better if I didn’t feel weird around you,” she said.

I swallowed heavily. For the first time really since I met her, Airy didn’t seem like she had the world under her heel. In the fight with Redtooth, she lost some of her confidence, but the second she got her sword, she regained that confidence and then some. In the two layers after that, she led the way into every fight and made sure that I was safe throughout all of it. In short, she was the kind of gamer I could see myself working very well with.

But she wanted me to turn into a woman. Considering that I’d heard of guys turning into females in game just for sexual reasons, I didn’t want that kind of stigma associated with me. But… it wasn’t like I was going to be playing with anyone else. If Airy wasn’t fucking with me, then this seemed like a deal-breaker if I refused. Considering that I’d already played with her for longer than I played with most people, I didn’t like the idea of leaving her behind.

“You’re not going to tell anyone that I play a girl character if I do this, are you?” I asked softly.

Airy shook her head. “This is literally just for my peace of mind. If you don’t want to do it, that’s fine and I won’t think of you any differently in the real world, but this is a great opportunity to do this for free instead of paying for it later. Max, I would really appreciate this.”

I sighed heavily, “Don’t log out until I finish, okay?”

“We’ve got half an hour. I think you’ll be finished before we’re force-kicked from the game,” Airy said.

I took a step closer to the Goddess and tapped the Customize button. In an instant, I was transported back to the same dressing room that I was in earlier. My arm felt incredibly heavy as I lifted my finger to tap the female option. The second I did, instead of being a slender elf in boxers, I was a slender elf in leather bra and panties. My heart slammed against my rib cage as I tried not to stare at my own body.

I’d never considered myself that much of a pervert. While I wasn’t exactly sexually active, that didn’t mean I wasn’t capable of being attracted to people. I mean, considering my thoughts about Emily and Brandon earlier, I couldn’t even say that I wasn’t a little desperate for some attention in the real-world. The fact that I’d even thought about Brandon in any kind of sexual sense was concerning to me. I’d never considered myself bisexual, but when that rugged man looked at me, I could imagine a world in which I was happily sleeping beside him in his bed. That was an easier world to envision than waking up with Emily’s hips pressed against my crotch as we spooned. I’d never been the best at talking to women.

All of that only made it that much harder as I looked at the reflection in the mirror. Even before I selected the human race, I could see what my body might have looked like in the real world if I was a woman. After picking the human race, I almost felt sorry for myself. The brunette woman in the mirror was stunning. Her sleek jawline and feminine facial structure looked all too familiar to mine. Sure, my nose and jaw were more pronounced, but only by a little.

All of my childhood, people made fun of me because I was a girly-looking guy. Staring at the woman in the mirror, I could only wish that I’d been born as her. My soft green eyes looked so beautiful in contrast to my light skin. The flowing brunette hair nearly perfectly matched the color of my hair in the real world, but it was definitely a little longer. My cute button nose helped calm my heart rate down, but if I still had a cock, it probably would have been hard. As disgusted as I was with myself, I could see why a lot of male gamers found their female avatars attractive.

I barely fiddled with my new avatar’s details. I added a layer of makeup because if I was going to be a woman in this game, I wanted to be attractive. Why would I purposefully make myself less attractive? And even if Airy did want to give me shit for being cute, it was her fault that I was even in this position in the first place.

I hesitated for a few seconds as I looked at my reflection. I was gorgeous, but I was also uncomfortable with how similar I looked to my real-world body. With a little makeup, I might have even been able to look like this beautiful woman I saw looking back at me.

The thought made my stomach sink to my feet. The last thing I needed in my life was another reason for people to make fun of me.

Accepting the features of my new character, I was sucked back into the world beside Airy, standing in front of the statue just as I had been. My eyes dropped to my bare, dirty feet as I mumbled, “If you laugh, I’m never coming back to this cafe.”

Airy said nothing for what felt like minutes which prompted me to look at myself as well. Without the bra from the dressing room, I had a nice pair of small breasts that formed beautiful mounds on my chest. My flat stomach from before now had a little less muscular development, but the curve of my hips before they were swallowed by my tattered pants made it hard to tear my eyes away from myself. I hadn’t thought about all the little details about becoming a woman, but I noticed more than a few of them now that there was nothing else to focus on.

Things shouldn’t have been so uncomfortable. I’d only changed the gender and race of my character. It wasn’t that big of a deal. Other people did it all the time in games, and usually, they didn’t have any real reason for doing so. I did it to make my new friend feel better about playing with me. That was the only reason, right?

Airy’s lips finally parted and she stammered, “You’re beautiful, Max. I, uh… thanks for changing for me.”

“Literally don’t mention it,” I grumbled and lifted my bow a few times to see if the weight felt any different. It didn’t. Casting a healing spell at Airy, it functioned the exact same as when I was a male elf. And even though humans didn’t have the vision perk, I didn’t mind the thought of being able to use the human’s Cunning and Crafty skill to be able to trade currency for experience points once a day for up to 1/10th of the price of a skill or stat point, whichever was lowest.

“I might have trouble with that. You, uh… here,” she mumbled and opened her menu again. A few seconds later, a friend invite popped up on my screen.

I accepted it immediately. Even though I felt incredibly uncomfortable in my skin, I couldn’t deny that I felt a hell of a lot better now that Airy had secured herself in my friends list as my gaming partner. I could be uncomfortable all day long, but so long as I was playing with Airy, at least I’d be having a better gaming experience than if I was playing alone.

“I don’t want to waste your time in the game, but can we log out? I feel a bit sick to my stomach,” I said. “Maybe some food would help.”

“We can, but if it’s about the change, I really am sorry, Max. I promise there is a reason for it, but I don’t know if I’m ready to share that reason with you just yet,” she said softly.

I opened my menu and hit the log out button. I was given the customary fifteen-second logout timer. During that time, the machine withdrew the sensory material from my body and sent an electrical pulse to my brain letting my body know that it was time to wake up.

Soft light crept down from the ceiling, greeting me like an old friend. As I pulled myself out of the Skydyve console, I was relieved to feel the warmth of my cock in my boxers. It was a strange thing to miss after such a short time of being a woman, but I didn’t want to lose the one thing that truly made me feel masculine at all.

“Hey,” a deeper voice called out from beside me. It was the chubbier guy I met in line earlier. He smiled warmly at me and my stomach sank to my feet.

There was no way in hell I’d changed my in-game gender for some dude that wanted to creep on me, was there?!


Chapter Six

“I just got done racing in a fighter jet. If my mom wasn’t so cheap, I’d come back here every damn day. How was your game? What’d you play?” he asked.

I let out a long, deep sigh of relief. It might have been wrong of me to assume that he was the guy I was playing with, but all I knew was that the person I was playing with was inside this cafe. “I was playing Entering the Dark.”

“No shit? I heard that one was going to be brutal on its players. What’d you think about it?” he asked.

“Well, so far, the gameplay has been pretty hard, but if you’re smart, you’re not going to get your ass completely handed to you. I haven’t died yet, and neither has my friend I was playing with. That definitely doesn’t mean there haven’t been plenty of close calls, but I decided to go the healing route to make it easier on both of us,” I said.

He nodded. “That’s got to suck. I hate playing support in any game. I’m such a good healer, but my noob teammates always drag me down and waste my time.”

I felt similarly before I played with Airy. “Yeah, well, another nice thing about Entering the Dark is that they seem to have skills in place to make it possible to take a main role as support while still being either a tank or a DPS. I mean, I’m sure that if you routed it in the other way and went the aggressive or defensive route and dipped into the support tree, you’d probably be a better tank or DPS, but I don’t mind it in this game. My first healing spell is a projectile, but it only seems to matter that the spell hits a target, so I can still self-cast.”

“Makes sense. Besides, that game just came out and I know for a fact it has a respec feature. I’m sure you’ll figure it out, and hell, who knows, maybe we could play together sometime,” he said. From outside, a car horn honked and his smile faded as he rolled his eyes. “Well, that’s my ride. I’d love to stay another few hours, but Mom is going to want me to work tonight and that means that I’ll have to come to see this badass cafe another time.”

I nodded. “Be safe, try to have some fun at work, and I guess I’ll see you around.”

“That’d be cool, bro,” he said and flashed me the peace sign as he walked away.

While I was glad that he wasn’t Airy, I couldn’t help but feel a little guilty that I’d judged him so quickly. I felt vulnerable and exposed after changing my gender in-game. Especially considering the thoughts that went through my mind towards the end of remaking my character. I really did feel like I could look like my avatar in the real world, and that was the terrifying thing. Would Airy’s wordless reaction have been the same if I was dolled up in the real-world?

My heart thundered in my chest as I let myself fantasize about how differently people would look at me if they thought I was a woman. Instead of being teased and taunted for having a nice ass for a guy, I might have actually had people holding doors for me. They probably would want to listen to the things I had to say. All because I’d be sexy instead of just… feminine. Why couldn’t I be a sexy, feminine guy, though? I didn’t want to have to change just so that people would treat me like a human being.

“Max, right?” a chipper voice asked.

Turning my head to the left to look where the voice came from, my thundering heart froze still in half a second. An all-too-familiar brown sweater, tattered jeans, blonde hair, and stunning blue eyes told me exactly who she was. It shouldn’t have surprised me that the charismatic woman from earlier was the same overconfident badass in the game with me.

“Y-Yeah,” I muttered.

“Well, you’re cuter than your elf avatar, I’ll give you that. You’ve got an uphill battle ahead of you if you want me to say that about your new one,” she said, purposefully avoiding the gender of my avatar.

I smiled weakly at her compliment. Cute wasn’t exactly what I was going for, but when the compliment was coming from a bombshell, I wasn’t going to complain about what her descriptor was.

“Thanks,” I said before climbing completely out of the console. As I got out, a soft whirring sound came from behind me. Glancing back, I saw that the machine was using sanitizer to clean its own surface. While I was pretty sure Brandon would have to refill it, that was such a cool feature. “Uh, you said you wanted lunch? Would you mind if I paid for us to go somewhere that wouldn’t serve us candy instead of food?”

“So long as you don’t get things twisted and assume it’s a date,” she said.

I wasn’t assuming anything. I knew she couldn’t afford a nice lunch, that was why Brandon had to cover her earlier. I just wanted to be nice to my new friend and I was frugal enough to not be afraid of my own bank account not having enough in it to pay for us both to have a nice meal and get to know one another in the real world.

“Of course not,” I said softly. “I’ve been ordering from this place for a while, but this’ll be the first time I’ve ever actually gone in and sat down to eat there. It’s kind of something I’ve wanted to do for a hot minute.”

“Oh? What kind of place is it, Max? I’m allergic to shellfish, so I really hope it’s nothing like that,” Emily said.

“It’s just a burger place. They cook on an actual grill and have a pretty nice selection of food, but it’s things like steak, salads, and the like. Is that okay with you?” I asked.

A wide smile spread across Emily’s lips. “Don’t expect me to order the cheapest thing on the menu. I mean, if you’re broke, let me know, but I figure if you’re offering to pay for lunch, I won’t be having to look at the kid’s menu.”

I smiled back at her and made my way for the front counter of the VR cafe, “You can order whatever you want. Did you still want to play when we got back?”

“Yeah, but there’s a bit of an issue,” she grumbled.

“I don’t want to sound like I was listening in too much, but I know. I was in the back of the line when you got sent back there by Brandon. I’ll cover you if you want?” I asked.

She sighed heavily, “So long as you’re fine with me covering one of our next sessions after I get paid.”

“If you want, I won’t stop you, but this isn’t the kind of expense that’s going to make me quit gaming,” I said.

Brandon stepped up to the counter as we approached. “How was the game, Max?”

I smiled warmly at the bearish man and shrugged my shoulders. “Emily carried me through a lot of the hard parts, but I think we’ve got a good team dynamic.”

Emily plopped her elbows on the counter and leaned on her hands. “He’s not nearly as worthless as he just made himself sound. He’s going to be my heal slut.”

Hearing a word like that fall from lips like hers, I wasn’t sure what to think.

Brandon chuckled. “Yeah, well you need one. Every time we’ve ever played a game together, you end up getting yourself killed until you finally figure out how a boss’s patterns or whatever. That’s fine and dandy, but I get tired of kiting bosses while I wait for the self-proclaimed tank to show back up.”

Emily scoffed and pulled her elbows from the counter and put her hand on my shoulder, “Come on, Max. Brandon is garbage at games and if he was half as useful as you are with a bow, I wouldn’t be dying in the first place!”

“You two coming back?” Brandon asked as Emily dragged me out of the shop.

Confused and unsure of what kind of family dynamics were at play, I called out, “We are! Save my machine for me?”

“Will do,” Brandon said as the doorbell chimed and Emily pulled me through it.

Back out on the now-busy street, Emily grumbled, “I hate when he makes me look like I’m a terrible gamer. He’s pretty good, but he can’t play a tank at all. Still, I guess that’s how the entire community works. Tanks blame their DPS for not doing their job, DPS blame their tanks for not holding aggro, and clerics get the worst of it because they’re just caught in the middle of two people measuring their dicks.”

I was a little sad when Emily let go of my shoulder, but I didn’t let it show. Making my way down the sidewalk, I started the roughly half-mile walk to the restaurant. While I wasn’t sure exactly where it was located, I did notice that it was nearby when I was double-checking the map yesterday for the VR cafe. “The good news for us is that you’re a pretty good mix of damage and durability, and since I can sling a few arrows and heal you, it feels like we’re closer to a three-person team than just two people.”

“I’d agree with that.” Emily had to walk a little faster to keep up with me, but she seemed fine with the pace. “You know we have an hour lockout before we can keep playing, right? You don’t have to run.”

I had to consciously slow down my strides. “It’s not the hour window that bothers me. I’m not a huge people person, if I had someone back at my apartment, we might not have ever met.”

“Shit, well I hate to hear that you’re not good with crowds. I love being in the cafe with my uncle. It’s cool to know someone that runs their own business, especially when they’re family, and it’s a business you can actually help support.”

“I guess it would be cool to know someone like that. My family is a little on the poverty-stricken side,” I said quietly.

“Yeah, Uncle Brandon is about the only person in my family that seems to want to do well for themselves. I can’t even exclude myself from that list, honestly. I got my current job cleaning the high school by replacing my mom when she got sick. After she got healthy again, she figured out that she would much rather stay at home and make me help them with the bills instead of having to work herself,” Emily grumbled.

It sucked to hear that Emily’s mom wasn’t helping out around the house, and from first-hand experience, I knew how toxic living with family members that didn’t want to support themselves could be. “Have you thought about moving out?”

“I have, but then you’re having to pay first month’s rent, last months, and all the utilities and shit. It’s not the most unreasonable amount, but my mom knows exactly how much I make, and if I hadn’t thrown a fit about wanting enough money to go to her brother’s cafe to support him as well, she’d milk me for that as well,” Emily said.

Damn, her family sounded a lot like mine. I got lucky with how my life turned out. If I hadn’t received that considerable amount of money from my grandpa and invested it, where would I have ended up? Fuck, even if I did get the money and I lost it with my investments instead of having them explode, what then?

I was lucky, but instead of squandering that luck, I used it as a way to keep myself from having to be in Emily’s shoes. I glanced over at her and couldn’t help but feel like she was still in a better position than I was. Even with nearly six-million in investments, I felt like she still had a better life than I did. If not financially, at least emotionally. She was confident, excitable, and seemed to still see color in the world. All I did was stare at my computer screen and feel afraid of what the outside world would do to me if I stepped out of my apartment.

But today, I did step out of my apartment, and today, I met Emily. Maybe all I needed to do was take a leap of faith. “Well, until you can get away from them, could I make you an offer?”

Emily’s smile faded and I could tell from the look in her eyes that I was on a slippery slope with her. “That depends. I’m not looking for someone to start making me feel like I have to be nice to them because they want to be nice to me. If you step on my toes, I’ll scream, know what I mean?”

“I do, but I don’t want it to feel like one of those uncomfortable situations. I’m a huge believer in investing and if you’re willing to let me help you, I’d happily cover all the costs of you going to Brandon’s cafe so long as you instead invested that money. I know how rough things can be in your situation, and even if you were just putting back about two hundred a week, which I imagine you could save if you played fifty hours a week in games, that would add up quickly,” I said.

She hesitated before responding. “I usually only spend about one-twenty. Brandon covers me a lot of times, so I’m only really putting him ahead about forty bucks a week. Look, if you wanted to do that, I can’t pretend that I even know what investing looks like.”

“That’s why I want to help,” I said softly. “It’s not like I want to put you under my thumb or anything, I just want to make sure my new gaming buddy is taken care of. I don’t mean to come across like an asshole by saying this, but I’m not hurting for money.”

“You’re wearing designer jeans, Max, I can tell,” she said.

I rolled my eyes at her, “Can’t people wear nice clothes if they want to? My t-shirt is cheap as heck and my shoes barely cost sixty bucks!”

“So what you’re saying is that you specifically splurged on jeans that fit you very, very nicely?” she asked, the happiness returning to her voice.

A smile tugged at my lips and I nodded. “Maybe I was saying that, but obviously, you noticed how nice they fit.”

“Don’t start getting your hopes up. I’d much rather have your avatar than you, even if the only real difference is tits,” Emily said bluntly.

My heart started beating faster. The thoughts of makeup and other girly things started floating around in my head. If Emily was the person that would hold doors for me and all those other nice things, then maybe I… no, I was still a man. For every person that would be nice to me if I truly looked like my avatar, there would be a hundred more making fun of me if they found out what was really in my pants.

“Now look who’s getting their hopes up,” I mumbled as we finally made it to the restaurant.

We had a nice lunch, even though it was close to four in the afternoon. Emily told me a little bit more about her financial situation. It was a lot more stressful on her than she originally made it sound. She was essentially supporting three people, even if her dad did chip in to help with food. Her mom and dad blew a lot of money on creature comforts, leaving Emily with the option to tell them no to the necessities, which would hurt herself as well, or just take care of the bills and deal with it.

It wasn’t a good place to be, and I knew just how dense people could be when the options were to give up pleasantries and buckle down on what mattered or just keep ignoring that they were hurting the people around them. My parents enjoyed turning a blind eye. Ultimately, that was why I moved out before I felt like I was ready. But it was also because of my parents that I had the anxiety I did about the world.

When we finished eating and I paid for our dinner, Emily sighed heavily, “Thirty-eight bucks for food, then like, another twenty apiece for more gaming. Are you sure you’re fine with covering me for another session? And then think about how often I’d want to play with you if money wasn’t an obstacle. I’m an expensive friend to have, Max.”

I bit my lip and fought back the urge to tell her how much money I made in interest every year. It was damn near a quarter of a million dollars, and that was just what I allowed myself to live on. More often than not, it was more, and every year my portfolio grew just a bit more, and every year, I had more money to reinvest because all I really did was play games online. I wasn’t hurting for money, but she was, and I could make that hurt go away.

Maybe I wasn’t some kind of knight in shining armor, but I could be her helping hand. It wasn’t all for altruistic reasons, though. Emily might not be buying me lunch or paying for my gaming sessions, but she made me feel like I wasn’t alone. I hadn’t gone out for food like this in years. It was easier to just run to the grocery store and buy food to cook for a week at a time. I’d occasionally treat myself to a delivery service, but going out was an entirely different experience. She made me feel a tiny bit more confident.

“Expensive friends don’t bother me, so long as they’re worth it. And considering that we’ve got a dragon to go deal with, I think I’d rather have a quality friend that’s not distracted by an aching stomach with me for that fight,” I said and smiled at her.

She gave me a playful punch on the shoulder and mumbled, “I’m getting you a better bow as soon as possible. Consider it my way of saying thank you.”

I wasn’t nearly as good of a gamer as her and I could admit that. If she was going to be my sugar momma in the game, I wasn’t complaining. “I’m not saying no to that.”


Chapter Seven

Brandon eyed us curiously when we came back into his cafe smiling and chatting like old friends. “Seems you two had a good meal. Shame neither of you thought to bring poor old me something to eat.”

Emily smirked, “Poor? Old man, you run your own VR cafe with thirty stations and a full house at all times, you expect me to think you’re poor?”

“Damn, you didn’t have to go and call me old, though,” he grumbled. “And you’re right, this place is full, all but two consoles. I saved twenty-six for Max, but I’m sure I could find someone else to rent out the other console I held for an ungrateful brat.”

Their banter made me smile, but I couldn’t let Brandon give away her spot. Stepping up to the counter, I asked politely, “Another four hours for the both of us?”

“Oh, now you’ve got this poor fucker paying for your gaming addiction, Emily? What’s next, are you going to ask him to pay for your snacks and drinks too?” Brandon asked. This time, he just gestured to his payment device. Curious as to why he didn’t grab my wrist again, maybe I had read him the right way earlier and now he was being respectful to his niece’s friend. He was a manly man and I could only assume he understood that friendships between men and women tended to be a precursor to dating at times.

Once again, I was probably just reading too far into something that didn’t matter. I paid for the eight hours as I mumbled, “To be fair, I offered to pay for her gaming so that she can hopefully start putting some money back.”

Brandon shot a foul look at Emily. “You know my sister isn’t going to let that fly.”

Emily shook her head. “He knows how they are, that’s why he offered to pay for my gaming. So long as you don’t tell Mom what’s going on, she won’t know that I’m even saving money at all.”

“Then he’s just being generous,” Brandon’s cold gaze turned to me. “Let’s just hope he doesn’t think he can buy some gamer girl bath water.”

My cheeks flushed a bright shade of red. “I’m not that kind of person at all, Brandon. I just… Emily’s situation was a lot like mine and I don’t want her to end up as the version of me that didn’t make good financial decisions.”

“We’re just here to play the game, Brandon!” Emily scolded him. “Stop giving my new friend some ideas of what else he can pay for with me. You keep offering ideas and who knows what we’ll be slipping off to go do before long.”

Brandon sighed heavily as he looked at Emily. “Please don’t make jokes like that, Emily. The last thing I want to worry about is what you and Max might be getting up to when you’re not here.”

“He’s not my type, Brandon, you should know that better than anyone,” Emily said.

There was no laughter at all from either of them. Brandon simply nodded his head and muttered a quiet, “Sorry I took it that far, Emily. You two go have fun playing your game.”

While I wasn’t sure what they were talking about, there was clearly a sensitive subject that they were dancing around. “Thanks for holding our spots, Brandon.”

“Don’t mention it, Max.”

I walked over to my station and climbed into my console as Emily did the same thing on the other side of the cafe. Maybe I could talk Brandon into giving us machines beside one another, but that wasn’t really a big deal. It only mattered that we were in the same game together.

After the machine put me under and I was in the menu again, I invited Emily to my party and was thrilled to see Airy join my group. We both entered the game and spawned at the beginning of layer four.

Back in the game, I felt appreciative of more than a few things. First, I was in-game again, that was an easy one. Second, Emily and I were alone again. I didn’t have to worry about all the people in the store, and how Brandon might feel about us talking to one another. Third, while I wasn’t Emily’s type in the real-world, she looked at me in a completely different way once we were back in-game, and that felt good.

“Sorry about my uncle,” Emily said.

I shrugged my shoulders. “He’s just worried about you, I guess.”

“Yes and no. He’s been more of a father figure to me for years, so he’s got a bit of an expectation of me. I know he feels weird about me talking to guys, especially after what happened when I was younger. He’s the only person that knows how I feel about men at all, but I guess you should know. I’m lesbian, and I don’t want to go into it, but you can probably assume that the reason I wanted you to be a female in-game is because I’m not comfortable around men,” she said.

I didn’t want to imagine what kind of event happened to her, but I knew it wasn’t good. Still, I’d be lying to myself if I pretended I wasn’t a little disappointed that she was lesbian, but it wasn’t like I would have been the kind of person a woman like Emily deserved.

“As long as you’re comfortable, that’s all that matters,” I whispered as I fiddled with my bow. “Maybe we should get moving?”

She let out a deep sigh. “I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression earlier, I don’t want to lead you on, but guys just… they don’t do it for me, and the last thing I want to do is be in a sexless relationship with someone.”

“Just because you’re talking to me doesn’t mean you’re obligated to be in a relationship with me. I’m not going to pretend I don’t think you’re attractive, but attractive people are allowed to just be friends with people,” I said.

Emily put her hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You’re definitely attractive, in the game world and the real world. And yes, we’re allowed to be friends, but I just feel a little guilty. I’ll be honest, I think you’re cute, but there’s no way in hell that I could stomach the thought of you on top of me. I just…” Emily’s voice trailed off and I could see the pain on her face.

I pulled her in for a gentle hug and whispered, “Hey, it’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it and you don’t need to worry about that kind of thing. If you want to perv on my avatar, feel free. I don’t mind being sexy for you, but just don’t let it get uncomfortable for yourself. I’d be lying if I said that this body wasn’t attractive to me as well, but I guess that’s part of why I’m so uncomfortable with the idea of being a woman in-game.”

She hugged me back briefly before pulling away. “Thanks, and I hope that I’m not too distracted by your body to keep being a badass tank.”

I smiled at her attempt at a joke. “If it helps, I wasn’t really thinking of you in a sexual way. I guess I’m more envious of how confident you seem. I might not have gone through the same thing you did, but I’m not without my problems either. Mine was just more about being bullied for being, well, effeminate.”

Emily hefted her two-handed sword and put the flat of the blade on her shoulder. “Let a mother fucker say something to you now. I’ll beat their asses for you, real-world or not. Hell, if anything, they’re probably just jealous that you look like a model and they look like they got ran through a meat grinder.”

I smiled warmly at her compliment but decided that it was better if I didn’t extend that particular conversation. She shared with me and I shared with her, that was enough for now. I didn’t want to hold open her old wound any longer than I had mine open.

Instead, we hurried through the cavern and I had to fight off the urge to play with the little mushroom people. They were like puppies to me, so cute and adorable. Layer four was a short one, though, and we made it to the entrance to level five within two minutes of jogging.

Emily looked back at me, a nervous smile tugging at her lips. “Boss floors are notoriously short in this game but don’t get your hopes up that it’ll be easy. Dragons always have breath weapons, it’s why they’re so iconic, but this one is a young one. It might not be able to fly or anything, but it’ll probably have a ton of health and some kobold cronies.”

I pulled an arrow from my quiver and wiggled it in my fingers. “I’ve got something for the kobolds. You be careful and I’ll have my eye on your health bar, so don’t panic worry too much about your health. Now, if I start screaming my head off, you should probably come help me before I get swamped. One bad thing about you having all the good armor is that I’m even squishier.”

It was strange to hear my voice now that I was a woman. Earlier, I hadn’t given it much thought, I was more worried about how Emily was feeling. Now that things had gone back to normal, all I could hear was how soft and feminine my voice was, and if I was being honest, I liked it.

“We’ll get you some better armor and a better bow. I’m not going to lie, I was going to hoard all the good gear for myself, but you’re not a piece of shit person, so I definitely want to get you geared up. No use in having a cleric behind me if they get one-shot constantly,” she said with a grin before gesturing to the end of the tunnel with a thin gray film over it, indicating that it was a layer shift.

I nodded and we both stepped through the field. Loading times didn’t exist in the game. Every floor was created at random, except for boss floors, but even they had variance. So instead of loading prebuilt dungeons, the game just had a massive list of building blocks that it put together using procedurally generated information. From what I looked up on my phone while I waited for Emily to finish eating, all floors had to follow a preset guideline based on where players were at in the game, but as players got further, the number of enemies, the types of enemies, even the complexity of the dungeons got more expansive.

We stepped through the dungeon and while the layer behind us was probably going to remain the same until we turned in the quest, it was currently purged from the console’s memory. Instead of the comforting sapphire glow, we were truly bathed in darkness.

Emily spoke softly, “I can see about ten feet ahead, but that’s it. Hold onto my shoulder and be ready for anything.”

I did exactly that. As we walked through the entrance of the layer, I could make out a bit of light up ahead. It was almost orange in color, but as we got closer and closer, I could see that the source of the light wasn’t orange at all. In the center of the room was a sleeping green dragon that the statue mentioned before, but all around it was piles of melted gold. With each exhale, the dragon sent a puff of flames out ahead of it.

The cavern that the dragon was in was massive. The ceiling had to be at least thirty feet up and I couldn’t see the other side of the chamber. The dragon looked to be almost dead center of the room, and even it looked small from how far away it was. My stomach twisted into a knot as I thought about how many kobolds could be hidden amongst the vast treasure of the room. The positive side was that the dragon’s hoard was probably going to be very beneficial to us.

The second Airy stepped over the threshold into the room, a grating sound came from above us and Airy yelled, “Fuck, that was a tripwire!”

She reached back and grabbed me by the arm and hurled me deeper into the room and dove after me. The deafening slam of a heavy stone into the ground where we were just standing told me that she just saved our lives, even if it meant we were now trapped in the room with the dragon…

I scrambled to regain my balance and nocked an arrow instantly. My fingers reacted before my mind had a chance to think, loosing the arrow, I caught a kobold as it started moving from behind a melted gold pile. The gray ‘2’ that sprang up was enough to cause the creature to snarl in pain, but these weren’t the same weak monsters from the first layer. With that two damage, a white 8/10 sprang up beside his health bar. I didn’t have time to think too much about how many more shadowy figures were coming out from the various piles of melted metal as the dragon reared his graceful head.

Plumes of black smoke flowed from the beast’s flared nostrils as its golden, slitted eyes narrowed on Airy. The dragon didn’t seem to be able to talk as it rose up on its four legs and spread its massive wings. Even though its nameplate said it was a young green dragon, I wasn’t so sure that it was a small dragon. This was only layer five of Entering the Dark…

“Fucking hell,” Airy groaned as she readied her sword. “This is going to be a rough fight. No point in whining about it.” She took long, confident strides towards the dragon on light feet, ready for a blast of his fire to come her way.

I continued firing arrow after arrow into the kobolds as I saw them, but there were so many. Every shot that landed felt like it was on another kobold, and since my lucky shots barely managed three damage, I would still end up needing four shots per kobold to take them down. I counted twelve of the bastards so far, and it didn’t seem like that was all of them as they broke out into a run towards the center of the room, where the dragon was.

Airy swung her sword in a wide arc as two kobolds drew too close to her. Her sword hit harder than my bow by two damage on average, which meant that if she hit them, I could take them out in three more shots, but it was still going to take a while. As desperately as I wanted to just fire at the dragon and hope for the best, I knew that drawing his aggro would make Airy’s job a hell of a lot harder.

A few of the kobolds had crude weapons. While some still preferred (or only had) their claws, others carried more crude spears, a few had rusted swords, and one of them even had a two-handed mace that looked to be the femur of some large creature. Given the sheer number of them, when they all charged at Airy, I couldn’t help but wince.

Still, I shot arrow after arrow, most of them connecting with their targets, though I did miss occasionally. With Airy mostly standing still and keeping the kobolds at bay with her massive sword, it wasn’t hard to pick off the kobolds. At least, that was until the dragon was done observing its minions at play.

The green-scaled monstrosity strode forward on its trunk-like legs and with speed that Airy wasn’t ready for, brought its front right clawed foot down in a swiping motion, slamming into her and a few kobolds hard enough to send Airy flying. She thudded heavily onto one of the melted piles of gold, one that was still warm from the dragon’s breath.

Before I could even cast a healing spell, the dragon sucked in a deep breath and an orange glow filled the beast’s maw. I managed to fire off the healing spell at Airy before the blast of fire hit her directly as she was fighting to regain her breath. The measly green ‘3’ that sprang up was quickly stolen away by the red ‘5’ that popped up from the dragon’s attack.

I fired off two more healing spells at Airy before I ran out of mana and had to focus instead of picking off the wounded kobolds. Most of them had either been hit by myself or Airy at this point, but they were still tougher than I anticipated. By the time Airy managed to get away from the pile of gold that the dragon was stalking closer to, we’d only finished off three of the fourteen kobolds. From what I could see, there weren’t any more of them, but considering that we still had twelve creatures to go through and Airy’s life was barely above half after the two hits she’d taken, things weren’t looking great for this fight.

Airy didn’t hesitate to charge into the green dragon, though. Ignoring the kobolds that took their swipes at her, she slashed wildly at the dragon’s front legs and his lower neck. Each vicious strike of her sword managed to tear small cuts in the dragon’s hide and it was clear from the gray ‘1’s that his natural armor would mean this would be a very, very long fight.

Were we even ready for a fight like this?


Chapter Eight

I clenched my jaw as a few of the kobolds broke away from the main pack that was chasing Airy. I knew that Emily could handle herself, so I focused on the kobolds getting closer to me. The whistle of my arrow cutting through the massive cavern was followed by a soft thunk as the iron-tipped missiles sank into their marks. The screams of dying kobolds played like music as I continued firing as quickly as I could.

The second my mana was high enough to send a healing spell towards Airy, I dropped my bow to my side with my fist clenched around its shaft as I focused instead on my support magic. The soft yellow spell sank into Airy’s charred leather armor and I watched with glee as green numbers floated up above her head. All the while, she was dodging and slashing at both the dragon and the kobolds.

I couldn’t see the dragon’s total hit points from this far away and I didn’t want to distract Airy by asking. Instead, I kept my focus on supporting her. While I wasn’t able to heal her constantly, killing off the kobolds that were attacking her was a form of healing by mitigation. At least, that was what I’d tell her if she wanted to complain about me not healing constantly.

I wasn’t until I’d killed ten of the fourteen kobolds with Airy’s help that the first major malfunction happened. A spear tip shoved deep into my lower back and I let out a pained cry as two pairs of claws dug into my thigh. I forced myself to roll forward and came up on one knee, quickly snatching an arrow from my quiver and shooting it into the first of the two kobolds that caught me by surprise.

The kobold jumped back from the pain of my shot, but its companion dove forward again, bloody claws extended and ready to slice through my unarmored character.

A streak of blonde was all I saw as Airy bowled into the charging kobold, her sword tip erupting from its back. She lifted the light creature up, still impaled on her blade, and brought her sword down onto the kobold I’d shot with an arrow. Between the weight of the kobold and the strength of her attack, she nearly cleaved the second kobold in two.

That was the end of the heroic moment, though. Without Airy to distract the dragon, there was a noticeable change in temperature in the room as the dragon took another deep breath.

I looked at Airy with panic in my eyes as I sent a healing spell her way, and before I could cast another spell on myself to top me off, the burning heat of the dragon’s flames washed over us. As I tried to breathe, the flames scorched my lungs and left me feeling weaker than normal as I had to sit there, kneeling in the dragon’s attack, unable to move.

Airy screamed in pain, but that scream lost its pained tone almost instantly as a seething rage consumed her. She turned and as the flames stopped spewing from the beast’s mouth, Airy charged back at the monster.

Weakly standing up, I healed myself and then readied my bow at the dragon. If there were any kobolds left alive, I didn’t see them, and if they were sneaking up on me again, so be it. I fired arrows as rapidly as I could, each one striking the dragon and doing the minimal ‘1’ damage as they were turned away by his hide. With every shot, I took another step closer to the dragon until he was only a few feet away from me. With that proximity, every time I sent a healing spell towards Airy, there was no chance of it missing.

Airy was dealing with the hard part of the fight, though. The dragon wasn’t happy about being cut every few seconds by Airy’s crude weapon. Its massive clawed feet took swipes at her, and at one point, the dragon went in for a bite that it immediately regretted as Airy shoved her sword into the dragon's nostril, doing a whopping ‘2’ damage.

At this proximity, I could see the 34/100 beside the dragon’s health bar. We could do this, we’d already gotten him below half health!

A burst of soft laughter floated out through the room and continued to grow in volume until it sounded like it was coming from every direction at once. Airy called out, “What the hell is that?”

“I’m not sure!” I screamed back as I threw another healing spell at her, just after she’d taken another smack from the dragon’s paw.

A tall, shadowy figure dropped from the ceiling, landing just beside Airy. It straightened up, its grotesquely long, humanoid body crackling and popping as it did so. In its hands were two daggers, one dripping a purple substance, the other dripping a green one. The laughter continued pouring out into the room and the humanoid creature seemed to be where it emanated from, but the thing had no mouth.

Its blank white eyes contrasted with its sickly gray skin. Those eyes shifted their attention from Airy to me. A wave of nausea washed over me as the area where its mouth should have been twisted into an impossible smile. Its cheeks lifted, but there were no lips to move as it stared into my soul.

“Friends?” the word echoed in the chamber unnaturally.

Unsure as to what the hell the thing was even supposed to be, I nodded slowly.

Even the dragon seemed disturbed by the new intruder, and before any of us could act, the humanoid creature shot forward and sank both of its daggers into the dragon’s flank and two gray ‘42’s popped up followed by another dark green ‘70’. The dragon immediately collapsed, lifeless.

“A favor owed,” the word drifted through the chamber before the humanoid creature darted out of the room, crossing the lengthy expanse in less than a second. It moved in a sickly, flailing motion, seemingly unsure as to why it had arms in the first place… but if it wasn’t sure how to function as a humanoid, I was even more disturbed by it.

If it could do more damage than a young green dragon had health in the blink of an eye, I didn’t want to fuck with that thing. But… what did it mean when it said there was a favor owed? And why did it seem to want to be our friend?

The thought was concerning, but the eggshell white box that popped up over the dragon confirmed that the thing was dead.

“What the fuck just happened?” Airy asked.

I walked closer to her and started healing her back to full health as I talked, “I have no clue. That thing seemed to be waiting on the ceiling, but what the hell was that?”

Airy stared out across the cavern as if she were waiting for it to come back. “I’m not sure, I mean, the logical guess is that it’s some kind of ally or enemy we’ll have to deal with later, but did you see how much damage he did?”

“Like, over a hundred and fifty. That’s… we were barely moving the dragon’s health at all,” I mumbled.

Airy finished my thought, “And that thing just finished him off in two hits with fucking daggers. Either that was the developer’s way of showing us that we aren’t shit in this game or their way of showing us what an end-game build can look like.”

“Are we even sure that’s end-game?” I asked, unsure about anything regarding this game. No game I’d ever played was this hard and confusing this early on. The concept was simple, progress in the game and kill stuff, but the stuff we were fighting wasn’t predictable. Things seemed like they were just getting harder and we hadn’t had a gear upgrade in a little while.

Airy let out a deep groan and mumbled, “Let’s just go turn in this quest and unlock the inventory system. Maybe that will be when we unlock vendors and shit. Either way, I feel like a chump after that fight.”

I nodded, feeling a little robbed of our boss fight as well. We could have killed the dragon and it really wouldn’t have taken all that long. After clearing out the kobolds, it wasn’t that bad at all with my healing spells to keep us both topped off.

We went back down to layer four and turned in the quest to the statue that I assumed was named Morgana. The immediate reward of five hundred experience and the stat point was nice, but having access to our inventory was why I wanted the quest done so badly. I allotted my stat point to intelligence to increase the power of my heals as well as my mana regeneration. It was strange to double my stat entirely, but when all four stats started at one, that wasn’t hard to do.

Airy glanced over at me, “Well, let’s hope that the stat points help a lot more than the gear does.”

The statue flared with its sapphire light to catch our attention. “Heroes! You’ve helped my people yet again. For this, I can’t thank you enough. Find me on the next layer once my people have had time to clean out the dragon’s treasure and I will ensure that you have your first pick of the beast’s fortune.”

“Of course,” I mumbled, still distracted by the thought of that weird creature. Whatever it was, I wasn’t looking forward to fighting it later down the road. But maybe the thing would be the next quest-giver, that would be a much nicer alternative to it being an enemy.

Airy reached over and tapped me on the shoulder, “Hey, you’re thinking too hard about it. This is a game, we’re either going to kill that dude when we first run into him or we’ll have to go back a little bit in the game and grind until we can get strong enough to kill him. It’s not the end of the world if we run into him again.”

I turned to glance at Airy, but I couldn’t help but notice that her eyes weren’t on my face. Following her gaze, I felt my cheeks burn hot. I wasn’t used to having breasts and I certainly wasn’t used to being ogled because of that fact. I swept my forearm over my breasts and mumbled, “I thought you weren’t into guys.”

Emily quickly turned to look away from my chest. “Shit, sorry, I wasn’t trying to be weird. Your character isn’t a guy anymore, though, so I mean, what do you expect me to do when you’re half-naked?”

“I don’t know, but you made me feel like a perv for looking at you earlier,” I mumbled. “That wasn’t exactly my fault either.”

“I guess it’s not. I just wasn’t thinking about the real-world version of you. That being said, at least you know your character is smoking hot, right? You could totally party up with some unsuspecting guys and get all kinds of free stuff given to you,” she said with a forced smile.

I shrugged my shoulders and let my forearm slip away from my breasts. The smooth skin of my arm gliding over my perky nipples pulled a soft moan from my lips and Emily’s eyes quickly locked back onto me. My cheeks were on fire from a mixture of embarrassment and something else… excitement? “I guess I could do that, but I’m not that kind of person. Besides, as far as I’m aware, I’ve already got my sugar momma in my party.”

Airy chuckled quietly and then took a step closer to me. Her hand cupped my chin and she tilted my head back so that I was looking up into her beautiful eyes. “Maybe so, but if I’m supposed to be bankrolling your gear and stuff, wouldn’t I deserve something in return?”

I couldn’t keep looking her in the eye. The confidence radiating off of Emily was palpable and while she seemed to be perfectly happy to make me melt into a puddle, I wasn’t even sure what to say. But if she was going to be so cocky after having lunch in the real world, after playing together for close to nine hours… then why couldn’t I tease her as well? That’s what friends did, right?

“I guess you would deserve something, but if that was the case, shouldn’t you be the one to take what you want?” I asked.

Emily smirked and even after putting an extra point into my intelligence, I couldn’t have predicted what she was going to do. She leaned down and held me in place as she pressed her lips to mine. The soft kiss was unexpected, but I couldn’t bring myself to pull away. After hearing that she was a lesbian, I lost all hope that there could be anything between us, even if I desperately wanted to explore some kind of relationship.

I felt the heat building between my thighs as Emily ran her tongue across my lips and then pulled away from me. “If you’re leaving the offer on the table to take what I want, you might want to draw some lines before I decide that your character’s nakedness is an invitation.”

My heart thundered in my chest as I stared blankly at her, still in shock after the kiss. “Y-Yeah.”

“Yeah?” Emily asked and shook her head slowly. She ran her thumb down my jawline and let her hand curl around the curve of my neck. “You’re lucky I’m not the kind of person to take advantage of someone’s shyness. Come on, we might as well go see what Morgana was talking about when she said we could get first dibs of the dragon’s loot.”

I didn’t want her to walk away. I wanted her to leave her warm hand on my neck, draw me back in for another kiss, and if she let her hands roam elsewhere, female avatar or not, I wouldn’t have stopped her. But I couldn’t bring myself to say anything as Emily turned around and started walking back towards the layer five entrance.

I practically floated along behind her. There was something about the way Emily acted that made me feel like I was a feather in the wind. She was the wind, of course, moving me wherever she desired and as a care-free feather, I was just there for the journey. And what a journey it had already been. For my first day truly enjoying being retired at such a young age, I’d already reached the pinnacle of what life could offer me.

When we walked into layer five again, the darkness had been replaced by torchlight. Instead of piles of melted gold, there were small wooden structures that looked haphazardly thrown together. The flock of mushroom people seemed much more intentional with their pathing. Instead of walking around aimlessly, they were walking between a few major areas in the large cavern, two of which seemed to be vendors. At the back of the chamber, a large statue of Morgana that was more intricately carved than the other two stood nearly as tall as the ceiling.

“Our heroes have returned! Friends, you’ve freed my people from the tyranny that has been plaguing us for years. While we are only a tenth of what we once were, with your assistance, we are back on the path of returning to our previous life. We can not thank you enough, but what we can offer you is what you’ve rightfully earned. Please, take an item from whichever merchant you would like, completely free of charge. If you would like to barter for an additional item, you won’t have to try hard to persuade your new friends for a cheaper price!” the statue’s voice boomed throughout the chamber.

After announcing our arrival, the mushroom people seemed to acknowledge our presence, and this time, even Airy got some mushroom baps. She didn’t seem nearly as irritated as she did the first time the adorable slime-esque NPCs showed her some affection. When I glanced over at her, she quickly looked away from me as if I’d caught her stealing a look at me. Maybe the confidence she showed earlier was only a display, but I hoped that it wasn’t. As strange as it was for her to kiss me like that, I wasn’t going to pretend that I didn’t enjoy it.

The butterflies in my stomach continued fluttering as the mushroom folk led us to the vendor with its goods on display. There were a few weapons and a few pieces of armor, but instead of having to guess as to what did what, the inventory system had unlocked another feature of the game. Stat blocks popped up beside each piece of equipment that I looked at. If I inspected a weapon, it even showed the comparison stats of my bow next to the new weapon.

While I was busy looking at my choice between two bows, Airy finished her shopping rather quickly. “The bow on the left looks better, objectively. Four to five damage on average seems good at this level. Either way, you should put this on,” she said and held up a leather tunic towards me.

The armor had a defense rating of three but no other stats. I smiled weakly as I selected the bow and transferred it to my inventory. Taking the armor from Airy, I slid it on over my naked torso and mumbled, “Thanks, but I’m almost a little sad that you can’t see them now.”

“You’re going to have to make up your mind,” Emily grumbled. She crossed her arms and smirked at me. “Either you like being my e-girl or you don’t. Either way, I’m starting to feel like you’re more into it than not.”

I shrugged my shoulders before opening my inventory to swap out my bows. My previous one only did two damage with an additional +1 damage to weak points. I closed my inventory and looked back at her. “I don’t think I have an issue with being your e-girl per se, but I don’t know how I feel about getting attached to someone that wouldn’t look twice at me in person.”

“Then I don’t know why you’d have any trouble with me?” she asked.

“Because you’re a lesbian? You said it yourself and I’m not one to imagine that I could ever be the exception to any rules like that,” I said back without hesitation.

Emily nodded and looked to the side. “I identify as lesbian because it’s much simpler than going through all of the shit I feel when I think about guys. I’m not looking for your sympathy here, but when I was younger, I was given a damn good reason to hate men. If you can’t read between the lines, then you aren’t the kind of person I’d expect to understand me at all.”

A cold chill coursed through me, causing the hair on my neck to stand up. “I can read between the lines. That’s awful to hear, Emily, but I don’t want to be a reason you feel uncomfortable. Ever.”

“And that’s why I felt like I could tell you, Max. Look, I think you’re a pretty cute guy, but that’s what is going to get me in trouble with you. You’re cute. Not handsome, not studly. Just cute. I wouldn’t want to ever picture a world with you as my boyfriend because I don’t want a boyfriend. Seeing you like this,” she gestured to my character, “makes me hate that you weren’t born as a chick. I think I’d enjoy spending more personal time with you if that were the case.”

I sighed heavily at her words. “So what you’re saying is that I’m too feminine to fall into the guy category and too masculine to fall into the chick category. Don’t worry, I’ve heard that so many times before.”

She must have been able to hear the annoyance in my voice. Emily shook her head. “I’m not saying that at all. I’m just saying that if you looked more like your avatar, I’d probably care much less about what was between your legs.”

“It’s not like it would take a lot of work to look like my avatar,” I muttered before I truly thought about what I was saying.

Emily paused as she looked me up and down again. “No, it wouldn’t.”

I turned my attention back to the vendor, growing increasingly uncomfortable with just how much thought she seemed to be giving that idea. While I was certain that I could figure out how to put on my own makeup and style my hair in a more feminine way, I wasn’t so sure that I would want to do anything like that in the real world where someone might see me. I didn’t have a reputation to ruin, but I still had my pride. There was no way that I would even consider letting a random woman be the reason I even considered wearing makeup!


Chapter Nine

There was a long, uncomfortable silence as I untied the various pouches of loot I’d collected up over the course of our adventure from my belt. Once I got those valued by the merchant, I put my old bow on the crude wooden counter and then pointed to the large, curved two-handed sword the merchant had. While I was in the red as far as value, the merchant nodded its adorable head and used its blunt hand to push the sword’s hilt towards me, accepting the trade.

I took the heavy sword and held it out towards Airy, unwilling to let her use her quest reward to get me a tunic and nothing for herself. “Take it, the loot should have been shared between us anyway.”

She took the sword and immediately swapped her old one out for a small amount of gold and then spoke softly, “Thank you, but it’s not hard to see that you’re uncomfortable. If I said something that made you feel odd, please tell me.”

“It’s not that I’m uncomfortable with anything you said, I’m just not sure where it leaves us, that’s all,” I said.

“It leaves us as friends. Look, we barely know each other and I think that you’re a cool person to play games with, but that’s all it has to be. I went too far with the kiss—”

“I don’t have a problem with you kissing me. Making me feel like if I gave up what little masculinity I have left to even be an option for your attraction does make me feel strange,” I said bluntly. It wasn’t often that I spoke my mind so boldly, but if Emily had shown me anything so far, it was that she didn’t seem to care for beating around the bush.

Emily looked at me and then down at her own feet. “I guess that’s what it all boils down to, though.”

She didn’t even bother denying that she wanted me to be effectively emasculated. My fists instinctively clenched as I thought of some kind of comeback to make her feel like she was being rude to me. But she wasn’t. This wasn’t high school anymore, she wasn’t calling me a sissy, she wasn’t insulting me for things beyond my control. She was just telling me how she felt about me, and in a way, she was even being kind of sweet for not lying about it.

I fought through the initial anger and looked over at her. “So you’d rather have me put on makeup and skirts and all kinds of girly stuff so that people would insult me until I died from shame?”

“I never said you’d have to do anything like that. I’m not sure what I’m asking, Max. I’m just saying that I think you’re attractive and if you were more feminine, that would make me more comfortable with the thought of you in the real world. I don’t even know what that would entail, but I guess that’s me being selfish and inconsiderate. I don’t know what your life is like, you’ve only told me a tiny bit about yourself. You seem like a cool guy, but maybe we should just stop talking about all this shit. We can just play the game together and leave all of the dating shit off the table. I’m not exactly looking for someone anyway,” she said.

That was good enough for me. Slightly irritated with how things had turned out, I gave my bowstring a quick pluck and mumbled, “We’ve got a few hours until we have to log out. Maybe it is best we keep working our way through the layers. We’ll eventually run into that dude that killed the dragon again and we’ve got a vendor we can sell stuff to.”

“There was a second vendor as well, we should check them out. It might be a place to spend experience,” Airy said, quickly letting the tension from our previous conversation fade into nothingness.

I was still a little on edge after our conversation. Emily wasn’t even being mean or demanding, but I couldn’t help but feel like she was a walking example of why I hated going out in public at all. She seemed so perfect, but because of my genetics, I wasn’t good enough to fit in an easy category. She didn’t consider me manly enough to be a threat, but I wasn’t feminine enough to qualify as someone she could be interested in. I was in such a weird middle ground that no one wanted me.

Maybe that wasn’t how it truly was, but that’s how it felt.

The second vendor did indeed have the option to invest in skills and stats. The first stat point was 250 exp, the second was 500. I put both points into my dexterity to increase my bow damage and overall character speed. I bought another two skills as well, one being a passive skill to increase my mana pool, and the second being an active skill to enchant my weapon with holy damage. In the end, I was left with a total of 42 experience again.

Emily didn’t tell me what she put her points in, but I assumed she put at least one point in her constitution as her overall health had increased by five points for a total of twenty.

“Ready to go?” she asked.

I nodded but said nothing. Emily let out a soft sigh and I knew that I was being a little difficult, but I didn’t know what she wanted me to say. A large part of me felt like I was being stupid for not just agreeing to let her turn me into whatever she wanted me to be in the real world, but there had to be limits to what I was willing to do for a complete stranger. She was being exceptionally nice to me overall, especially considering how she’d been when we first started playing together today, but that didn’t mean I should let her dictate how I lived my life.

But was it really worth clinging to my failing masculinity when I could have someone like Emily in my life? Even if she never touched my real-life cock, that wouldn’t really matter to me. If she only wanted to fool around in-game, then lucky for me, the Skydyve console was known for its sex-positive approach to adult games. If being a little more feminine in the real world meant that she would be comfortable going out on dates with me physically, then why couldn’t I just swallow my pride and let myself finally open up to someone else?

Her life seemed shitty and I could solve a lot of her problems by letting her move into my apartment without paying rent. That was a big step and while that wouldn’t happen until I knew her much better, I could still help her a lot. I could make her life easy. I could do so much for her and she could do so much for me… but I’d have to do… what exactly?

I could barely focus on shooting enemies as we continued playing the game. Layer six wasn’t difficult at all in comparison to the dragon fight. Layer seven was hard, but between the healing spells and my new self-enchanted bow, it wasn’t too much of a struggle. By the time I heard the announcer call out, “Five minutes remaining.”, I was hardly in a position to want to stay in the game. Playing with Emily was still fun, but what could compare to how I felt when she kissed me earlier?

The game was nice and all, but how long could I really go on with my money to keep me company and no one else? I didn’t want to die alone, and Emily was a catch, even if it did mean she’d want me to wear something embarrassing. And the chances of something like that happening seemed rather low. She seemed more interested in me not clinging to the traces of masculinity I didn’t really have in the first place.

“I guess we’re logging out, then?” Emily asked as she wiped her sword clean of blood on a nearby orc’s corpse.

“Yeah, I guess,” I mumbled.

“I don’t really want to log out either, but I’m less concerned about the game than I am what’s going on with you,” she said.

I shrugged and offered her a fake smile. “What do you mean? I’m fine.”

“Yeah, I’ve said that before,” she muttered and then opened her menu. Above her avatar’s head were the words ‘logging out’.

I quickly followed suit. Shortly after the log out timer, I was brought back into the real world and I hurried to get out of my console to try and find Emily, but she was nowhere to be seen.

As I approached the counter, Brandon shot me a death glare. “Did you say something to Emily that I need to know about?”

The intensity of his voice made my heart stutter. “I-I don’t think so?”

“You better hope that she doesn’t think so either,” he snarled.

While he might have been trying to intimidate the shit out of me —and it was working—, I wanted to know why he asked in the first place. “Did she already leave?”

He nodded. “She left in a hurry. Emily usually sticks around until after I’ve closed up. That’s why I’m wondering what you said to her, Max. She didn’t look like herself when she left. The girl is usually all smiles, but whatever happened, she just wanted to go. Didn’t even tell me if she was coming back tomorrow.”

“Could you text her and ask her?” I asked.

He shrugged his shoulders. “Even if I wanted to, I’m not sure I’d let you know what she said. I’m not stupid enough to think that you didn’t have something to do with it, Max.”

While we were talking, people continued filtering out of the VR cafe. Before long, it was just the two of us. I leaned onto the counter and mumbled, “She kissed me.”

The veins in Brandon’s neck bulged for a second as he fought back the urge to scream. “She did what?”

“I don’t want to piss you off or anything, but she asked me to change my character into a female. I did that before we left for lunch so that we could keep playing together. After we started playing again, she was staring at my character. One thing led to another and she kissed me. After that, we had a conversation about her thinking that if I was a bit more feminine that maybe we could see where things went,” I mumbled.

“I find it hard to believe that Emily would storm out of here just because she kissed you. I’m not surprised that she was staring at you, hell, I’m not surprised that she kissed you,” Brandon said. He leaned heavily on the counter and let out a deep sigh. “I’m not sure what’s going on between you two, but I hope that you can figure it out.” Brandon pulled out a sheet of printer paper and put it on the counter along with a pen. “Look, write down your phone number. If she’s fine with me telling you if she’ll be here tomorrow, I’ll call you and let you know. I’m sorry if I seem a bit snappy with you, but I’m worried about her.”

I started writing down my number as I responded, “I’m worried too, but I’m not sure why I’m even worried. I’m not sure what she would want me to do to make her more comfortable, but I want her to be happy.”

“I’m sure she wants you to be happy as well, if she’s even interested in pursuing things. Emily is a very all-or-nothing kind of person, Max. If she likes you, she’s either going to want to date you or she’s probably going to want to break things off entirely. I don’t know if that’s something you can handle, but if you can’t, maybe you should consider what it is you want from her,” Brandon said. “But keep in mind, if you hurt her in any way, I’ll find out.”

The threat wasn’t taken lightly, but I was more afraid of having hurt Emily than what Brandon might do to me. I didn’t want her to be mad at me, but I couldn’t accept that this was entirely my fault.

I left the cafe and headed back to my apartment. The same four walls greeted me the same way they always had. There was nothing special to me about my apartment anymore. After the initial thrill of being on my own wore off, I’d grown quite lonely quite quickly.

I didn’t even bother going into the living room to get on my computer. Instead, I went straight to my bedroom to get clothes to change into and then hopped in the shower. As I showered, I couldn’t help but stare at the neatly folded boxers on top of my pajamas. If all Emily wanted was for me to wear some panties and maybe something a little skimpier than the pajamas, then was that really all that much of a price to pay?

An unsettling thought cut through the noise of panic in my mind. Emily didn’t say anything about me wearing panties or putting on makeup. Those were things that I kept going back to. As uncomfortable as it was to admit it, those were things that were already on my mind, but the uncertainty of what Emily wanted for me kept causing me to go back to the things I’d considered taboo for so long.

I finished in the shower in record time as I raced over to the bathroom mirror. For the first time in what felt like years, I let my eyes linger on my naked body. I never considered myself an ugly person, but I wasn’t what society said that a man should be. My shoulders weren’t wide and rounded. They were small and slender. My stomach didn’t have a rippling set of abs. Instead, I had a smooth, slender waist as well. My hips weren’t very flared, but as I turned to look at the curve of my ass, I couldn’t deny that my butt probably would look nice in panties. A skirt would show off my legs, but they would only be worth showing off like that if I shaved.

There was nothing that Emily could ask me to do that I hadn’t thought about already. After being teased about being a sissy for years, it wasn’t like I never looked up what they were online. It wasn’t like I couldn’t agree that I had the body for it. I just didn’t want to be ridiculed and made to feel like I was some kind of freak for embracing that feminine side of myself. There was always the fear that if I did, no one would ever want me. But I was already twenty-five. It wasn’t like my failed attempts at being normal were working for me.

The only thing that did work so far was changing my avatar into a woman. That got me the kind of attention I’d always wanted from women, but… would Emily be anywhere near as interested in me if I did embrace my feminine side? What if I changed all the wrong things? What if she thought that I was completely spineless and lost all interest in me? I didn’t know if that was a risk I could take.

I stared into the mirror for a little while longer before walking back into the shower. I turned the water back on and took a deep breath. Replacing the head of my razor, I took a deep breath and then rested my foot on the wall of the shower and brought my razor down to the base of my ankle. Even if I didn’t decide to go further than shaving my legs, I at least wanted to see for myself if I preferred being smooth-shaven or not.

I took a long, slow stroke with the razor and let the water rinse away the strands of hair, leaving behind a smooth, pale streak of flesh that contrasted against the hair on the rest of my leg. The first stroke was the hardest, and before long, I had one smooth leg and I quickly went to work on the other.

Once my legs were smooth, my stomach twisted itself into a knot. I ran my hand up and down my freshly shaved leg. Instead of prickly hair that felt itchy after touching it, all that was left was the silky smooth skin. The feeling of my hand running up and down my leg was addicting. That feeling was far too addicting. Before I could second-guess myself, I started shaving my arms and anywhere else that I felt the stray strand of hair.

After however many years it took in the shower, I finally finished removing every last trace of body hair. While it felt like a lifetime, it probably only took an hour at most, but that hour was well spent. I turned off the water and quickly toweled off before scurrying over to the mirror. The person in the mirror only looked slightly different from before. Instead of instantly looking like a woman, all that really happened was that I looked a bit paler without the hair littering my arms and legs. But I felt different, literally and figuratively.

The simple act of shaving my body hair felt somehow freeing. The bullying I used to get while I was growing up wasn’t nagging at me as I looked at myself. I wasn’t so much worried about who would say what about my decision to shave my arms. I’d already done it, the only thing they could do was comment on the fact that I chose to live my life differently than they lived theirs. So what? Running my fingers over my smooth forearms, a genuine smile tugged at my lips.

“Fuck them,” I said to no one in particular, but those words were empowering. “The only person you have to impress is yourself, Max. If you’re not happy, then who cares who says what to you?” I put my hands on the bathroom counter and leaned closer to the large mirror. “If putting on makeup or wearing whatever stuff Emily wants would mean you’re happy, then why the fuck does it matter if someone calls you a fag?”

I smiled at my reflection. The confidence probably wouldn’t last, but it felt good. I didn’t even bother putting on my clothes. I just took them into my bedroom and put them down on my dresser for tomorrow morning.


Chapter Ten

I woke up to the sound of my phone buzzing on my nightstand. Sunlight filtered through the bottom of my blackout curtains, but I didn’t remember ignoring my alarm. Rolling onto my side, I noticed for the first time just how silky soft my covers were against my shaved body. I dismissed the thought as I grabbed my phone and answered the call from the unknown number.

“Max?” Brandon’s voice asked.

“Yep, what’s up?” I asked groggily.

“Sorry to wake you up so early, but if you’re free today, could you come to the cafe sometime today?” he asked.

I sat up in bed and ran a hand through my mess of hair. “I can, did Emily get back to you?”

“She did. Swing by when you’ve got some time. She isn’t going to be playing today, but she wanted me to give you something,” he said.

“Alright, I can be there in about an hour. I’ve got to make breakfast and wake up. Want me to bring you something?” I asked.

He chuckled and I could practically feel him shaking his head at me. “You know what, yeah. I had to skip breakfast this morning, I’d appreciate something if you’re willing to bring it in. Just don’t expect a kiss.”

My cheeks flushed and before I could tell him that I didn’t even want a kiss from him, he hung up the phone. If that was an offer from Emily, I would have loved the kiss, but I’d been single for way too long to be tempted by multiple people at the same time. Emily showed interest and it was Emily that made the first move. As far as I was concerned, that meant that she was the person I should focus on until I found out what she wanted to do moving forward.

I clambered out of bed and felt my cheeks burn even hotter as I shuffled into the bathroom. Morning wood was always uncomfortable, but I felt much more vulnerable without my body hair. It didn’t make sense, but seeing myself hard without the typical hair made me feel like I was bigger. I knew that logically, my cock was the same size it’d been for a while now, but it still looked more impressive to me.

Once I finished in the bathroom, I went back into my bedroom to put on clothes. The pajamas on my dresser got stuffed in a drawer in my rush to get things taken care of, and soon after, I had on a pair of skinny jeans and an orange t-shirt. I pulled on a pair of black and white striped socks, then put on my sneakers.

Instead of my usual sausage and eggs, I made a few biscuits, bacon, sausage, and eggs. If I was going to bring Brandon something to eat, I wanted it to be a little nicer than the food I typically made for myself. All the while I cooked, I couldn’t stop glancing at my smooth arms. Brandon might notice them. I couldn’t help but wonder how he would feel about my decision to shave my body. The truth of it was probably that he wouldn’t care at all, but I couldn’t stop worrying.

I finished making the food and wrapped the two biscuits I made him in plastic wrap to keep them nice and fresh. I didn’t treat my biscuit as gracefully as I did his. I devoured it as quickly as I could and then hurried into the bathroom to brush my teeth. Finally, I grabbed my wallet and  Brandon’s biscuits, then I was out the door and on my way to the VR cafe.

It wasn’t an extremely long walk to his store. Part of the reason I chose Brandon’s cafe in the first place was that it was in a part of town I was relatively comfortable with. That didn’t make the place all too familiar to me, though. I hadn’t gotten out much recently, and if I was honest with myself, that disappointed me. I hated being so reclusive, but I didn’t feel like I had a reason to go out. With everything being delivered to my apartment, why did I need to go out?

I didn’t have to. But that was the entire problem I was having. All the money in the world couldn’t buy me experiences from the comfort of my own home. I needed to go out, I needed to meet people, and I needed to stop worrying about everyone else’s opinion. If I wanted to do something that people might make fun of, it was their right to judge me, just as much as I had the right to enjoy myself.

The doorbell chimed as I stepped into the VR cafe. There was no line today. Brandon’s cafe opened at six in the morning and closed at eight at night. Those were some pretty long hours for Brandon to work, but unless I was mistaken he was the only employee there.

His grizzled face broke into a smile as I approached the counter with the biscuits. I put them on the counter and smiled back at him, albeit a little weakly. “Bacon, sausage, and egg,” I said as I slid the wrapped biscuits further across the counter.

“Do I owe you anything?” he asked as he grabbed one of them and started unwrapping it.

“Uh, no,” I mumbled. The thought of him wanting to pay for the food I made was unsettling at best. I couldn’t tell if he was being polite by offering or if he thought that I was that kind of greedy. “You said Emily wanted you to give me something?”

He took a large bite of his biscuit, nearly eating half of it in one go. Even when I was trying to rush through my biscuit, it still took me four bites. Brandon grabbed a folded up sheet of printer paper from next to his keyboard and handed it to me.

I probably should have waited until he told me what they talked about when Emily was writing the note, but I couldn’t help myself. I needed to know what she wanted to say to me. Waiting wasn’t an option.

Max,

I’m sorry about leaving like I did yesterday. The way you said you were fine brought up some old memories. I used to say that all the time, man. That’s exactly what I used to say to people when I was hurting but all I wanted was for people to leave me alone. I don’t like being on the other side of that. Clearly, you weren’t fine. If you don’t want to talk about it with me, you don’t have to, but unless you tell me what it was that I said that made you uncomfortable, I can’t do anything about it.

Until you’re ready to talk to me, I don’t think I want to play with you. Not because you’re not fun to play with, if anything, it’s because you’re too much fun to play with. You’re so willing to change for me and that’s a little concerning. I’m the queen of trying to please people usually, but I can see that you’re struggling. You’re a cool guy, Max. Don’t change for anyone unless it’s something you truly want to do. In any case, I’ll write my number down below. If you want to talk, please text me. I don’t know if I could talk to you in person right this second, I feel like I’m pressuring you into something you’re not ready for and that’s not okay with me. I’ve been on the other side of that coin, so don’t try lying to me again. Not if you want to be my friend or whatever else.

On the bottom right of the page, Emily left her cell phone number. A bitter-sweet smile tugged at my lips. I should have known what upset her yesterday, especially considering what she told me. Emily wasn’t a new passenger aboard the struggle bus. She saw right through my bullshit, but at the same time, I couldn’t imagine that she blamed me for trying to be reserved about what I said.

Yes, I was uncomfortable with the thought of being more feminine in the real world, but no, I didn’t feel overly pressured by her. I hoped that she would have understood the difference, but I could also understand that she would be much more sensitive to feeling like she was forcing me into something I didn’t want to be a part of.

“So?” Brandon asked after finishing his second biscuit.

I glanced up at him, “You mean you didn’t read it?”

He shook his head. I handed him the paper and sighed. “I think she’s blaming herself for my insecurity.”

Brandon read the note and nodded his head slowly. “That sounds about right. Emily is a very kind person, but behind the smile, she can be a bit of a mess. There’s a lot of uncertainty with her, but it sounds like you already know that. She didn’t say a whole lot while she was here, but she wasn’t her chipper self.”

“I feel like we’re two peas in a pod, kind of. She’s much more outgoing, but I think she puts on a mask of sorts when she steps outside. Emily seems so damn sensitive at times, but she’s also so confident and sure of what she wants. When we first started playing together, she was a bit of an asshole. It didn’t take long for her to warm up to me, though, and after that, I felt like we clicked well. But then all this other stuff came up,” I mumbled.

“What other stuff?” he asked.

I shrugged my shoulders as a familiar warmth spread through my cheeks. “I don’t really want to say it out loud.”

Brandon didn’t hesitate to pull another piece of printer paper from the stack beside his printer. He put it on the counter and offered me a pen. “You don’t have to say it out loud.”

I wasn’t sure if I should have even told him through writing, but Emily was his niece. He’d eventually find out about what she wanted if Emily did want to date me at some point. I scribbled down that she wanted me to look more like my female character in the real world. I slid the paper back towards him and tried my best to take deep breaths to calm my heart rate down.

Brandon’s eyes widened for a second before he crumpled up the paper and tossed it in the trash. “That explains a few things. I’m going to be blunt with you. When you first came in here, I thought you were a chick with some tiny, tiny tits. It took me a few seconds to realize that I was damn near hitting on a dude. Nothing against you in the slightest, but if that’s what Emily wants and you’re fine with it, then I can’t imagine you’d need to change much.”

The fact that Brandon thought I was a woman made our first encounter together make a lot more sense. It also explained why he wasn’t so keen on taking me by the wrist again. But if that was the case, then he also didn’t do what so many other guys in my life had. Instead of berating me or insulting me for my appearance, he just… well, he didn’t do anything different. That was a very comforting thought, and if that bear of a man didn’t have a problem with my feminine appearance, then why was I still giving some of my old bullies any kind of control over how I lived my life?

My respect for Brandon grew a bit more after hearing that. If I couldn’t be open with him, then who could I even talk to about this kind of thing? “And honestly, it’s a change I’m willing to make. I don’t want to get on hormones or anything, at least, I don’t think I do, but I do like the idea of having someone in my life. Even if we can’t be a couple for whatever reason, it would be so damn nice to have a friend I could go out with. I almost never leave my apartment, and when I do, I feel so exposed.”

“I’m pretty sure I get that, Max. Emily seemed like she was having a good time with you yesterday. I don’t think she wants you to disappear so quickly from her life, so why don’t you do me a favor, bro? Text her. Talk to her. Tell her how you feel and what your limits are. Don’t hold back because you’re scared of pushing her away by having some boundaries. Trust me, Emily would appreciate that a hell of a lot more than you being a yes man,” he said.

I nodded and took the letter Emily wrote from Brandon. “I really appreciate that, Brandon. Is it cool if I save your number in my phone, by the way?”

He let out a low laugh. “Yeah, man. Just don’t hit me up if Emily turns you down. I don’t think I’d want to step in that bear trap.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “As if, who would even want a strong, handsome guy in their life? Definitely not this trap,” I said jokingly.

“I almost fell for that trap,” he grumbled.

My heart fluttered at his comment. I didn’t really want to flirt with him, but there was no denying that his words had an effect on me. Brandon thought I was attractive, even if he didn’t know I was a guy at first. Even after that, I could practically see in his eyes that he was a little conflicted with how he felt about me. If that was the case, then I really didn’t have far to go to please Emily’s feminine tastes.

I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face as I left Brandon’s shop and went back to my apartment. As soon as I got home, I put Emily’s number in my phone and sent her a text. “Hey, it’s Max. Are you free for a little bit?”

It only took a few seconds to get a response. “Hey! I’m free all day, but I don’t want to go out. Is that cool?”

My blood ran cold. I couldn’t tell exactly what she meant by that. Did she not want to date at all or did she mean that she wanted to stay inside? My paranoia wouldn’t do me any favors. “What do you mean by go out?”

“It’s cute that you have to ask. I’m staying home today. I take it you read my letter?” she responded.

“I did. I also talked to Brandon, so if you don’t like what I’m about to say, then you can blame him for giving me the suggestion.” I hesitated as my thumbs hovered over the letters on my phone’s keyboard.

It might not be the most intelligent thing I’d ever done to tell her what I was and wasn’t comfortable with. Not because she didn’t deserve to know, but because I wasn’t sure where my own limits really were. As much as I tried to fight the idea of wearing women’s clothes, I’d always been curious. After looking online for hours upon hours, I saw the same comments over and over from self-identified sissies. They all mentioned how wonderful the textures felt, how sexy they felt in those clothes, and how liberating it could be to finally let themselves out of the closet, in a sense.

I gently bit my bottom lip as I continued composing my message. “You said you would want me to be more feminine. I’m okay with that. I wouldn’t mind exploring that side of myself. I’ve been a bit defensive about it because I know it’s something I do want to try, but I’ve always been made fun of for being as feminine as I already am. That’s not something I could control, but I felt that by presenting more masculinely in general that I would somehow feel better about myself. But I don’t. I’m not sure where to start or what I even want to try, but I know that I enjoyed how you looked at me in the game. I enjoyed when you kissed me, and I don’t give a fuck what anyone says to me if it means that you would be willing to do the same to me in the real world. But, even if you don’t want to do anything in real life, that’s okay. I would be just as happy to be your internet waifu.”

I hit send before I could delete anything I wrote. And then I waited. And waited. And waited a while longer. It took a full fifteen minutes before Emily responded. Fifteen painfully long, agonizing minutes.

“Shit! I didn’t mean to leave you hanging for that long. Mom needed me to help her give the cats a bath. I got a little clawed up, but we made it through that mess. I don’t mean to minimize what you said, but honestly, I already think that you’re an attractive person, inside and out. The biggest issue I had is that when I saw you as a woman in-game, I noticed a difference in the way you walked, the way you spoke, and fuck, the way you looked at me. I get that you wanted to look at my boobs when we first started playing together, but that was when your character was a male. The second you changed into a female in the game, your eyes were on mine. You were the one catching me looking at things I probably shouldn’t have looked at. And yeah, I think you’re cute in real life as well. If you want to dress more femininely or wear makeup or whatever else, that’s cool with me. If anyone says something to you, we can just ignore them and know that at the end of the day, as long as we are happy, then their opinions don’t matter. They’re not paying your bills. They’re not cooking your meals. They don’t matter.”

Just as I finished reading that wall of text, Emily sent another message. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. I think I could be at the cafe on Wednesday all day. I’m not going to ask you to pay for me, but I’d like to see you there.”

“I’ll be there! Is there something specific you want me to do or wear or something? Anything?” I asked.

“Max, chill with that shit. Just be yourself without worrying about people judging you. That’s the version of you I want to see. You don’t have to do anything other than that for me,” she responded.

I bit down a little harder on my lip. That wasn’t the answer I wanted from her, but if she wanted me to be me without me worrying about others judging me… well, I might as well learn how to apply some basic makeup.


Chapter Eleven

It took a day for my order to come in. That wasn’t a long wait at all, especially considering how much I ordered. I started with makeup, but then the recommendations started rolling in. Then I made the mistake of looking up women’s lingerie. It was all so damn cute, but lingerie without outfits to go over it would have been silly.

Before I knew it, I had a cart worth a little over two and a half thousand dollars. The sticker shock was a bit terrifying at first, but then I took a deep breath and checked my bank account. While it was only a tiny fraction of what I had invested, there was a reason I had the money. What good was being richer than almost anyone else my age if I couldn’t make memories with that money?

I carried the three large boxes into my apartment after I signed for them. They weren’t exactly heavy, but I knew from the volume of clothes I ordered that I’d have at least two weeks worth of new outfits to try on. A large part of me felt like I was satisfying a guilty pleasure, and in a way, I was. But the clothes could wait for another time. While I did want to try them on, I also wanted to learn the basics of applying makeup.

I’d spent the majority of yesterday texting Emily and watching instructional videos about makeup. I had my skin tone matched to my foundation to the best of my ability, and I knew that sticking with tones of gray and black would be best for practicing until I learned how to actually apply any of it. I didn’t bother with lipstick, though, I did buy lip gloss.

I carried one of the stools from my kitchen into the bathroom and sat down in front of the large mirror with my unboxed makeup kit. I almost wished it was a cheaper kit to learn with, but I bought brand name makeup with an army of great reviews. If I was going to spend money, I didn’t want to buy something I’d hate.

I separated all of my brushes and applicators and then read all of the containers of makeup to figure out which ones went with what. After that step, I dabbed my applicator in the foundation and watched my reflection carefully as I began applying it like the videos showed me. It went on surprisingly well. I blended out the foundation, making sure to blend it down to my neck so that there wouldn’t be a jarring contrast of colors. I wanted my makeup to look a bit more natural at first. I could experiment with color palettes another time. For now, all I wanted to do was get everything on and not look like a clown.

I moved on from the foundation to a reddish blush. It didn’t take too long to get my cheeks looking rosy, but I ended up putting a little too much on. I grabbed a wipe and cleaned the makeup away, pulled up another video to go over the basics of blush, then tried it again. The second time was better, but I still didn’t feel overly confident about how I looked so far. Then again, I hadn’t even got to my eyes yet. That’s the kind of makeup I was always interested in.

I tried and tried again for hours. Emily finally texted me, but it was only to tell me that she was at work and would be busy for most of the day. I told her that I’d love to talk to her when she was free, but if I was being honest with myself, I was excited to have more time to figure out this annoying makeup.

I’d gone through half of my makeup removal wipes before I finally had a look that I thought was pretty cute. The shades of black and gray were already looking a little abused, so I’d moved on to a bit of color. Instead of reddish blush, I used a light brown instead as it looked better with the copper color I used for my eyeshadow. The black mascara made my eyelashes look like they were almost twice as long and gave my eyes a much more feminine look. There was so much more I wanted to learn, but I couldn’t bring myself to wipe away the makeup I’d put on. It looked so damn cute!

My heart raced in my chest as I took a selfie and sent it to Emily. That probably wasn’t my smartest decision because there was no going back after she saw it, but that also excited me. If she liked me with makeup on, then maybe she could help me learn a little more about it.

The clock on my phone hadn’t even ticked past three in the afternoon. I wasn’t going to waste the rest of the day, not when I had boxes of clothes I could be trying on!

All sense of shame had melted away as I scurried into my bedroom where I’d put the boxes earlier. The mirror on my dresser was something I’d mostly ignored for the past few years, but I found it strangely erotic to watch myself opening the boxes. I didn’t find my own body somehow sexy or anything like that, it was more that I couldn’t help but feel like I was doing something I shouldn’t have been doing. With makeup on and my somewhat androgynous outfit, I genuinely wouldn’t have been able to say that the person I saw in the mirror was born a man. That was what had my cock straining against my skinny jeans.

It didn’t take me too long to pick out a simple black skirt that came down to my mid-thigh along with a super thin white shirt with a low cut neck. While I didn’t have real breasts, I did have two high-quality forms I hoped would fit well in my clothes. They were supposed to be a B-cup and while I wasn’t all that familiar with how women’s breasts were sized, I felt like a B-cup would look natural on my slender frame.

With the skirt and top picked out, my excitement got the better of me and a bead of precum leaked from my cock as I started looking through the lingerie I’d bought. I wasn’t proud of how turned on these clothes were making me, but no one was around to judge me. As fucked up as it was, I should have thanked Emily for being the excuse I needed to allow myself to finally explore this naughty side of myself. I’d always been the conservative ‘guy’, but I knew deep down that I would have loved it if one of my bullies forced me to wear something like this and be their ‘girlfriend’ for a night.

It was moments like those that made me resent myself for being as feminine as I was and never acting on it. I could have been such a cute guy, but people still preferred their rugged and athletic types. But Emily… she wasn’t male, she didn’t have something I wasn’t sure I wanted in my ass…

However wrong it may have been to use her as an excuse for my fantasies about being sissified, I couldn’t deny the thrill of picking out a skimpy pink lingerie set.

It may have taken hours for me to get my makeup on right, but it only took me seconds to strip out of my ‘male’ clothes. I didn’t take the time to admire how adorably cute I looked in the mirror, all dolled up with a stiff cock. Instead, I put my bra on first and put in the breast forms. The way the bra cupped my sides and pulled down on my shoulders felt a little strange at first, but I couldn’t deny that I looked even hotter with fake breasts and a thick, throbbing cock that was fighting to break free from between my thighs. If Brandon thought I looked like a trap before, the poor guy would have offered to buy me lunch if he saw me like this. Sadly for him, he wasn’t going to get that chance. Emily, though…

If I knew Emily would appreciate it, I would have sent her a picture of myself just like that… but I doubted the third day of knowing her would be enough time to start sending her nudes. Just because I appreciated my body didn’t mean she would!

After that, I leaned forward and pulled the bikini-cut panties over my feet. I hesitated a moment as I held them around my ankles. As hard as I fought to keep myself from becoming exactly what I was diving fully into, I felt like I should have been more disgusted with myself. But I couldn’t be. The lacey panties felt so good against my shaved legs, and I wasn’t going to leave it to my imagination to know how they would feel against my cock. I could feel the warm, wet trickle of precum oozing out of my crown as I pulled the panties up my thighs and stood up so that I could pull them over my hips.

The mostly lace panties (except for the crotch area) fit almost perfectly on me. They hugged my ass tightly and if it wasn’t for the fact that my cock was bulging out of the leg hole, they would have been perfect. I fought the urge to reach down and stroke myself, I couldn’t allow myself to do something like that until I’d put on the rest of my outfit!

As much as I hated to cover my panties up, I wanted to wear my skirt so desperately. I didn’t make a ceremony out of the process, I just pulled the skirt up my legs and used the tiny hooks in the back to keep it tight around my waist. The skirt hid my hips from sight, but the bulge near the top of my skirt was clear as day.

I grabbed the white shirt and pulled it on as fast as I could. Standing up, I looked in the mirror and let out a soft, feminine moan. I truly was as beautiful as I feared I would be. With how many times people told me I looked like a fag or that I couldn’t be a man if I wanted to be, I knew from the first time I put on women’s clothes that no one would ever tell me I wasn’t pretty. They were right. When I tried to look like a guy, I did look pathetic. I wasn’t meant to be in men’s clothes. But with a body and face like mine, if I didn’t have a bulge in my skirt, no one would have ever guessed I was a guy.

But that was just a hypothesis for now, and like any good nerd, I knew I had to test my hypothesis. If there was one thing that I kept myself from doing even though other guys did, it was getting my ears pierced. I’d always loved the idea of wearing jewelry, but I knew that it would have done no favors for my attempt at having a masculine appearance. But now? I bit my lower lip as I looked in the mirror before immediately releasing it. I didn’t want to mess with my lip gloss.

My pouting reflection nearly broke my heart. To my left, my phone buzzed and the screen turned on as a text from Emily came through. I quickly opened my phone and read her comment. “Fuck, you look pretty hot with makeup on, Max. Why do you have to send a picture like that to me when you know I can’t see you for another two days?! Asshole!”

A smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth as I responded. “You’re the one that helped make me more comfortable trying something like this, so I thought I would at least show you how I looked. But I guess I can stop sending pictures. I suppose I’ll just delete this picture I took of the outfit I’m wearing for you.”

I hadn’t taken a picture, not yet, but she didn’t know that. Emily’s next text came in within seconds of my message to her. “Don’t you dare fucking delete it. I want to see. Please? I mean, only if you’re comfortable sending it. I’m not going to force you, but you brought it up!”

I could practically feel her desire through the phone. I’d be lying to everyone in the world if I pretended like I didn’t love the attention. This was all I’d ever wanted from anyone else. Ever since I’d been old enough to date, I wanted to have someone that made me feel like I was their reason for waking up, and while that might not be how Emily felt, I’d happily lie to myself and pretend it was.

So I stood up from my bed and crossed my right foot over my left and leaned forward in a typical kawaii girl pose with the peace sign included and took a picture of myself in the mirror and sent it to her immediately. It wasn’t until I opened the picture that I could see just how noticeable my bulge was in the picture. The way my hips were pulled back and the way I crossed my legs made my cock tent against the skirt and draw it up my thighs a little ways. It wasn’t intentionally lewd, but there was no denying that I was as hard as I could possibly be.

My stomach twisted into a knot the second I saw how clear my cock could be seen. Sure, it was beneath my skirt and tucked into my panties, but I could have done something to hide it if I just took a few seconds to look at the picture before I sent it to Emily!

Emily’s response helped calm my turbulent stomach, though. “I’m glad I’m not the only one that’s turned on. Fuck! I need to get back to work, but I want your permission to save that picture to my phone. I promise I won’t share it with anyone, and if you want some leverage on me, I could send you something?”

I thought about accepting that offer, but in the end, I didn’t want to have leverage over her. “Emily, please don’t. Not yet, anyway. I trust you enough to not show it to anyone else. Save it, but if you use it later… I mean, you don’t have to tell me if you do, but I’d like to know if you enjoy it later.”

“I don’t know if my fingers would be enough after seeing what you’re packing under that skirt, baby girl.” Emily’s response came back quickly.

I wasn’t expecting her to be so… sexual? That might not have been the right word for how she was talking to me, but I loved it. I read over her text again and again. I sat back down on my bed and scooted back until I could recline against my mountain of pillows. And then my hand went to the one place I should have kept it from.

My fingers slipped underneath my skirt and over my panties. I pulled gently on my cock causing the lace panties to drag against my shaft as they were forced down to the base of manhood. While I wasn’t exactly manly, I could appreciate that the part of me that people liked to judge men on was well above average. Emily seemed to appreciate that fact as well, and it was that thought that ran free in my mind as I started stroking myself.

Emily didn’t seem all that interested in men, but if that was the case, she was definitely making me feel like my cock wasn’t going to be an issue in our potential relationship. It was strange to feel so close to someone that I’d only known for such a short amount of time, but Brandon said it best. Emily was an all or nothing kind of person. I wasn’t much different, and Emily made the mistake of making me feel like I didn’t have to impress her. Emily enjoyed that I was feminine.

The shackles of masculinity that I’d locked myself into weren’t the right fit for me. The panties that I slipped into, though… they were a much better fit.

My hand pumped up and down my cock faster and faster. I didn’t intend to get myself off, but as my skirt pooled up around my hips, I pulled my hand out of my skirt and grabbed my cock again. Without the waist of my skirt pinning my wrist in place, I could stroke myself faster and faster. The thought of Emily’s lips against mine in the game played through my head again and again. The way I felt when she looked at my character like I was a supermodel made my heart flutter. I would have killed to see her in person after I sent her that picture.

The building tension in my core snapped and I let out a long, feminine moan as hot streaks of cum burst from my cock. The first shot of my orgasm splashed against my cheek, the second landed on my neck, and my poor shirt caught the rest of my seed. I was a cum-coated mess, but looking at myself in the mirror, I couldn’t deny that even when I looked like I was used in a shady alley, I was still sexy.

I almost didn’t want to clean myself up, but I knew that my cum would ruin this shirt if I didn’t hurry up and clean my mess. As tempted as I was to gather my cum on my finger and clean it that way, I wasn’t sure I was ready for that kind of sissification. Not unless Emily asked me to…

When I finished cleaning up, I picked out another outfit and took it into the bathroom and sat it down on the toilet seat. This time as I showered, I couldn’t help but glance over at the cream colored panties as I started the much easier process of shaving the slight stubble that’d grown in.

Emily would appreciate seeing me on Wednesday, especially if she knew that I would be going out in women’s clothes just for her. So what if people judged me? Emily was the person I wanted to enjoy the dinner I cooked her. She was the person that I wanted to snuggle up to at night. Maybe I was rushing into a relationship that would end up hurting my feelings, but at least I wasn’t hiding in my damn apartment anymore.


Chapter Twelve

I spent the majority of the rest of my night talking out loud in a progressively more feminine voice. It was hard to get my pitch just right, but with enough effort, my voice slowly sounded more womanly. If I was going to go out in public, I didn’t want people to know immediately that I was a male. While I didn’t want to be a genuine trap, I did want everyone to think that I was a woman. Otherwise, what was the point of all the makeup and cute clothes?

If I wanted to be seen as a guy in drag, I could have just put on a dress and not shaved my body hair off. I wanted Emily to be able to go out with the ‘woman’ she wanted to be with. It was a little strange that I felt so desperate to please Emily, but she was offering me everything I ever wanted in a partner. She was confident, caring, sweet, and most of all, she was a gamer that made me feel like I was a noob. Emily was exactly what I wanted, and if she was half as excited as I was about exploring my feminine side, then why shouldn’t I allow myself to take the risk of letting her into my life?

When I woke up on Tuesday morning, I took another shower and changed into yet another outfit. This time, I chose a pair of women’s skinny jeans that cupped my ass so tight that my panty lines were visible, a cute black blouse that my bra couldn’t be seen through, and a pair of old-school black and white Chucks. The outfit was both cute and conservative at the same time. If people wanted to stare at my tight ass, then they could, but I was more worried about not coming across as a complete slut.

I fully intended to go to Brandon’s Cafe dressed as a woman, but I didn’t want that to be the first time I went out in public. I’d already searched the nearest tattoo and piercing shop with decent reviews. The tattoo shop wouldn’t open up until eleven, so I made breakfast, cleaned up around my apartment, and burned a little more time by browsing through online stores for more women’s clothes. I didn’t buy anything immediately, but I put way too many outfits in my cart for another time. If I still liked them in a week, I’d probably buy some more, but I knew better than to let my impulses control every facet of my life. If I didn’t, I’d be broke by now. How many in-game purchases would I have bought if I didn’t make myself wait?

The second my computer’s clock ticked over to 10:30, I shut it down and then made my way into my bathroom. With my heart beating a billion times a second, I put on my makeup and then stopped looking for excuses to stay at home. I didn’t want to be judged harshly, but at the same time, I knew that if I couldn’t go outside today, then going tomorrow would have been impossible as well. Today wouldn’t be any different from tomorrow, Emily wouldn’t be coming over to my apartment to walk me to the cafe. She wouldn’t be walking me back to my apartment after we spent all day playing.

Even in that scenario, if she did walk me to the cafe, then I would still be pretty much on display for anyone to look at while we were in our machines. Logically, I knew that they would probably be playing their games as well, but I wanted to look nice for Emily, and that meant wearing something cute enough to catch other people’s attention. There were so many risks involved, but what good was living a ‘safe’ life in my apartment? I was single and lonely because I stayed in my apartment. My first time really leaving the house with the intention of meeting someone only came about because of the cool feature with the Skydyve console. I left my house with the intent of meeting someone to at least talk to. Dating wasn’t exactly the focus of going out. Making friends would have been good enough… but now I had the opportunity to date Emily.

I took a deep breath and finally stepped outside of my home. The first few steps away from my apartment were the hardest, but I let my mind linger on the thought of seeing Emily in person. While the picture I sent last night wasn’t intended to show her my cock, I’d guaranteed that Emily was still interested in me. If she liked me dressing up and it made her comfortable, then did it really matter if people laughed at me for trying to look like a woman? Not really. The only thing that mattered was that I was doing it because I wanted to.

As I walked down the street, it wasn’t just my paranoia telling me that people were looking at me. Every time I took my eyes away from my own feet to look at other people, they either smiled warmly at me and let their eyes roam wherever they pleased or quickly looked away as if I’d caught them gawking at me. I just knew that everyone that saw me could tell that I was a guy. Even if they did know that I was a dude, when I passed by them I could see heads turning to look at what I could only guess was my butt. Before long, I didn’t see a reason in staring down at my feet, hoping to go unnoticed. Clearly, people noticed, and clearly, they weren’t ashamed of their interest in me.

Instead of feeling a bit humiliated, all I felt was empowerment. This was my body to do whatever I wanted with. And apparently, being a bit of a trap was what I enjoyed. I had absolutely no intention of fooling a guy into thinking I was a woman to fuck him. If anything, it was quite the opposite. I wanted one specific person that knew I was a guy to be comfortable with me as her girlfriend in public. Whatever she wanted me to be inside the comfort of my apartment (or her place) didn’t really matter. But I wasn’t fooling her. She knew who I was. She knew what I had in my panties, and if I didn’t stop thinking about the fact that she knew, I’d end up showing everyone that looked my way the same bulge Emily saw…

I walked right by the tattoo shop in my stupor and only realized that fact when I saw a tatted up guy standing beside the building with a cigarette hanging between his lips as he scrolled through his phone. The acrid smell of cigarette smoke caused my nose to scrunch up and I quickly turned around, glad that he was apparently on break. Hopefully someone else would be the person piercing my ears.

I entered the building and was greeted warmly by a woman behind the desk. “Good morning,” she called out. “Did you have an appointment with an artist?” Her arms were covered in beautiful tattoos, some older, some newer. She had her septum pierced, three earrings in each ear, and a set of snakebites which gave her a rather wild appearance, but despite that appearance, she seemed so positive when she spoke.

“Uh, no,” I muttered. It would have been much smarter to call ahead, but I didn’t think that far into the future, apparently. “I was hoping to get my ears pierced?”

“Well shit, I’m free. Let me get you the paperwork, ma’am,” she said politely. The woman pulled out a clipboard and offered it to me. “Just fill that out while I get set up. If you’d like to pick out a set of earrings from this selection,” she tapped on the glass display of the counter to her left, “I can pop them in for you.”

She probably thought that my smile was because I was getting my ears pierced without an appointment, but that was only a tiny fraction of the reason. With only a day to practice my girl voice, I’d managed to pass as a woman. I used to hate being so feminine, but now that it was my choice to present as a female, it was honestly nothing short of thrilling.

The woman stepped away from the counter and I took the time to look at the earrings. I wasn’t looking for anything too expensive, after all, I just spent a hair over two and a half thousand dollars on this new little hobby of mine. In the end, I settled on a simple set of silver stud earrings. They weren’t too fancy, but they would go with almost any outfit. That was the perk of picking something a little generic. Besides, I could wear them out in public even if I didn’t want to dress up.

Everything was going fine until I realized that the woman that was piercing my ears wasn’t using a piercing gun. I always heard that going to a piercing shop was safer than going to a random kiosk in a mall, but I never looked into why. Her needle looked huge to me, but the process wasn’t all that bad. I squeezed the seat of the chair on either side as I tried to sit up straight and keep my eyes directly ahead.

The flash of pain was brief, but I still whimpered like a bitch. The woman reassured me, “That one’s already done. Do you want to take a minute before we do the other side?”

“I think it would be better to just get it over with,” I groaned.

The artist stepped around to my other side and repeated the process. Another sharp pain followed by a little tug. When she finished, she pulled off her plastic glove and tossed it into the trash before squeezing my shoulder. “All done except for the paying part,” she said warmly.

“Do they look okay on me?” I asked as I finally relaxed my death grip on the chair.

“Girl, you think I’d let you pick out something that looked stupid? I like the way they look. I mean, if you asked for my preference, I would have rather seen you with a pair of emerald studs if money wasn’t too much of a problem. Dunno, maybe you should ask for someone else’s opinion, but I think that the earrings would catch people’s attention and your eyes would hold them there until you felt like letting them go, darling,” she purred.

Yeah, she got a nice tip. After I finished paying, I left the shop and pulled out my phone and took another picture of myself against the brick backdrop of the building. My earlobes were a little puffy but they weren’t bad enough for me to not send Emily the picture. After a few moments of waiting to see if she checked her phone, I gave up and made my way back towards my apartment.

I didn’t want to go back home yet, but I also didn’t know where else I wanted to go. My first thought was to maybe get something to eat, but I wasn’t so hungry that I couldn’t wait until I got home to cook lunch. I stopped just shy of a crosswalk and pulled my phone out again and opened a map of the local area. Brandon’s cafe was only a mile walk away from where I was.

A smile tugged at my lips as I took a right and started walking towards his place. While I wasn’t sure how he would react, going to his cafe today would be practice for tomorrow. If he immediately knew who I was, then that might be uncomfortable and everything my piercer said would have just been a kindness, but I could hope that the makeup and clothes did their job of hiding the fact that I was still a guy underneath.

By the time I got to Brandon’s, my legs ached. Wearing super tight skinny jeans made it a little harder to take longer steps, and I quickly realized that my stride had shifted to a more feminine gait. I wouldn’t complain too much about that, but heels were out of the question! Shoes were probably my least favorite wardrobe item for women, but it wasn’t hard to look cute in a pair of Chucks.

I pulled open the door to the cafe and the bell chimed happily at me. Stepping in, I made my way to the counter. Brandon wasn’t standing there as usual, but I heard his deep voice call out from further in the cafe, “I’ll be right with you.”

It took a few moments for Brandon to make his way back to the counter. The second he turned to look at me, his eyes clearly darted down to my ass for just a second before he met my gaze. “So, what can I do for you?”

“I’m not quite sure,” I mused. Putting my elbow on the counter, I rested my chin on my palm and looked behind Brandon to the print out of prices for the snacks and drinks.

“Well, I’ve got two consoles open at the moment. Are you looking to play a game or do you just want to hang out with some of the customers? There are a few of them chatting while they take their hour break,” he said.

I did my best to fake a bored sigh. “I guess I was hoping to meet a friend here, but I’m not sure they’d even recognize me.”

Brandon chuckled and shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not trying to make the wrong impression, miss, but I don’t think you’ve got the kind of face anyone could forget.”

His compliment warmed my heart, but more than that, it proved that not even Brandon knew who I was. I knew I’d have to give up our little game before too long, and sooner would probably be better than later. As confused as he seemed about me before, I definitely didn’t want to make him feel like I was playing him.

“So you’re saying that you don’t know who I am?” I asked.

Brandon’s brow furrowed as he looked over every feature of my face. After a few moments, he let out a sigh and shook his head. “Can’t say I know you. I hope you don’t take that the wrong way.”

I smiled playfully. “How about you hand me a drink and we’ll see what name pops up when I pay?”

“Any preference on the drink?” he asked.

“Dealer’s choice,” I purred. Messing with him was all too much fun. I would have never been able to tug his chain if I continued denying myself the pleasure of being a trap. It might be a little underhanded to string him along, but I trusted my gut about Brandon being the kind of guy that would laugh it off once he found out who I was.

Brandon laughed again and fetched a bottle of water from the fridge and put it down on the counter. “You shouldn’t have let me pick. I’m not much of a fan of drinking my calories.” He tapped his monitor a couple of times and the fingertip scanner lit up red.

I didn’t hesitate to put my finger on the machine. There was a quiet beep and Brandon let out an amused chuckle that built into a full-on laugh that only roared out in the shop for a split second before he put his hand over his mouth and composed himself.

Rolling my eyes, I grumbled, “Yeah, laugh it up, big guy. You’re the one that looked at my ass when you saw me.”

Brandon’s hand dropped back down to the counter and he nudged the bottle of water towards me. “Consider it a compliment, Max. And I bet you’re glad that Max is a somewhat gender-neutral name, huh? Did Emily put you up to this?”

“I don’t know a lot of women named Max, and no, Emily had nothing to do with me coming here today,” I said.

“Mackenzie gets shortened to Max all the time. And if she didn’t have anything to do with you coming here, I’m guessing that she still had something to do with it?” he asked.

I took my bottle of water and cracked the seal so that I could play with the bottle cap. “Why do you want to know so badly?”

“Because she’s already told me about what’s going on with you two. I didn’t realize that things were going this well, though. Hell, the way she was talking, she said that you were pretty cool and that you two solved your little misunderstanding, but I’m starting to get the feeling that she’s looking for something more than a friend,” he said.

“So you’ve been keeping tabs on me?” I asked as I rolled my eyes at him. My eyes met with his as I brought my bottle to my lips and teased the lip of the bottle with my tongue for just a moment before I took a drink of the water. “I bet you wish you asked me out when you had the chance?”

Brandon didn’t laugh at my poor attempt of a joke. “Not at all. If anything, I’m glad things are working out the way they are. I don’t mean to offend you, Max, but she was only interested in you at first because you’re not like most guys. And before you make your own assumptions, I’m not just talking about physically. I don’t know every bit of what you two are doing in-game, and if it’s sexual I don’t want to hear about it, but she has mentioned multiple times that she’s looking forward to spending more time with you.”

I wasn’t offended in the slightest by his remark. The glimpse of insight into Emily’s thoughts about me was more helpful than Brandon would ever know. “Well, I’m looking forward to spending time with her as well. I’ll even be such a good girl that I won’t tell her that you were totally checking me out.”

Brandon’s cheeks took on the slightest hint of a blush as he grumbled, “Dressed like you are, I doubt Emily would even blame me. Try telling me that you wouldn’t look at Emily the same way I looked at you if she had your outfit on.”

The thought of telling Emily’s uncle about how I’d look at her didn’t seem like the smartest decision I could have made. “Uh, I’d rather keep all my teeth, thanks.”

“Good answer, Max. Anyway, if you’re just here to chat, I’m going to have to ask you to follow me into the cafe. I’ve been trying to figure out why one of my consoles isn’t wanting to connect to the internet,” he said.

I picked up my bottle of water and turned to head for the door, “No thanks, I’m not sure I want to hang around an old man who looks at me like I’m a snack.”

His rumbling chuckle brought a smile to my lips as I walked out of his cafe. Tomorrow, I’d be back with Emily. My heartbeat quickened. She’d essentially seen the most private parts of me, both physically and emotionally. Emily was someone I felt I could trust, but I couldn’t deny that I was excited to see how she would react to seeing me dressed up in person for her. What could be more exciting than that? Well, maybe what would happen when we were alone in the game again. Another kiss would be another memory to help me make a mess in my panties…


Chapter Thirteen

Sitting on the edge of my bed in front of my mirror, I couldn’t wipe the dumb smile off my face as I slowly rolled the first white stocking up my smooth legs. For as thin as they were, the nylon was so warm against my skin. I let the stocking’s band squeeze itself around my mid-thigh and then enjoyed the process of putting on the other stocking.

My cock throbbed as I leaned back on the bed and crossed my legs so that all I could see in the reflection was my stocking-covered legs. Slowly, I uncrossed my legs and giggled like an idiot as my cock sprang from between my thighs. As fun as it was to get dressed, I knew I couldn’t take too long. Emily would be at Brandon’s shop as soon as it opened and I didn’t intend to leave her hanging.

That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to enjoy myself, though. I’d picked out another sexy outfit. After yesterday’s adventures, I felt pretty confident that no one would know or even care about me dressing up. That meant that Emily was going to get exactly what she didn’t know she wanted today. She might have wanted me to just be myself, but I wanted to be something more for her. I wanted to be her sexy girlfriend, and if I couldn’t be her arm candy, then what kind of trophy sissy was I?

Those thoughts came so naturally to me. I pulled my hand away from the skirt I was reaching for and I bit my lip gently. Emily and I might not have known each other for a long time, but I felt like I could trust her with… everything. Well, maybe not my investments, but I felt confident that if I taught her what I knew, she'd treat those as well as she’d been treating me.

I reached over the skirt to pick up the white lace thong as I thought back to the texts Emily sent me last night. She seemed so excited to see me. Maybe a little too excited. I took a deep breath as I slipped my feet through the panties and then pulled the thong up my thighs. The string rested between my ass in a strange way, but it was the way that the skimpy underwear cupped my balls that made my heart skip a beat. Regular panties were one thing, but I picked these out specifically to make me feel sexy, and damn, they were doing their job.

While I loved putting on my stockings and thong, the rest of my outfit wasn’t exactly as sexual. My black and red mini-skirt covered my cock and that took away quite a bit of my incentive to look at the ‘woman’ in the mirror with a nice, surprising package. After putting on a matching white lace bra, I inserted my fake breasts and then quickly pulled my thin white blouse on. Then, I went back to my closet and grabbed a dark red tie and put it on. While it was originally meant to be worn with the three-piece suit hanging in the closet beside it, I felt that it was a much better option to wear with my slutty school outfit.

Once I finished getting dressed, I couldn’t help but stare in the mirror for a few seconds longer than I should have. My cock could barely be seen bulging against my skirt, but that was the goal of wearing a slightly less form-fitting skirt this time. Sitting back down at the edge of my bed, I slid on my Chucks and then took a deep breath as I reached for my phone. Unlocking it, the same picture that I’d been looking at since Emily sent it was still open.

The picture was of Emily. She was naked in a small bathroom sitting on the edge of a sink with a mirror behind her. While she was naked, the picture didn’t include her entire body. Instead, it was taken at an angle that showed her perky breasts and her ass quite nicely. The caption she used for the picture was what pushed me to masturbate three times. It read, “If you were a bad girl, I’d let you lick up the mess I just made.”. It didn’t help that we’d been pretty much sexting all night. But the written word made it so much easier to be flirtatious with her, in person, I wasn’t sure that I could even look her in the eye when I was dressed up like this.

I guess I’d find out in less than an hour. I slid my phone into the inner pocket of my skirt and made my way into the bathroom to do my makeup. I’d gotten pretty good at it in such a short amount of time, but that didn’t surprise me. All my life, I struggled with my image, but there was never a point in my life where I didn’t feel like I couldn’t accomplish anything I set my mind to. Learning how to invest? I learned that all by myself (with the help of videos, of course). Makeup? More videos. How to satisfy a woman? Well, I hoped that the videos I watched last night would help me take care of Emily at some point, but I wouldn’t mind if she let me practice a few times before my big test…

By the time I finished applying my makeup, I was confident that no one would ever know that I was a guy. Fuck, I barely recognized myself. There were a few signs, but it wasn’t like my Adam’s apple was large in the first place. My brow wasn’t exactly masculinely shaped. My jawline had always been a little soft. My nose was more buttonish than not. The reality of my life was that I’d been trying to fool myself for way too long. I was born to be a sissy, and I was beyond excited to meet the woman I hoped would officially be my girlfriend by the end of the day.

I brushed my teeth yet again this morning just in case Emily decided to kiss me in the real world and then left my apartment. The walk to Brandon’s cafe felt like it took forever, but when I finally arrived and stepped inside, my long, arduous trek across the half-mile of city-jungle was rewarded.

Emily was bent over the counter talking to Brandon. She had on a pair of excessively tight blue jeans and I knew from experience that if she was wearing any panties, she had to be in a thong as well. Her t-shirt didn’t even cover the entirety of her lower back from her position, and while I hoped that other people weren’t looking at the woman that I hoped would claim me as hers, I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed seeing any part of her exposed.

Brandon smiled warmly at Emily and then nodded his head at me. “Your friend is here.”

Emily turned and rushed over to me. She threw her arms around my shoulders and pulled me in for a hug, “I feel like it’s been years since I’ve seen you!” She took a step back and made no attempt to pretend she wasn’t checking me out as her eyes scanned me from top to bottom. “And damn, you look good. Uh, did you want me to call you something else now?”

“Max is perfectly fine,” I chirped in my soft, delicate voice.

Brandon sighed heavily. “Yeah, I’m going to go ahead and say it. You two are weird as hell, but whatever makes you both happy. Anyway, did you two come here to meet up and go somewhere else or are you playing today?”

I smiled warmly at Emily. “I’ve been hoping we could get back to pushing through layers. I’m sure you’ve got to be craving a good fight with that creepy dude from layer five.”

“You bet your ass I am. Spoiler alert, he’s the layer ten boss,” Emily said.

“Just because you said spoiler alert didn’t mean I wanted to know that!” I groaned.

Brandon cleared his throat. “Max, how about you pay for however many hours you two want before I have to tell Emily about yesterday.”

I pulled away from Emily and hurried over to the counter. “You’ll say nothing! Two sessions, eight hours apiece.”

As I paid, Emily walked behind me and put her hands on my hips, “Is there something I need to know? You two aren’t having some kind of messed up affair behind my back are you?”

Brandon laughed. “Hardly. Max came in here yesterday all dressed up and was messing with me. Gotta give,” he hesitated for a moment, “her,” his eyes cut to mine and he shrugged his shoulders as if apologizing, “some credit. She definitely didn’t look like the same person I met on Saturday.”

Emily’s hands slipped down to my ass for a second and she gave it a quick squeeze before pulling away. “Just don’t forget that she’s mine, Brandon. I don’t care how much you stare, but if you laid a single finger on her, I’d never talk to you again.”

I couldn’t say where Emily’s confidence was coming from, but I wasn’t going to complain. The last thing I wanted was for Emily to lose interest in me the second she saw me in my outfit. I pushed against the counter so that I could press against her a little to let her know that I enjoyed her boldness. I couldn’t have her thinking that she might have gone too far, because, in my mind, nothing was off-limits to her.

Brandon reached over the counter and tapped his finger to my nose. “You’re back at station twenty-six, Emily, you’re at twenty-seven. Threaten me again and I’ll make sure that I’ve somehow only got one machine available from now on.”

Emily sighed and then let out a quiet laugh, “Fair enough.” She pulled away from me and started walking over to the Skydyve consoles and called out in the same cheerful voice, “Are you coming, Max? I’ve been dying to play with you again.”

I wasn’t stupid enough to assume she was only talking about the game. I hurried to catch up to her and called out, “Thank you, Brandon!”

“Don’t mention it, brat,” he rumbled.

Why was I a brat? I didn’t know, but I didn’t really care. Emily and I climbed into our Skydyve machines and in just a few minutes, we were in a party and back in the dark caverns. We spawned back in the same layer we logged out in, but we were right in front of the level entry point and the tunnels ahead looked different than they had last time.

Emily gave her sword a few quick swings. “I feel a little rusty, but I guess that’s what happens when you take a break from a game.”

“Let’s hope that I’m still pretty accurate with my heals if you’re feeling a little rusty,” I said. My character’s voice didn’t sound nearly as jarring as it initially did. After practicing the same sort of voice in the real world, it felt natural to talk like a woman. “So, what’s the plan for today?”

“Well, we’re on layer eight right now. As much as I’d love to mess around with you, you did pay for us to play for a few hours. I figure if we make it to the boss and take him down, I might give you a little reward of my own. Consider it a bonus quest,” she purred.

I plucked at my bowstring and used my enchantment spell to empower it and mumbled, “You’re such a tease. Lead on, then. I wouldn’t mind finding you a new weapon soon.”

“Like I need another weapon. Maybe some armor, but hell, I’d rather find some jewelry and get some bonus stats. I get that the game is supposed to be hard, but damn, I hate feeling like a noob,” she said as she started making her way through the tunnels.

It didn’t take long for us to clear the eighth floor. While we’d already cleared most of it before we logged off last time, the mobs had respawned and that meant that we could grind for experience if we needed to. Money was flowing in a bit more regularly as well, but considering the price of gear in the layer five shop, we weren’t going to be upgrading our equipment any time soon unless we found new items.

Considering that most of the tutorial took place in the first five layers, we didn’t get more random encounters with the statue to heal us. From what Emily told me as we jogged from encounter to encounter, we had a fifty-fifty chance of either finding a temporary vendor or a skill point merchant after each boss room. Either one could be helpful, but I hoped that we would find another skill point merchant. By the time we got close to the end of layer nine, I’d already accumulated another 1700 experience to spend.

“Damn,” Emily grumbled as she closed her settings menu. “We’ve been in-game for six hours already. Those ogres were so damn hard to kill.”

Six hours only left us with two, but from the red ornate door leading into layer ten, it was a somewhat safe assumption that the boss fight wouldn’t take us that long. “Yeah, no kidding, I thought you were going to go down a few times in that last fight.”

Her eyes caught mine and she smirked. “If I was going to go down, it wouldn’t be during a fight, babe.”

“Babe?” I asked before my mind could even register the innuendo. Of all the things I’d been called, babe wasn’t anywhere on the list.

Emily shrugged sheepishly, “I mean, I guess I kind of assumed that you wouldn’t mind.”

“I don’t!” I squeaked. “I-I just didn’t expect it.”

“I love pet names, so get used to them.” Emily smiled at me and tapped the tip of her sword against the door to the boss layer. “But if you like knowing what’s coming, it’ll be you after we take out the boss.”

A wave of nausea washed over me. “About that,” I mumbled.

Emily broke eye contact with me and stared down at her feet. “Shit, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I thought that with the way we were talking that you were down. I mean, I don’t want to make everything about sex, but I’m not going to lie and say that I haven’t been thinking about it.”

“No, don’t apologize.” It was my turn to stare down at my feet as awkward silence consumed the next few seconds. “I’m not exactly a stud in the bedroom. I’ve, uh, I’ve never had sex.”

“Don’t worry your pretty little head over something that easy to fix, babe,” Emily said in a soft voice. “I’ve been with a few women before, I won’t lie about that, but if we take things into the real world, we’ll both be awkwardly bumping uglies. I’m sure we could figure out how to make it fun, though.”

I couldn’t understand how she could be so casual when talking about sex. After the things she went through, I could only imagine how difficult it would be for her to follow through with the offer she just put on the table. As appealing as the thought of having sex with her in the real world was, I would have been just as content to keep things in the game world. The Skydyve consoles were well known for their impact on the porn industry for a damn good reason. The world was a lot more progressive with how they viewed sex than it was even a few years ago.

That fact didn’t change how I felt about how much of a leap of faith Emily seemed to be taking with me. “If it’s easier, we could just keep everything in-game? Maybe not this specific one?”

A soft giggle escaped Emily’s lips. “Trust me, we’re going to explore a lot of in-game options, but I’m not stupid. Online relationships don’t always work out, and if you expect me to keep my hands off you in the real world when you look like the same sexy chick I’ve been playing games with, you’re going to be disappointed.”

My cheeks flushed at her sweet, spicy compliment. “I think you already know how I feel about your hands on me, but aren’t you worried that we’re taking things a little fast?”

“Do you really want to wait four more months to make sure that you’re just as wild about me as you are right now?” she asked with a wink.

I bit my lower lip and shrugged my shoulders. “I’m just afraid.”

Emily crossed the distance between us and leaned down to kiss me. Her soft lips parted and her tongue pressed against my lips. I moaned softly and let her deepen the kiss. Her sword clattered to the ground and I let my bow do the same.

Emily’s right hand slid into my hair and she held me in place as her left arm came to rest on my lower back, just above my ass. Her breasts pressed against mine as she pulled my hips into hers.

At that moment, I felt something I’d never felt before… appreciated. She didn’t have to tell me that I was beautiful or that she was in love with me. Those things were just words at this stage. The only thing that mattered to me at that moment was the taste of her lips, the passion of her kiss, and the desire I felt for her.

I broke the kiss and leaned back slightly, pressing my hips harder against hers. “What do you want me to do?”

She smiled warmly as her bright eyes locked with mine. “Just play the game.”

With that, she pulled away from me and reached down to scoop up her sword before she snatched the ornate door open and charged through the loading zone into the boss layer.

As sexually frustrated as she left me, I couldn’t stop a smile from spreading across my lips as I grabbed my bow, cast my enchantment spell on it, and then rushed through the door to join her on the other side. I wouldn’t let my girlfriend(?) die, not even if she left me with a warm wetness building between my legs.


Chapter Fourteen

On the other side of the gate, Emily wasn’t locked in a battle to the death with the tall, gray humanoid thing from before. The sight that greeted me was far, far worse.

Hundreds of mushroom folk corpses littered the well-lit room and a thin coating of dark ichor covered the completely smooth stone floor. With no boots on, the sticky goop stuck to my feet, and if it didn’t give the floor some kind of grip, I would have had to walk even slower to avoid slipping. The bodies were scattered all across the room, but towards the far right side, it looked like someone had started stacking them up to clear a walkway. Emily stood near the center of the room, her two-handed weapon at the ready. “Some of these bodies look fresher than the others, but this had to have just happened.”

I hesitantly took a few steps closer to Emily. Her assessment wasn’t entirely wrong. The game seemed to hold little regard for actual time passing. When we cleared the fifth layer and went back into it, days or weeks seemed to have passed. That wasn’t a complaint, though, having events like this where attentive players could glean more information than others was pretty cool.

“I thought this was supposed to be the boss room,” I said quietly. “So where’s the boss?”

“It is the boss room, I read a few articles about it, but most of them avoided spoilers. The game is pretty new and it wasn’t like I was looking up walkthroughs. I still wanted to go in kind of blind, but damn, maybe I should have looked into it a little more,” she said quietly.

“Maybe we should just go to the next layer? Would it still count as complete if we didn’t fight the boss?” I asked.

“You can’t skip bosses. The game won’t let you leave. Besides, when we kill this boss, we’ll get a new quest. As fun as killing random creeps can be, I do like having some kind of target when I’m playing a game,” she said.

I nodded in agreement even though she was looking the other way. “I was hoping that I would be able to get into some kind of crafting skills or something as well,” I muttered as I walked closer to her. My bow’s enchantment faded and I quickly recast it and nocked an arrow on my glowing bowstring. “So we must have to do something to trigger the boss fight?”

“Yeah, we’re going to have to figure out what we have to do. Worst case scenario, we can log out and look up what we need to do, but I’d rather figure it out on our own,” Emily said as she started carefully snooping around. “As far as I know, we unlock professions and the ability to trade with other players at layer twenty-five, that’s supposed to be the layer where people get out of the dungeon.”

“Fuck, that’s so far away,” I mumbled as I looked around the room.

There were quite a few curious things in the room. The first thing that caught my eye was the broken pillars that were supposed to be supporting the ceiling. They were all broken at similar locations and only a chunk had been broken from each of them. As I got closer to the nearest pillar, I had to avoid stepping on a few of the mushroom people’s bodies. They seemed so sweet and innocent when they were happily greeting me with their clubby hands, I couldn’t help but feel terrible about the slaughter that happened here.

At the base of the pillar, I finally got my first clue. A chunk of the stone pillar about the size of the one missing rested nearly ten feet from the column. My heart sank as I noticed the thick metal ring in the stone and the broken chain link dangling from it. “Whatever killed these people looks like it was chained up here at some point. Check around the other columns for a stone with a metal ring in it!”

“A metal ring in the stone? How the fuck is that a thing?” she asked, seemingly not nearly as disturbed as I was.

“I can make my bow shoot magic arrows, I’m pretty sure that someone else could put metal into stone without breaking the stone,” I called back.

“Fair enough,” she said. A few seconds later, she mumbled, “Yeah, I found one of those chunks you were talking about. I don’t know how strong you need to be to break a chain, but I guess that the dagger dude was the thing being held here.”

“That doesn’t exactly instill confidence,” I said. “Do you think that has anything to do with how to trigger the fight?”

From the other side of the room, where Emily was, a loud clunk sounded out. “No, but I pulled a lever. That’s got to be a good sign.”

The grating sound of stone grinding against stone roared out. The pile of bodies I noticed earlier started shifting and eventually began rolling into a corridor that opened up. I could only assume that the lever controlled a trap door, but I wasn’t left with any time to consider the implications of why we would have to release whatever was in that hole.

A chillingly familiar lanky gray humanoid slowly trudged its way out of that corridor. It paid no mind to the corpses it stepped on. Its once milky white eyes were now light red, its cheeks hollow, and its lean body marred with many, many wounds. “No, no, no, no, no,” the voice echoed throughout the room. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this, friends. You were supposed to help me!”

It continued its trudge out of the corridor and closer to the center of the room. Emily quickly backpedaled until she was standing about a dozen feet in front of me.

“I helped you,” the mournful voice continued. “And this is my repayment? I fou—”

Emily rushed forward and slashed viciously into the creature, “I fucking hate exposition!”

“God damn it, Emily!” I yelled as I quickly took aim at the boss and shot an arrow. “You could have warned me!”

The creature didn’t move as quickly as it did before. My arrow caught him in the shoulder dealing a total of four damage, including my holy damage. Emily’s slash caught the boss across his chest, but the sword didn’t sink in as it should have and her attack only dealt three damage. The monster’s flesh seemed to halt the blade and my arrow before it could reach anything vital.

An angry snarl boomed through the chamber as the creature darted back a step. His foot kicked out with surprising quickness and slammed into Emily’s stomach with enough force to send her skidding back towards me as an ‘8’ floated up above her head.

My stomach dropped when I saw that number. Without thinking, I fired a healing spell at Emily. The light orange light sank into her character and returned five health to her. If the creature kept hitting her like that, I wouldn’t be able to keep her alive.

Emily didn’t seem to care about the damage she’d taken. She brought her sword to her side as she rushed back into melee range with him. Her sword arced in a wide stroke that the boss simply stepped away from. Either she was completely oblivious to how strong the boss was or she had enough faith in me to keep her alive.

I grabbed an arrow from my quiver and shot it into the boss as he recovered and tried to close in on Emily. The arrow bit into his chest and he let out another psychotic scream as he lunged at Emily. Even with his significant wounds, as he threw himself into the battle, he moved with speed similar to what we’d seen after the dragon fight. While he was nowhere near his peak, that didn’t mean he wasn’t more than a match for both of us.

His fist slammed into Emily’s jaw before she could even ready her heavy weapon again. Before the ‘3’ could float away, his other fist slammed into her stomach and lifted her from the floor and dropped her to her knees as another ‘6’ floated up. She only had eight health left and I couldn’t even see the boss’s total health.

Cursing under my breath, I sent another two quick healing spells towards Emily as she scurried back so that she could get to her feet without taking another hit. She stood and held her weapon in front of her defensively, “I can’t get a hit in on this mother fucker!”

“Then play it safe, we can whittle him down, just don’t die!” I called back as I nocked another arrow. My bow’s enchantment had faded away and I didn’t have the disposable mana to recast my skill. If Emily took another hit, I would have to heal her as many times as I could before the boss finished her off.

The boss took a few measured steps toward Emily. A low, rumbling chuckle built into an evil cackle as he spread his hands out to either side. His hands were surrounded by a dark gray aura and then a replica of Airy’s sword dropped down into his hand, the hilt in his right, the flat of the blade on his left.

As he shifted his left hand down to the hilt, Emily took the opportunity to slash into the boss’s thigh. His distraction cost him another four health, but she wasn’t done. Flames licked up around her blade as she reversed the slash and rose almost five feet into the air as her attack carried her up. Emily used the height to her advantage, kicking both of her feet into the creature’s chest to kick away from him and landed a few feet away. As a red ‘17’ floated up from the boss.

Dumbfounded, I shot my stupid little arrow and accepted my pathetic ‘3’ as the tip sank into the staggered boss. “What the fuck was that? Why didn’t you lead with that?”

“Because I hate using skills in the early game. If I can’t spam them, what’s the point?” she called back.

The boss didn’t seem fazed in the slightest that he’d just been eviscerated by Emily’s damage. Uncomfortable laughter rolled out of the monster as he returned her attack with two swift strikes of his own. The scream of metal on metal filled the chamber as Emily parried both attacks.

It was her turn to laugh as she muttered, “The dumb shit thinks I don’t know how to block an attack. You should have stuck with your fucking fists, asshole.”

I sent another warm ball of healing energy into Emily bringing her up to a total of seventeen health. “Don’t get too cocky, that shit would hurt if he hit you!” The boss didn’t get the same loving treatment that Emily did. I quickly fired an arrow at him and accepted the fact that I wasn’t going to be able to hit the dude for more than four damage.

Emily and the boss were pretty well matched. After her powerful attack as he readied his weapon, she hadn’t been able to land another good hit, but neither had he. While my pathetic three or four damage at a time seemed useless at the start, after a few minutes of fighting, I was the only one landing any damage on him at all. The only upside to that was that Emily wasn’t taking damage all that often either. I’d seen her fight with her sword quite a few times, but the way she handled it against the boss was just… different. There was no smile on her face, only grim determination to be better than her opponent.

I couldn’t count how many times I’d riddled the boss with arrows. The game only allowed for ten arrow shafts in an opponent at once, so he wasn’t even a pincushion even after my many, many shots.

Emily parried a downward stroke from the boss and quickly reversed momentum to bring her own sword down across his face and chest, then she coated her sword in flames as she used her skill again. This time, the boss managed to slash viciously into her dealing a full twelve damage with one hit, but Emily had already connected her strike and was following through with it. Hearing her hiss out in pain, I quickly sent another two healing spells into her to try to mitigate the damage she’d taken.

“You vile wretch!” the creature screamed and leaped back nearly ten feet. The sword in his hands faded into nothingness as he threw his hands out wide and raised them above his head.

As he cast yet another spell, I fired arrow after arrow into him and Emily rushed at him to try to disrupt his casting. The boss grunted in pain, but his spell completed before we could stop it.

All around the room, wet splashes squished out as the slain mushroom folk were resurrected to serve as the boss’s minions. That might have been pretty cool if it didn’t mean that we would have even more problems on our hands to deal with. Still, I was hopeful that the boss casting that spell meant that he was getting low on health, but his health bar still hadn’t been displayed above his head.

I let out a frustrated groan as I enchanted my bow with holy damage and turned my attention to the shuffling mushrooms. The thought of their cute antics before tugged at my heart as I riddled the creatures with shots that did almost nine damage each. Considering that they were undead and I was using a holy weapon now, I felt pretty damn smart for picking that skill up!

“Son of a bitch, I don’t know if we can kill this dude!” Emily called out to me.

“We’re doing damage to him, just keep it up. I’ll take care of the trash mobs, you just focus on making him dead, babe!” I yelled back.

A blunt, heavy paw smashed into my back and sent me down to one knee and dropped my health down by four points. At least they didn’t hit as hard as the boss. Biting my lip, I ignored how disgusting the ichor felt as it clung to me and spun around to fire a point-blank shot into the mushroom, sending it right back to its afterlife. Scrambling to my feet, I picked off the mushrooms nearest to Emily as she slashed and feinted at the boss, constantly moving to keep just out of the boss’s range.

The undead mushrooms kept rising from all across the room, and I struggled to find time to send the occasional healing spell towards Emily. I wasn’t even sure if she’d taken damage, but I played it safe. Every time my bow lost its enchantment, I recast the spell and went back to my crowd control duty.

My arms ached from the strain it took to pull back my bowstring. Everything about my body felt heavy as I struggled to keep up with the pace that the game required, but every time I looked at Emily, I felt a surge of determination course through me. I couldn’t let her down. I wouldn’t. I refused to accept that as a possibility.

When I was lucky enough to catch sight of Emily’s sword alight with fire as she ripped into the boss, I held onto the hope that he would just die, but he didn’t. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been fighting, but it felt like days. I had to give the Skydyve console credit, they really did make it an immersive experience.

After what felt like a lifetime, the undead mushrooms stopped getting up and I could turn my attention back to the boss. Emily’s health was alarmingly low and I sent another two healing spells into her, bringing her back up to a total of eleven. Between her every slash, I took the chance to put another enchanted arrow into the boss, and it didn’t take long for us to fall into a rhythm. Her sword would get slapped aside and with that distraction, the boss would take an arrow to his chest area. When one of my arrows seemed like they might hit him in the head, he would duck out of the way of the missile only to get rewarded with a vicious cleave from Emily.

And so it went. The two of us silently learning how to capitalize on the other's actions. The battle drug on for what felt like an eternity, but as the boss ducked out of the way of another of my arrows, Emily crouched low and used her flame strike skill yet again. This time, the boss didn’t grunt in pain.

He rocked on his heels for a moment, staring down at the blade that was firmly planted in his chest. “Y-You’ll be seeing me soon,” he stammered before he fell backwards, the blade pulling from his chest with an explosion of dark red blood.

“Yeah, yeah. No one gives a fuck, scrub,” Emily snarled. She looked back at me and smiled weakly. “I vote we check for loot real fast and then cross into layer eleven so we don’t have to deal with this shit again. Sound good?”

I quickly opened my settings menu and let out a panicked yelp. “We’ve only got forty seconds before we’re booted from the game!”

Emily rushed over to me and took me by the wrist before rushing towards the exit of the layer. “Fuck the loot! We can fight his punk ass again when we’re stronger if you want to farm him.”

I didn’t make it a chore for her to tug me along. Running as fast as I could beside her, we made it through the exit and spawned in a tunnel, but it wasn’t like the ones we’d previously been in. Instead, this seemed to be the entrance to the layers below. Just a few feet ahead of us were support beams and just beyond those was a stone wall. We’d finally made it out of the damn caves!

“Disconnecting,” a familiar female voice called out.

I wasn’t ready to log out. I wanted to spend some quality time with Emily, but the rules were the rules…


Chapter Fifteen

Coming back to consciousness in the real world was a relief, even if I thought I wanted to stay in the VR world with Emily for a little while longer. That boss fight lasted far too long for my taste and I wasn’t quite sure if I really felt like playing more Entering the Dark at the moment. Glancing over at Emily, I mumbled, “I think we should have spent our experience before we fought that boss.”

She laughed as she climbed out of her console. “You’re probably right. The article I read suggested that players have spent at least five thousand experience before fighting him, but I guess I was a little cocky.”

“A little? We probably haven’t spent a total of two thousand,” I groaned.

“But we took take of him and that means that someone else deserves a little taking care of,” she purred.

My cheeks flushed as her eyes darted to my skirt before she locked eyes with me again. I got out of the Skydyve console and shook the stiffness from my arms. Lying down for eight hours should have been a nice rest, but it wasn’t the same as sleeping. The mind was still active and the body had to be kept in a state that it could be woken up quickly.

“I thought that we were going to, uh, you know… if anything was going to happen, I thought we were going to be in the game world?” I asked.

Emily smiled warmly at me as she closed the distance between us. Even though other people were conscious, she didn’t hesitate to put her hands on my hips and pull me closer to her. “I thought we were as well, but I’m not going to pretend that I want to wait. I love a good fight, they just get me in the mood to get a little frisky. While that took forever, it was pretty intense for me. It’s a shame you wanted a bow so badly. If you were in close quarters with him, you wouldn’t have even noticed how long it took.”

I nervously put my hands on her waist, unsure as to what she would be comfortable with. She didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. “If I didn’t have a bow, I wouldn’t have been able to heal you. That fight took forever, but we would have had to grind for experience if I couldn’t keep you alive.”

She slid one of her hands from my hip up to my tie and she wrapped her hand around it and tugged on it gently. “Mm, then don’t you think your sacrifice deserves a little rewarding? Maybe back at your place?”

I could feel my cock starting to strain against my panties. “I-I’m not sure. I don’t know if I can—”

“I don’t care how good the sex is, baby. Stop worrying about if you’ll be good or not. I promise, it’ll be much more enjoyable than playing with yourself,” she whispered. Her hand released my tie and she leaned in close to my ear, “I’m looking forward to hiking your skirt up and riding your cock until you squirt, Maxi.”

No words came to mind. I’d never been talked to like that before and I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say. So I nodded and let her take my hand as she pulled away from me and headed for the door.

“I doubt we’re coming back today, Brandon, I’ll see you tomorrow, though. I’m sure Max will be available as well,” she called out without bothering to wait for his response.

Once we were outside, Emily let go of my hand and put her arm around my waist. “Lead on, baby.”

The walk back to my apartment didn’t take as long as the boss fight, but I hated that I didn’t have a car to get us there faster. By the time we made it into my apartment, I felt like nothing more than a conduit for nervous excitement. The idea of having sex with Emily still felt strange. I didn’t want her to think I only wanted sex from her. That also didn’t mean I was stupid enough to say no, either. If she was comfortable with it, then I wouldn’t stop her, but there was no way in hell I’d ask her for anything specific. Whatever my blonde goddess wanted to do to me would be okay with me!

The door had barely shut before Emily pushed me against the wall and kissed me. Her tongue pushed into my mouth as her hand slipped into my skirt and she didn’t hesitate to tease my cock through my thong.

Emily’s soft fingers felt so good as they teased the underside of my shaft and curled up around my crown. Even if I wanted to tease her back, I couldn’t hold a train of thought long enough to think about how to turn her on. Her free hand slid around my back and she groped my ass through my skirt.

She broke the kiss and locked eyes with me, “Fuck you’re bigger than I thought you were. I’m not complaining, but I’m definitely going to be on top, okay?”

“W-Whatever you want,” I moaned.

“Don’t say that or you’re going to end up bent over your bed while I fuck your ass, baby,” she purred. “I get the feeling that you’d love that.”

I nodded my head, but before I could ask her what size strap-on she’d want, a series of knocks rapped out against the door to my apartment. From the other side of the door, a frantic woman called out, “Max? Are you home? I really need to talk to you, it’s important!”

I recognized the voice. Unless I was wrong, that was Becky, one of the tenants that’d lived here since I bought the apartment complex from the previous owner.

Emily pulled away from me quickly and eyed me curiously, “Were you expecting someone?”

“U-Uh, it’s kind of my job,” I responded quietly. Without thinking, I opened the door and asked, “What’s going on, Becky?”

Becky stared blankly at me with an open mouth for a few moments. That was when I realized how awkward the situation truly was. Standing in front of her in a somewhat slutty schoolgirl outfit with a woman in my apartment, Becky could probably put two and two together. “Max?” she asked.

I swallowed heavily and nodded my head. Emily stood by my side and put her arm around my waist, silently supporting me. “Yeah, it’s me.”

Becky looked me up and down and then mumbled, “You look really nice like that. Uh, well, I’ve got a bit of a problem and I was hoping you could help.”

Emily pulled her arm from around my waist. “What kind of problem do you typically help cute women with, Max? Were you fucking lying to me?”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Emily probably thought I was screwing Becky. That wouldn’t happen in a thousand years, though. Becky was pretty, sure, but she was also married and had two children. Cheaters weren’t cool in my book, and even if Becky threw herself at me, I wouldn’t touch her. “Oh my god, it’s not like that, Emily!”

Becky lifted her hands defensively, “Oh my god. Max, I’m going to be at least two weeks late paying rent for next month. I promise that I’ll pay you as soon as I can, but my daughter had to go to the emergency room last night and that bill wasn’t something we budgeted for.”

“Holy shit, is she okay, Becky? Don’t worry about rent, just get it in when you can, but seriously, is she alright?” I asked.

“She broke her arm last night in a rough fall from her bunk bed, she’s okay, but you can imagine that she’s not exactly doing great,” Becky said. “I promise I’ll get the money to you as soon as I can, but my husband doesn’t get paid until the first and short of begging my family for money, I don’t know how we could come up with rent.”

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. Consider your rent covered for next month and get yourselves back on track. I’m not going to let you put your family into a rough patch, not when you’ve been such good tenants.”

Becky’s jaw dropped. “W-We can pay, Max.”

“I said don’t worry about it. It’s already off my mind, just make sure you’re on time for the month after next, okay?”

“I mean, if you’re sure, that would be such a relief, Max. Thank you. Seriously, thank you,” Becky said.

Emily tapped me on the shoulder to get my attention. “I’m not trying to cut things too short, but what the hell is going on? Why does she owe you rent?”

I sighed and mumbled, “Because I own these apartments?”

“Like… all of them?” Emily asked.

Becky spoke up, “Uh, I really appreciate it, Max. I’ve got to go.”

“Not an issue,” I mumbled to Becky and shut my door. Turning back to Emily, I spoke softly, “I own the entire complex, yes. I’m not one to flaunt and I don’t like giving people the wrong impression of me, but I live a comfortable life.”

“Well, that makes one of us,” she said quietly. “I’m fifteen-thousand in debt and scratch pennies together to play games in my free time and work my ass off to pay rent for the apartment I share with my mom. Fuck, I don’t know if that’s going to be a problem for us.”

“Why would it be a problem? And if you need help, I can help. I’m pretty sure that if you were happy to come home with me before you knew anything about my financial situation that you wouldn’t be the kind of woman to take advantage of it,” I mumbled.

Emily sighed and glanced down at my hips for a second before returning her eyes to mine. “Can we just pretend that we never talked about money at all?”

I smiled warmly at her. “If I’m supposed to be yours, then I think it’s only fair that you’re taken care of as well. Trust me when I say that I’m probably not buying you random cars or anything, but I want you to live more comfortably as well if you’re fine with that.”

“Fuck, you’re a sweetie, Max, but I don’t want you to think that you have to spend a dollar on me to make me happy. I just want you, that’s all,” she said.

“Then why aren’t you having me?” I asked.

She hesitated before putting her hands on my hips, “Because I don’t know where your bed is.”

I could understand her hesitation, but I hated it all the same. “Baby, I have money. I’ve had money. I don’t want you to treat me differently because you know about it now. I love it when you’re confident with me. I loved it when you grabbed my ass in the store, and damn it, I loved it when you kissed me the first day you met me. If money changes how you feel about me, then that’s something I’m not comfortable with.”

“Fine, but I swear, if you ever make me feel like you’re better than me because I’m broke, we’re done. Is that clear, Max?” she asked.

I gazed longingly into her blue eyes and whispered, “I’d never do that to you, Emily.”

She smiled and leaned down to kiss me gently. “Good girl. Now, where were we?” My cheeks flushed with embarrassment as I fought to find the right words to say. Emily saved me from myself as she groped my cock through my skirt, “It was a rhetorical question, baby. Be polite and show me to your room, yeah?”

“R-Right,” I stammered and reluctantly pulled away from her. As I led her into my room, I did my best to calm myself down. Part of me felt ashamed that the first time I’d have sex with someone would be because I was dressed like a woman. On the other hand, it felt so damn liberating to shed the shackles that’d been holding me hostage for so many years.

Emily didn’t give me time to linger on my thoughts. As soon as we were in my room, she put her hands on my shoulders and guided me over to the edge of my bed. She pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top of me, sitting on my lap as she leaned over me to kiss me deeply again.

I wasn’t sure what I was allowed to do, but I didn’t want to lie there and do nothing while she did all the work. Emily ground her hips against my throbbing cock, causing me to moan into the kiss. I put my hands on her waist and lifted my hips from the bed as she pressed herself against me.

The soft moans that floated out of her were sexy, but she quickly broke the kiss and sat up, pressing her full weight against my aching cock. “Fuck, you’re so hot, Max! Are you still comfortable with doing this? If not, you need to say something right freaking now.”

“I-I want to do it,” I mumbled.

She rocked her hips back and forth, drawing a sharp gasp from me. “You want to do what, Max?”

“H-Have sex,” I whimpered.

“That’s my girl,” she purred. Emily rolled off my and onto got on her back beside me. She lifted her feet into the air and unbuttoned her pants. There was no time to savor the moment as she ripped the jeans off and sat back up. My previous suspicions were confirmed, Emily wasn’t wearing any panties.

As soon as her jeans hit the floor, she moved onto her knees beside me and reached under my skirt. Emily didn’t hesitate to pull my thong aside to free my cock. The massive tent in my skirt was almost comical, but I wasn’t laughing. I couldn’t have even if I wanted to as her soft hand wrapped around my shaft and started stroking me slowly. “To be completely honest with you, I haven’t been with a guy willingly in… ever, but I’m not ashamed to say that I own a dildo that I use liberally.”

“And if I’m completely honest, I might cum if you keep doing that,” I moaned. “S-Sorry, this is a bit… it’s really nice.”

“Don’t apologize. We’ve got all afternoon, don’t we?” she asked. Emily smiled warmly at me as she moved her knees back and then leaned down on the bed. Her left hand settled between my spread legs and her right continued gently pumping my shaft. As she neared the top of my length, she flicked her fingers out to push my skirt over my cock.

My skirt pooled around my hips and nuzzled against the base of my cock. Emily’s hand slid down my shaft and she let out a deep breath. “I told you that you’d get a reward, so consider this your payment, baby.”

Emily leaned down and let her warm breath dance over my sensitive crown. Precum trickled out of my head as I watched her slowly part her lips and take my cock into her mouth. The warmth of her mouth stole my breath, her wet tongue made my back arch from the bed, and her muffled giggle claimed my heart.

I’d never had a blowjob, and I always imagined that they were for foreplay, but the pleasure was so much better than I could have ever imagined. Emily’s lips wrapped tightly around my cock and her tongue licked and teased as she bobbed up and down on the upper half of my length. Her hand slid away from my cock and rested on my inner thigh.

Emily tried to take me deeper into her mouth, but as my crown reached the back of her throat, she gagged and had to pull back a few inches. Her thumb gently rubbed my thigh as if she was apologizing, but she didn’t stop sucking as she continued to worship my cock with her mouth. If this was the kind of reward I would get for being her heal slut in-game, I couldn’t wait to play again. Well, I’d wait until she finished at the very least.

Emily’s hand shifted again and her middle finger pushed my thong out of the way as she pressed her fingertip against my hole. She moaned around my cock as she gently pushed her finger into my pucker.

It was too much. The blowjob alone was wonderful, but her finger sliding into my ass made my mind jump to the thought of her bending me over my own bed, fucking me like I was more than just a heal slut. “Oh my god, I-I’m,” I couldn’t even finish my sentence before the pleasurable rapture consumed me.

My cock throbbed in her mouth as hot strands of cum burst out of my cock. Soft, feminine moans poured freely from my lips as my hips writhed on the bed. Emily held on for the ride and continued to suckle on my crown as her finger pumped slowly into my body.

When my balls emptied their load, Emily stopped sucking and pulled away with her lips pursed. She quickly climbed on top of me and before I could even catch my breath, she guided my cock to her entrance and eased herself down onto my sensitive cock.

The hot, tight walls of her pussy felt so much better than her mouth had. Her slick lips slid down my cock almost effortlessly, but she still took me inside her quite slowly. As tight as she was, I could only assume that she was taking it slow for her own comfort. It was hard not to want to grab her by the hips and shove my length inside her, but that was stupid and selfish. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt the woman that finally saw me as something more than an outcast.

Her bright blue eyes locked with mine as she leaned down and pressed her lips to mine and pushed my hot, fresh cum into my mouth. The salty-sweet seed was strange, to say the least, but Emily was wonderful enough to make me cum. The least I could do was swallow it for her…


Chapter Sixteen

I should have been ashamed of myself as I swallowed heavily. My cum slid down my throat almost too easily, and Emily moaned as she broke the quick kiss and sat up again.

“Max, have I ever told you how much you turn me on?” she moaned.

I smiled up at her as she sank further onto my cock. “Maybe in a text.”

“Yeah, but texting is so fucking easy. Saying it in person is so much harder, but when you mean it, it’s still easy,” she said. Emily let gravity pull her further down onto my shaft until her warm, wet lips pressed against my smooth crotch. “Holy shit, for such a pretty girl, you’ve got such a big cock.”

My cheeks burned from that compliment and I mumbled, “T-Thank you for doing this.”

“Don’t thank me for having a great time, babe,” she purred as she slowly lifted away from my cock.

The cool air of my bedroom contrasted against the warm wetness that clung to my shaft. I already missed the warmth of Emily’s body against mine, but I wasn’t craving the pleasure of her pussy, I just wanted her to be close to me again. Maybe I wasn’t thinking clearly, but I couldn’t stop the words from slipping from my lips. “I think I love you.”

“Then you’re thinking too much, baby,” Emily said as she sank back down onto my cock. “But don’t worry, you’re not the only one that’s getting a little too attached.”

“Is that a bad thing?” I asked.

“Who cares?” she asked. With my cock fully buried inside her, she leaned forward and slid both her arms underneath my head, locking us together as she kissed me. “Max, you’re the only dude I’ve ever wanted to be with. You’re the first guy I’ve ever felt this comfortable with. So, you’re either going to be the one I marry or the one that ruins how I feel about guys forever, and considering that you’ve done everything you could to make me happy so far, I think that I’ll be getting an affordable ring in the next few years.”

Marriage was something I’d enjoyed the concept of, but even with as much as I enjoyed being with Emily, the qualifier of a few years was something I appreciated. I didn’t want to rush into getting married the same way we rushed into having sex. But, I wasn’t about to let go of that fantasy. Emily felt like the woman for me. “M-Maybe you should be the one buying me a ring. You’re the one wearing pants in this relationship.”

She laughed and shifted her hips forward before driving herself back onto my cock. “That’s only because you’re so fucking cute in skirts.”

I couldn’t see much of my reflection in the mirror, but I had to agree. From my position, all I could see was Emily’s back, her beautiful ass, and my thick cock in her tight pussy with my white thong pulled to the side. That sight was too fucking sexy to keep looking at if I didn’t want to cum too soon.

I wanted to keep up the banter, but Emily had other plans. She rocked back and forth on the bed, riding my cock as fast as she could from her limited position. After just a few seconds, she kissed me firmly and moaned, “I love you too, babe, but I’m close and I’m just going to be edging myself if I fuck you like this.”

“Should I warn you before I… you know?” I asked.

A warm giggle drifted out of her as she untangled her arms from around my head and sat up. “I’d appreciate that, Max. Until we’re ready for the consequences, I’d rather you not cum inside me. I mean, unless it’s my mouth or, uh, well I’m not sure if I want to take something this big up my ass.”

“That makes one of us,” the words came from my slutty sissy lips before I realized how much of a whore I sounded like. I couldn’t even be sure if I was just turned on in the moment or if I truly wanted Emily to fuck me with a toy. Maybe it was a little bit of both.

Emily smiled down at me and put a finger on my lips to silence me. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you get the full spectrum of experiences. It’s not like I’ve had a lot of partners to experiment with.”

She pulled that finger away and started bouncing on my cock again. “Baby, this conversation is nice and all, but all I want to do is hear you moan while I enjoy myself.”

I nodded and put my hands on her hips to help pull her down a little harder onto my cock. The wet smack of her hips against mine sang out in my room and my bed squeaked. If other people were home, I felt bad for them because I didn’t care if they heard us having sex. Emily wanted to fuck me and I wasn’t about to stop her. Making love might have been quieter, but Emily clearly wasn’t looking for an hour-long session of slow, passionate sex. Not yet, at least…

Whatever dildo she rode when she was in the comfort of her own room had trained her very, very well. While I wasn’t too sure as to what other pleasures I could expect from her, having her on top of me was probably the best moment of my life. The sex might not have been too focused on romance, but I knew that she cared about me and I knew that I loved her. If her sharing her body with me wasn’t a sign of her trust in me, then I didn’t know what else I would need from her.

For the first time in my life, I wasn’t worried about being judged for my femininity. My soft moans only made her moan louder. The fact that I was still fully dressed with my cock buried in the sexiest woman (that was so far out of the league I thought I was in) only further served to prove to me that Emily was the one for me. Maybe marriage wasn’t such a wild concept…

But those thoughts were too complex for what my mind wanted to handle. Her pussy clenched around my cock and her pleasured moans grew louder as she rode me faster and faster. The instant her hips smacked against mine, she was already lifting away so that she could drive my cock back into herself. It took everything I had to even be an active participant. My hands kept pulling her down, and I thrust into her from beneath her as she dropped back down. The loud, wet clap of our bodies colliding came with a wave of pleasure that washed over my mind and made it go blank every single time. But the thought that kept trying to swim to the surface was about Emily. I loved her. I was probably rushing into the relationship as fast as she’d rushed into sex, but who gave a fuck about what people thought was normal? Why did we have to wait to do something we both wanted?

The same people that would have told me to wait were the same people that used to call me a faggot. They were the same people that would have assumed my life was easy because I had money. Those people didn’t fucking matter. Emily did, though. Emily was the only person I felt like I had to listen to, and damn it, I loved her!

Emily threw her head back as her walls clenched around my cock, “Fuck, fuck, fuck! Just like that, baby. Oh god, I’m cumming!”

I didn’t expect her to sound so wild, but I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t stop moaning and if I had the wherewithal to speak, I would have warned her that I was close. Even as that thought floated through my mind, I knew that I could hold back, even if the tightness of her pussy was milking my cock for everything it was worth.

Emily’s warm juices seeped into my lace thong and I could feel the sticky wetness clinging to my skin, but I didn’t care. If anything, I loved being drenched in my lover’s orgasm. Fuck, I would have honestly preferred it if she’d cum in my mouth, but I’d be a good girl and eat her out another time. I didn’t watch those videos for nothing. But for now, I just held my breath and tried my hardest to keep my hips completely still. If I pumped into her at all, I would have come.

“Baby, I’m trying to keep it in, but I’m so fucking close,” I whimpered.

Emily took a deep breath and nodded her head, but her eyes were squeezed shut and she didn’t say a word. After a few seconds, she opened her eyes and quickly pulled herself off my cock. She slid off the bed and leaned over it so that she could take my cock back into her mouth. Her hand wrapped around the base of my cock and she pumped it quickly as she sucked on my crown.

Between the pleasure of her hand and mouth, the sound of her juices sliding up and down my cock, and the way her bright blue eyes looked as she stared up at me, I couldn’t hold back. A feminine cry tore from my lungs loud enough to make me worry that my neighbors would come check on me as my cock shot its second load into my lover’s mouth.

Emily’s hand slowly pumped my cock as I flooded her mouth with my cum. When my shaft finally stopped throbbing, Emily tightened her grip on the base of my cock and drew her hand all the way up my shaft to squeeze out every last drop of my cum. Then, she pulled away from my cock and opened her mouth to show me the thick white cream in her mouth before winking at me as she closed her mouth and swallowed.

Silence fell over the room as Emily sat on the edge of my bed next to my legs and was only interrupted by our heavy breathing for almost a full minute. Emily finally broke the silence when she put her hand on my leg and toyed with my stocking, “I hope you enjoyed that as much as I did, Max.”

“I came twice. I don’t think it’s fair to say that I enjoyed it as much as you did. You did so much more work and I just lay here and enjoyed that,” I grumbled. “That doesn’t seem very fair to you at all.”

“Oh, don’t you worry, there are going to be plenty of nights where you’re the one doing all the work, baby,” she purred.

I sat up and put my arm around her waist, pulling her closer to me. “You better not think that I don’t want to spend my nights making you happy, Emily.”

She giggled and pulled my skirt over my cock. “Is it bad that I kind of want you to get rid of your guy clothes? If you want to make me happy, that’s a surefire way to do it.”

“Consider them gone, then. I love dressing up like this anyway, and if I’m honest, I think it’s so much nicer to be seen as a woman anyway. People are so much kinder when they think you’re a cute chick instead of a femme guy,” I said.

She turned her head so that she could kiss me. The lingering taste of my cum in her mouth made my tender cock throb with the desire for another cum-filled kiss, but that would have to come another time. My soft cock couldn’t take any more of her wonderful attention, even if I was greedy for more. Having sex was better than I could have imagined, but sex with Emily was probably better than with anyone else on the planet. Emily cared about me. She craved me. Most importantly, I knew that she loved me. Maybe it was too early to tell, but I got the feeling that we would work well together in-game, in the real world, and when we were proud parents.


Epilogue

Emily’s hands caressed my cheeks as she panted heavily on top of me. “Fuck, it’s not the same as in the real world,” she groaned.

“I’m sorry, baby,” I cooed and let my hands rest on her bare hips. “You did tell me not to change my avatar to male, though.”

“Because I don’t want you to be a guy when we’re gaming. That doesn’t mean I can’t miss how good your cock feels,” Emily grumbled. She shifted back to pull her pussy away from mine and then lied on top of me. She kissed her way from my breasts to my neck and then further up to my lips. “But that doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy that. I’m just looking forward to when we can enjoy one another again.”

I smiled at her and put my hand between us and put it on her flat stomach. “Hey, at least we still have VR to keep us from being entirely sexless.”

“I should have kept making you pull out, baby,” she said before quickly kissing me again. “But that doesn’t mean I regret it. Still, getting married shouldn’t have been the reason we stopped being safe.”

“I know, I know, but I want to start a family while we’re both young enough to actually raise a kid. I want to be able to take our daughter out to the park and actually play with her instead of just watching her swing by herself because I’ve got arthritis and have a sudden hatred for people on our lawn,” I teased.

“That would imply that we had a lawn,” Emily shot back, a smile tugging at her lips.

“If you want a house, just pick one. Real estate is always a good investment in my eyes.”

Emily rolled her eyes at me. “You’re too sweet sometimes, but I don’t want a house until I’m the one that can pay our mortgage. You cover so much for us, the least I can do is provide a roof over our family’s head.”

“Hey, at least you’re working at the cafe. We can totally make Brandon take care of Lilly while we play for a few hours,” I said.

She laughed and rolled off me and onto her back. “God, I can’t believe he cried at our wedding. I can understand you turning on the waterworks, but I can at least pretend that it was because you were in a dress in front of your family.”

“Hey! That’s a low blow.”

“A low blow? Like when I sucked your cock in the dressing room at the mall?” she asked.

My cheeks flushed and I looked over at her. “You’re such an asshole at times… but I love you for it.”

“I’m just messing with you and you know it,” she said and nudged me with her elbow. “But we should probably log out. My ultrasound appointment is in an hour and I’m guessing you’d rather change into something a little less revealing before we go.”

I nodded and opened the settings menu to log out. Shortly after, I came to in the living room of my apartment just in time to see Emily wake up from her console beside me. Her stomach was swollen and I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride. That little bun in the oven was ours. She was our future, and she’d be the inheritor of my wealth. She’d have a loving family that wasn’t broken like mine.

What more could I ask for?

The End


Message from the Author

If you enjoyed this novella, please consider leaving a review. They help boost the visibility of these stories which directly helps make it clear that you guys want more of this sort of content. If steamy transgender novellas are your thing, consider joining my mailing list to be notified of new releases.

If you want to support me in other ways and be able to talk to me directly about what’s going on in my world, what I’m up to, and what I may be doing next, I recommend you check out my Patreon.

If you enjoyed this story, you may enjoy the VR novellas set in the same world:

It’s Just a Game

Skylar didn't know what to expect when he and his game development team got the offer to test out the latest VR tech. It wasn't even out yet, and it was supposed to be able to recreate physical sensations. In 2023, that was unheard of.

His excitement turned into festering uncertainty when he found out that the creators, Howard and Jessica, thought he was a woman and programmed his console accordingly. Fixing that mistake would have cost him another week and that was too long to wait.

If only he knew what would happen once he experienced being in a woman's body for the first time…

Sing For Me

Melissa wanted more from life. Not more money, not more power, and certainly not more responsibilities. But she wanted more attention, companionship, and more importantly, pleasure. It was easy to want but hard to let anyone get close enough to her in the real world to satisfy any of her wants.

In the virtual world of Dungeons and Dames, Melissa didn't have the same boundaries. She still wanted someone she trusted involved. Her innocence was at stake, after all, but from the moment she laid eyes on Gail, Melissa knew that she might have found what she wanted. Strangers shouldn't fall in love, but if Gail isn't looking for love then Melissa might have to let lust suffice.

Can the two find the time during their adventures to fall in love or will they let another chance slip through their fingertips?



[1]Toggo disagrees: https://scryfall.com/card/cmr/204/toggo-goblin-weaponsmith
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