ZHAO OR NEVER
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The curse had finally been broken!
Well, it was probably a bit of an overdramatization to call it a ‘curse’, it was more like a trend. Hoyoverse-brand gacha games almost never gave out free SSR units for obvious reasons. Those characters were how they made all of their money most patches, by appealing to the whales that played the game. If a normie player was invested enough in a character then they might spend a little money though, and that was clearly a benefit they assessed in their business model. 

Even if you gave every player in the game a free version of every SSR, even if the whales still spent to max them out, there was still lost revenue in all of the smaller purchases they would have gotten from regular players that would have hit their bottom lines. At the same time, the live service gacha space had become so oversaturated over the past five years that more games were finding it ‘in their hearts’ to give out a free character here and there.

That was where the ‘curse’ came into play. Honkai Star Rail and Zenless Zone Zero had both given free characters away in recent memory, but every time they did? It was a guy. There was nothing wrong with that in my opinion even though I knew some people took issues with it for whatever reason. Would it have been nice to receive a girl for once? Yeah, that was my own preference. Was I counting Aloy from the Genshin collaboration with Horizon Zero Dawn?
Absolutely not.

But then came the 2.5 version update for Zenless Zone Zero. It was the end of the second story arc, and on top of adding a new Void Hunter Agent, they were also giving a new SSR character away. Zhao – a rabbit Thiren that just so happened to be a girl! Well, a woman. Her rabbit blood made it so that she was very small physically, but she was still a woman in her thirties or so. 

I definitely wasn’t that picky with the drought of free SSR women we’d received. Then again, it definitely helped that I thought she was adorable. She was small, bossy, and the perfect balance of silly and badass. She had the Sonic the Hedgehog run in her kit along with a damaging falling animation! Needless to say, I’d been very excited to boot up my game on December 31st, 2025, to claim her as a login bonus!

“Why has everything been loading so slowly? Please don’t tell me the update messed up…?” Some of that enthusiasm had ended up deflated in the end, but I was still excited! I’d downloaded everything, installed the update, and yet the login screen was taking way too long to log me in. I’d had a bad experience with one of the Hoyoverse games in the past where installing the new update had caused something to break and I’d had to redownload the whole thing, and I wasn’t very excited by that prospect since it could take an hour or more.
After the progress bar didn’t move for a good minute, I tried moving my cursor to find that not even it was moving. “Come on, you piece of junk!” I clicked rapidly as if that would do anything, and of course it didn’t. I didn’t have any choice other than to reboot my computer, so I crouched down to reach the power button under my dash and—

I didn’t make it that far.
“HUH!?” There had been a feeling. Suction? It had felt a little like I’d just been sucked into something – not that there was a vacuum in the world that could have sucked up a man of my size. I was dropped on my butt in a void? It had a digital touch. The ground was white with a grid pattern running across it, while structures that looked like buildings towered around me with a similar aesthetic. The only thing that broke the colorless trend was the text floating in the air in front of me. Text that read:
WELCOME BACK TO NEW ERIDU! ENJOY THE FORM OF YOUR FREE ZHAO!

At this point, could you have blamed me for assuming that I was having some sort of strange dream? Topically, it involved all of the things that I had just been thinking of, and I wondered if maybe I’d just hit my head under the desk and conked out. “…That doesn’t really make any sense, but this situation isn’t any more realistic…” Both points of view had merit, but even considering what was in front of my eyes, there were things that didn’t align.

If the ‘city’ I was in was supposed to be New Eridu, the setting of Zenless Zone Zero, then why was it just a bunch of colorless polygons? I’d used VR headsets before, and even they could come up with something more realistic than what I was standing in the smack dab of. But then there was the floating text. Putting aside that it was floating without any sort of visible support, I also wondered about the wording. ‘Enjoy the form of’ was a weird way to phrase it, right? “I mean she is cute, but it isn’t like they’ve leaned into the fanservice so hard that the devs push the characters as being exclusively eye candy…”

Well, the wording would definitely make more sense in the long run.

All of a sudden, that text changed. Well, part of it remained as text, but there was something underneath it. A thin line with a shorter one running through it on the right side or, well, my right. It looked like a slider? Beneath text that simply read ‘WEIGHT’. “Huh? Weight? The weight of what? And why does this look like something you’d find in a video game’s character… customizer…?” I was more or less given an immediate answer.

Because that slider began to move. It had been all the way to the right, but it moved towards the left at a moderate pace. I’d been about to ask what I was looking at, but as it turned out? I hadn’t needed to ask it at all because the answer was forced upon me; it just took me a moment to put two and two together. ‘Weight’ was a pretty apt description, and the only thing that could be modified in that strange, digital space… was me.
“HUP!?” There was a sudden, sharp inhale on my part as the slider suddenly jolted across the line much more quickly than it had before. It almost felt like I had been kicked in the stomach or something of that nature. I leaned forward to grab my stomach as an immediate response, but not only didn’t grab it… but ended up reaching for my pants instead because they had slipped. “H-Huh!?”

The disembodied slider had slid almost all the way to the left now, and so by the time I righted my posture and was able to get a better look at myself? It was gone. It being my weight, or at least any excess that my body had possessed, at least. My rotund body was… not so much now, honestly. Pressing a free hand against my belly revealed it wasn’t toned, but it was certainly a lot flatter. Possibly even the slightest bit soft? Looking back up, I glared at the slider. It hadn’t exactly reached all the way to the left and appeared to have stopped at a single notch.
“Okay, either way… this has to be a dream, right?” A dream where I was trapped in a cursed game or something? How else could I even begin to explain why my body was so thin, or so— “Hey!?” My voice briefly squeaked with surprise because I thought my pants had slipped from my grasp and had fallen to the ground. I had definitely felt like my loins were exposed, and I wasn’t wrong. It was just that my pants hadn’t dropped. They were just gone – along with the rest of my clothes.
I was standing there, butt naked. “Where did my clothes—!?” Naturally flustered, I looked around in a panic until I looked up where the weight slider had been before. It was gone, and in its place? A box beside text that now said ‘Clothes’. “D-Did someone uncheck that!?” Was there even a someone to uncheck it, or was I just being toyed with at the whims of some sort of greater power? Needless to say, I’d once again tossed aside the notion that this could be a dream. 

The clothing checkbox flickered away, revealing symbols as opposed to text this time that made my blood run cold. The one on my left was blue, while the other was greyed out – they were the symbols associated with one’s sex, and the male symbol must have been blue because I was one. “Wait, don’t—!” There was only one reason that I could think of for that to be brought up, and mid-cry the blue symbol dulled to grey while the one to the right turned pink… for female.
It likely wouldn’t have been surprising to hear that this was probably the most intense feeling of the strange things I had felt thus far, and it was also the broadest. “Ngh!?” I couldn’t stifle the weird sounding groans that I made as the process begun, with the pitch of my voice rising significantly from the very outset. It definitely sounded like a woman’s voice, and one who had a set of squeaky pipes at that. Even then, this was nothing compared to the visual changes.
My cock and balls disappeared almost the exact moment the symbol in front of me had changed, leaving me to keep over with surprise in a way that led me vaguely astray in the sense that I didn’t notice my height had been affected just as quickly. I’d been roughly six feet tall, but despite the fact that there wasn’t a height slider (yet), I’d dropped down to 5’6” as I’d learned to check the nothingness between my legs. “I-I’m a woman…” Well, there wasn’t nothing; there was a pussy.

I really was a woman. And women didn’t typically only have just a slit between their legs. As I corrected my posture, too shy to even look at it, the rest of my body developed a pointedly feminine shape. My waist pinched in, my hips flared out slightly, while weight pooled into my ass, thighs, and chest in equal measure. It was just that none of it was very much? It was the bare minimum to give me a small and perky rump, a pair of A-cup boobs, and shapely – but just barely – thighs. Otherwise, my shoulders had narrowed now that I was shorter.

“I don’t really get it! Why is this happening, and why…” Didn’t I dislike it? I was smaller, daintier, and cuter – and that was an assertion I’d made without even seeing my face. It was, in fact, smaller and more effeminate. Poutier lips, a smaller nose, and eyes that were bigger and almost… cartoony. My hair hadn’t gone untouched and had lengthened to my shoulders too, although its color, at least for the time being, remained untouched. Was I a little happy?

If I had been, I wasn’t afforded much of an opportunity to think it through because a height slider finally appeared in the air in front of me. It had already been knocked down several notches from my sex change, but… “W-Wait, are you going to make me even smaller!?” Yes, as it turned out. The slider was cranked all the way over to the left almost instantly, which almost had me gag with how rapidly my limbs and spin retracted. “AH!?”

My feet had remained firmly planted on the ground, but it felt like I’d fallen. I dropped all the way down to 3’10” in an instant – which led me to a natural conclusion. “Wait, wait, wait! I’m not being turned into a kid, am I!?” In most cases, you could only expect a child to be that small. And yet the faint, yet mature curvature to my build had been retained. I still had a developed bosom even if it was small, and there was still a maturity to my face.

Two color picker wheels had actually appeared behind me at this point, each dancing around in tandem with my hair and eye colors changing at random depending on where the cursors fell. Eventually? They sat at red for my eyes, and a pastel pink for my lengthened hair. “C-Come to think of it, in terms of the result of this transaction… the sound of my voice almost…” But it wasn’t just my voice, which was very familiar now that I was thinking about it. My height, and the sudden desire to describe what was happening as a ‘transaction’, it was almost like…
I perked up when they slider in front of me changed into a dropdown box that said ‘Human’ underneath text that read ‘Race’. The dropdown was opened quickly, and something else was selected to confirm my theory. “Rabbit… Thiren…” That was what had been selected, and like everything else it immediately affected my body, perhaps in the most dramatic way of all.

Warm. Itchy. Considering the growth of cream-colored fur that sprouted from my head to my toes, that feelings were probably to be expected. It wasn’t overly long, but it was thick and soft, covering the nipples of my small boobs while it became thicker around my crotch and butt to conceal any cracks. “Wait, am I really going to be a bunny!?” Yes, as it turned out. While the hair covered my fingers and hands, it thickened them into cartoonish proportions while my feet were hoisted up. 

The big and pinkie toes on either foot shrank away, leaving the three that remained to swell into short claws with paw beans on their shorter undersides. They were adorable, and very clearly the feet of a bunny rabbit, just as my face was tugged into a short snout with a small, pink nose at the tip. A fluffy, light pink tail exploded out from just above my ass, and my ears slowly grew and transitioned up to the top of my head where they grew into the cutest pair of rabbit ears that were significantly larger when compared to the rest of my body. The tufts within them alone would have covered my whole face if pulled down.
I’d been so distracted by all of this that I hadn’t even noticed a new field had appeared in front of me that displayed my name. At least not until I saw that name being deleted. “Wait, I sign with that name! It’s important for business! It was…” The moment the last letter was deleted, though, I could not remember what my name had been. My small mouth hung open so that a pair of large buck teeth could grow briefly. I was stunned. At least until a new name was typed into the field.

ZHAO. When thinking about my own name, that was the name that would always immediately come to mind from that point forward. It instilled me with a sense of identity, of memories that hadn’t been there before, and as I stood there with that blank expression? I was dressed for the occasion. Well, after my pink hair finished lengthening into fluffy, pink braids that were tied just past my butt.
I was left wearing a big, green shirt underneath a black dress that left my arms bare. The skirt reached my thighs, but my legs were so thick with fur that you couldn’t exactly tell where those thighs bled into my knees, and while my rabbit feet were bare? Black belts had been tied around my ankles. “This outfit’s kind of comfy at least, but…” And that was without touching on the ties in my braided hair, or the ornaments on the sides of my head from which a talisman hung on the right. My left rabbit ear was even pierced with two silver, hoop earrings.
The sensation of which made me raise a short, round eyebrow.
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“Uh. This doesn’t exactly make a lot of sense, but okay? What am I going to do about it? It’s not like I can just pay a large sum of dennies and reverse it…” Since it seemed as if my transformation had reached completion, I began to pace back and forth as I mumbled to myself. It had been really jarring to move about in such a small and fluffy body before, but my steps had become more akin to playful hops with my pawed fingers laced between my back. “So, when they said ‘the form of Zhao’ they were referring to this? Without having me sign a waiver? Ugh.”

I hadn’t been particularly business or money-minded before, but now that I had become Zhao, it was the easiest way for me to think. Everything was a transaction, every debt had to be repaid, every deal came with a contract. And I’d been left out of all of the details! I stomped one of my flat foot paws with a huff of annoyance. But did doing so finally bring about change in the city? No, it must have been unrelated.

But the polygons that had formed the city around me were suddenly colored. It became a real, breathing city with people walking around before my very eyes. In fact, it was the plaza in Failume Heights? “Hello, Miss Zhao!” The woman from the nearby convenience store said to me. Wait, how did I know where she worked? How did I know all of her employees? Well, Krampus keeps tabs on all of that sort of stuff naturally! Oh, right!
“Good day!” I waved at her and kept walking as if it was a regular occurrence. The strangest part was it kind of… was? I was walking with purpose now, waving and greeting every face that was now familiar to me. Before long, that confidence of Zhao’s was my own. Her goals were my own. And while I still recognized who I had been… was I still that person? Nothing about me wasn’t Zhao, right? And so, it would be much easier to live as Zhao! …Even though I had so many responsibilities.

“Ugh, wait. Has Dialyn not reported to me yet today? She’d better not be screwing around the that those Proxies again…”

Maybe I should go pay them a visit and see!
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